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ABSTRACT
Malaysia’s multi-ethnic society provides a significant context for examining how religious factors influence ethnic tolerance among youth. In this setting, religion is widely recognised as a key determinant shaping individuals’ attitudes and behavioural orientations toward members of different ethnic groups, particularly in fostering social cohesion and mitigating interethnic tension. However, limited empirical attention has been given to the roles of religious knowledge and religious personality in shaping ethnic tolerance among Malaysian Muslim youth. Therefore, this study investigates the influence of these two dimensions of religiosity on ethnic tolerance. A quantitative research design was employed using a questionnaire adapted from established instruments. Data were collected from Muslim youth in a Malaysian higher education institution through purposive sampling, and multiple regression analysis was conducted to examine the relationships among the variables. The findings indicate that both religious knowledge and religious personality exert significant positive effects on ethnic tolerance, with religious knowledge emerging as the stronger predictor. This suggests that cognitive understanding of religious teachings plays a more substantial role than behavioural religious disposition in shaping interethnic attitudes among youth. Religious knowledge provides a moral and ethical framework that guides social behaviour, while religious personality reflects the internalisation of values such as empathy, respect, and self-discipline. Collectively, both dimensions contribute to fostering more tolerant and harmonious interethnic relations. The study provides empirical evidence from the Malaysian youth context and underscores the importance of strengthening religious education and value-based character development in promoting social cohesion in multicultural societies, while also suggesting implications for future policy and research directions.
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INTRODUCTION 
Malaysia is a plural society that consists of diverse ethnic, religious, linguistic, and cultural backgrounds. The major ethnic groups in Malaysia are Malays, Chinese, and Indians, together with various indigenous communities such as the Iban, Bidayuh, Bajau, Melanau, Kadazan, and Murut. This ethnic diversity is closely related to religious diversity, where Islam is the main religion, followed by Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, and other belief systems. Although diversity is often considered one of Malaysia’s strengths, it also creates social challenges that require continuous management and understanding among different groups. Malaysia has long been recognised as a relatively stable multi-ethnic country with continuous economic growth and social development (Kasmo et al., 2015). However, social stability does not mean that ethnic and religious tensions do not exist. Weak ethnic and religious harmony may threaten social unity, political stability, and peaceful coexistence within society (Zulkefli et al., 2021). 
Since independence in 1957 and the formation of Malaysia in 1963, the government has continuously introduced various policies and programmes to strengthen ethnic integration and national unity  (Damin, 2021; Zulkefli et al., 2018). Among these initiatives is the New Economic Policy (NEP), which aimed to reduce socioeconomic inequality among ethnic groups and promote social harmony. Educational institutions, government agencies, media platforms, and community organisations have also played important roles in encouraging tolerance and mutual understanding through civic education, interfaith dialogue, and community programmes (Sallehudin et al., 2025). Despite these efforts, ethnic relations remain sensitive in certain situations, especially in informal interactions and online environments. The rapid growth of social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and TikTok has created new challenges, as online content may spread hate speech, religious provocation, and ethnic prejudice more easily (Abd Hamid & Kamri, 2025). Social media algorithms may also strengthen polarising views and create “echo chambers” that influence negative perceptions towards other groups.
Ethnic tolerance should therefore be understood not only as peaceful coexistence but also as the willingness to respect, accept, and interact positively with individuals from different ethnic and religious backgrounds (Verkuyten & Killen, 2021). Ethnic tolerance involves attitudes, emotions, and behaviours that influence daily social interaction. In Malaysia, the issue of ethnic tolerance is particularly important among youth because they are in the process of developing their identity and are highly exposed to various social influences, including political issues, religious narratives, and digital media content (Awang et al., 2019). As future leaders and members of society, youths’ attitudes towards diversity will play an important role in determining the future strength of national unity and social harmony (Rahman et al., 2019).
Education has been widely recognised as one of the main tools for promoting inter-ethnic understanding and strengthening national integration (Abd Hamid & Kamri, 2025). In Malaysia, courses such as Ethnic Relations, Islamic and Asian Civilisations (TITAS), and Ethics and Civilisation Appreciation have been introduced in higher education institutions to increase students’ understanding of multiculturalism and civic responsibility (Kasmo et al., 2015; Mohammed Zabidi et al., 2024). These courses emphasise values such as mutual respect, tolerance, ethical communication, and appreciation of cultural diversity (Abdullah et al., 2022). In addition, co-curricular and community activities involving students from different ethnic backgrounds are organised to encourage interaction and strengthen social relationships. However, previous studies have shown that educational exposure alone may not fully change students’ attitudes and behaviours, as issues such as ethnic stereotyping, prejudice, and social distance still exist among some students (Maaruf et al., 2013). This suggests that ethnic tolerance is influenced not only by formal education but also by psychological, moral, and social factors.
Within this context, religion is considered one of the most influential social institutions in shaping individuals’ attitudes, values, and behaviours (Briliana & Mursito, 2017). Religiosity can be reflected through beliefs, religious practices, moral commitment, emotions, and obedience to religious teachings (Zulkefli et al., 2023). In general, religious teachings promote positive values such as compassion, justice, respect, and peaceful coexistence, which are important in strengthening ethnic tolerance in multicultural societies (Kumar et al., 2023). Previous studies have also found that religion plays an important role in promoting ethnic tolerance among Malaysian youth (Wan Husin et al., 2020). However, limited studies have specifically examined how religious knowledge and religious personality influence ethnic tolerance among Malaysian Muslim youth. Therefore, this study aims to examine the influence of religious knowledge and religious personality on ethnic tolerance among Malaysian Muslim youth. The findings of this study are expected to contribute to a better understanding of religiosity and provide useful insights for policymakers and educators in strengthening social harmony in multicultural societies.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Ethnic Tolerance
Ethnic tolerance refers to the ability of people from different ethnic backgrounds to live together in peace while respecting differences in culture, religion, traditions, and ways of life. The term “ethnic” comes from the Latin word ethnicus, which refers to a nation, people, or race. It is commonly used to describe groups of people who share similar cultural, historical, linguistic, and sometimes genetic features (Nizah et al., 2017). These shared characteristics form identity markers that influence social interaction and belonging in society. The word “tolerance” comes from the Latin tolerare, meaning endurance and flexibility, and is understood as the acceptance of differences in culture, tradition, history, and value systems (Wan Husin et al., 2020).  It also refers to openness toward different beliefs and practices (Nizah & Bakar, 2020). In modern understanding, tolerance includes not only acceptance but also respect and recognition of others’ rights to maintain their cultural or religious values (Rahman & Khambali @ Hambali, 2013). 
In this sense, ethnic tolerance is defined as positive attitudes toward equality among different ethnic or racial groups, leading to acceptance and appreciation of diversity in beliefs, customs, and lifestyles (Korol, 2017). It involves mutual respect and the absence of prejudice, which supports harmonious relations in multicultural societies (Ahmad et al., 2018). However, ethnic tolerance may be influenced by several barriers such as social inequality, political differences, religious issues, economic gaps, constitutional matters, and strong group sentiments (Damin, 2021). Therefore, ethnic tolerance is very important in multi-ethnic countries like Malaysia, where unity and social stability depend on understanding and respect among different ethnic communities.
Religious Knowledge
Religious knowledge refers to an understanding of religious teachings, beliefs, and spiritual truths that help individuals guide their behaviour and make sense of life. In general, knowledge is defined as information that is processed through experience, reflection, interpretation, and understanding, allowing individuals to develop new insights about the world (Karlsen & Gottschalk, 2004). It is not simply the collection of facts, but a meaningful and organised understanding that improves awareness and supports decision-making  (Bergeron, 2003). Knowledge also involves the ability to interpret and apply information in both social and cognitive contexts (Davenport & Prusak, 1998). In this sense, religious knowledge goes beyond general knowledge as it focuses on divine reality, spiritual truth, and religious teachings that guide human life (Baiasu, 2018). In Islamic thought, it is closely connected to human purpose and moral development, as it encourages ethical behaviour and spiritual awareness (Huda et al., 2016). 
In Islam, religious knowledge is built upon three main foundations: aqidah (faith), shariah (Islamic law), and akhlaq (moral conduct) (Anas et al., 2013). Aqidah refers to belief in the oneness of Allah (Tawheed) and serves as the core foundation of Islamic faith (Alwi et al., 2017). Shariah provides the legal and ethical guidelines that regulate worship and social interactions. Meanwhile, ibadah refers to acts of worship and devotion carried out with sincerity to obey Allah in both religious and daily life activities (Rahman, 2015). Overall, religious knowledge has a strong influence on human behaviour, shaping values, attitudes, and social norms (Idris et al., 2016). In multicultural societies, it also helps promote understanding, respect, and harmony among different groups. Studies suggest that individuals with higher religious knowledge are more likely to show positive attitudes toward others and demonstrate greater tolerance in intergroup relations. Therefore, religious knowledge is an important factor in fostering ethnic tolerance, especially among youth.
In view of the above discussion, in order to examine the influence of religious knowledge on the ethnic tolerance of youth, this study proposes the following hypothesis: 
H1: Religious knowledge positively influences the ethnic tolerance of youth.
Religious Personality
Personality refers to stable patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaving that distinguish individuals in social contexts (Bergner, 2020). Although personality demonstrates a degree of consistency, it is not entirely fixed, as it is continuously influenced by social environments, learning experiences, and internal value systems. Sabdin and Zulkefli (2023) further emphasise that personality encompasses habitual attitudes, emotional expressions, opinions, and behavioural tendencies that are consistently displayed in everyday social interactions. Within a religious context, religious personality refers to the manifestation of religious beliefs through an individual’s behaviour, emotions, motivations, and attitudes in daily life (Idris, Mastor, et al., 2008). It reflects the extent to which religious teachings are internalised and translated into real-life conduct. From an Islamic perspective, religious personality also represents an individual’s character and worldview guided by Islamic teachings and principles (Ismail et al., 2021), shaping how they perceive life, make decisions, and interact with others.
Religious personality is commonly conceptualised through three dimensions: pro-social behaviour, ritual behaviour, and anti-social behaviour (Annalakshmi & Abeer, 2011). Pro-social behaviour includes actions such as helping others, demonstrating empathy, and maintaining positive social relationships, whereas ritual behaviour refers to adherence to religious obligations and practices. In contrast, anti-social behaviour encompasses actions that contradict moral and religious teachings. Together, these dimensions illustrate how religious values are reflected in both personal conduct and social relationships. Previous studies have demonstrated that religious personality significantly influences ethnic tolerance, with personality and religion identified as important contextual factors contributing to the development of tolerance within diverse communities (Idris, 2008; Idris, Hamzah, et al., 2008; Idris, Mastor, et al., 2008). Individuals with a strong religious personality are more likely to exhibit self-discipline, emotional regulation, respect for others, and acceptance of diversity. Therefore, in the context of this study, individuals with higher levels of religious personality are expected to demonstrate greater ethnic tolerance in their behaviour.
In light of the above discussion, in order to examine the influence of religious personality on ethnic tolerance among Malaysian youth, this study suggests the following hypothesis:
H2: Religious personality positively influences the ethnic tolerance of youth. 
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Figure 1: Research Model

METHOD
Participants
The participants of this study were selected using a purposive sampling technique, which enables the researcher to identify respondents who are relevant and capable of providing meaningful information for the study (Ali Memon et al., 2025). The target population consisted of Muslim youth students enrolled in a private higher education institution (HEI) in Malaysia. The institution was selected due to its multi-ethnic student composition, which provides an appropriate context for examining ethnic tolerance among students exposed to diverse cultural backgrounds. Prior to data collection, approval and consent were obtained from the university management. Data collection was conducted between July and September 2021 using a questionnaire distributed personally by the researcher through Google Forms. This platform was chosen because it can accommodate a large number of respondents, is easily accessible to university students who commonly use institutional Gmail accounts and allows automatic recording of responses in a spreadsheet format for efficient data management (Ho et al., 2020). A total of 366 responses were collected, of which 56 were excluded as they did not meet the study criteria. Consequently, 310 valid responses were retained for the final analysis. 
The demographic profile of the respondents is presented in Table 1. A total of 310 Muslim university students from a private HEI participated in this study. The sample comprised 48.7% (n = 151) males and 51.3% (n = 159) females. In terms of age distribution, 71.6% (n = 222) were between 17 and 19 years old, 25.8% (n = 80) were between 20 and 22 years old, and 2.6% (n = 8) were between 23 and 25 years old. Regarding ethnicity, the majority were Malay (96.8%, n = 300), followed by Bumiputera Sabah (2.6%, n = 8), while Indian and Bumiputera Sarawak respondents each accounted for 0.3% (n = 1). For educational background, 51.6% (n = 160) had completed the Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM), 14.2% (n = 44) were at foundation level, 11.0% (n = 34) were pursuing a bachelor’s degree, 10.3% (n = 32) held a certificate or diploma, and 2.6% (n = 8) had completed the Sijil Tinggi Persekolahan Malaysia (STPM). Although the institution is multi-ethnic in nature, the respondents were predominantly Malay Muslim students; however, the learning environment provided regular exposure to diverse ethnic groups, making it suitable for examining ethnic tolerance within a multicultural higher education context. 
Table 1: Demographic Profile of the Participants
	Demographic Variables
	Category
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Gender

	Male 
	151
	48.70

	
	Female 
	159
	51.30

	Age

	17-19
	222
	71.60

	
	20-22
	80
	25.80

	
	23-25
	8
	2.6

	Ethnicity

	Malay
	300
	96.80

	
	Indian 
	1
	0.30

	
	Bumiputera Sarawak
	1
	0.30

	
	Bumiputera Sabah
	8
	2.60

	Educational Background
	Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia
	160
	51.60

	
	Sijil Tinggi Persekolahan Malaysia
	8
	2.60

	
	Certificate
	32
	10.30

	
	Diploma
	32
	10.30

	
	Foundation
	44
	14.20

	
	Bachelor’ Degree
	34
	11.00

	Total
	310
	100.00


Instrument
This study employed a survey questionnaire to obtain participants’ responses on ethnic tolerance in Malaysia. The questionnaire was developed in English to ensure clarity and facilitate respondents’ understanding of the items. English is widely recognised as a second language in Malaysia (Thirusanku & Yunus, 2014) and is commonly used in various domains such as education, politics, science, technology, trade, and communication (Chan & Abdullah, 2015). The questionnaire consisted of four sections: religious knowledge, religious personality, ethnic tolerance, and socio-demographic information.
The religious knowledge scale comprised 18 items covering three domains: Aqidah (7 items), Shari’ah (4 items), and Ibadah (7 items) (Ali & Yahya, 2018; Awang, 2020; Jurami & Sham, 2013; Moten & Wok, 2019; Salleh et al., 2013). Respondents indicated their level of agreement using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). Religious personality was measured using a 30-item scale adapted from Idris, Mastor, et al. (2008). A sample item includes “I fulfil all my promises,” and responses were rated on a five-point scale ranging from 1 (Never) to 5 (Always). Ethnic tolerance was assessed using a 30-item scale adapted from (Muda et al., 2017a, 2017b; Muda et al., 2018). A sample item includes “I treat people of other ethnicities with respect,” and responses were measured using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). 
In the final section, respondents provided demographic information, including gender, age, ethnicity, and educational background. Prior to the main data collection, a pilot study involving 53 participants was conducted to test the reliability of the research instrument. The reliability of the scales was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha. The results indicated that all constructs demonstrated acceptable internal consistency, with values exceeding 0.70, which is considered reliable (Namdeo & Rout, 2016). 
Data analysis 
The collected data were analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 24.0. Descriptive statistics, including frequency and percentage, were employed to analyse respondents’ demographic profiles. In addition, multiple regression analysis was conducted to examine the influence of religious knowledge and religious personality on ethnic tolerance among Muslim youth. Multiple regression is appropriate for this study as it enables the examination of the relationship between one dependent variable and multiple independent variables, as well as the contribution of each predictor to the outcome variable (Petchko, 2018).
RESULTS
A multiple regression analysis was conducted to examine the influence of religious knowledge and religious personality on ethnic tolerance among Muslim youth. The results of the regression model are presented in Table 2. The model indicates a positive relationship between the predictors and ethnic tolerance, with an R value of 0.616. This suggests a moderate association between the observed and predicted values of ethnic tolerance. The R² value of 0.380 indicates that religious knowledge and religious personality jointly explain 38% of the variance in ethnic tolerance, while the remaining 62% is accounted for by other unmeasured factors. The adjusted R² value of 0.376 confirms that the model maintains good explanatory power after adjusting for the number of predictors, indicating minimal overfitting.
Table 2: Summary of Regression Model
	Model
	R
	R Square
	Adjusted R Square
	Std. Error of the Estimate

	1
	0.616
	0.380
	0.376
	0.39457


a. Predictors: Religious Knowledge, Religious Personality
The results of hypothesis testing, as shown in Table 3, indicate that both religious knowledge and religious personality have a significant influence on ethnic tolerance among Muslim youth. Specifically, religious knowledge has a stronger positive effect on ethnic tolerance (β = 0.486, p < 0.001), thus supporting H1. This suggests that higher levels of religious knowledge are linked with higher levels of ethnic tolerance. In contrast, religious personality also shows a significant positive relationship with ethnic tolerance (β = 0.281, p < 0.001), supporting H2, although its effect is weaker compared to religious knowledge. Overall, these findings show that both variables are important predictors of ethnic tolerance, with religious knowledge being the more influential factor in this study.
Table 3: Results of Hypothesis Tested
	[bookmark: _Hlk132360643]Hypothesis
	Path
	Standardised Coefficients
	P value
	Results

	H1
	RK → ET
	0.486
	< 0.001
	Significant

	H2
	RP → ET
	0.281
	< 0.001
	Significant


DISCUSSION
The objective of this study is to examine the influence of religious knowledge and religious personality on ethnic tolerance among Malaysian Muslim youth at a local multi-ethnic university. The findings of the first hypothesis indicate that religious knowledge has a significant positive influence on ethnic tolerance, with religious knowledge emerging as the stronger predictor in the model. This suggests that youth with higher levels of religious understanding tend to demonstrate more positive attitudes and greater acceptance of individuals from different ethnic backgrounds. This may be explained by the fact that religious knowledge provides a clear moral and ethical framework that guides behaviour in social interactions. When youth understand values such as respect, justice, and cooperation, they are more likely to apply these principles in their interactions with diverse ethnic groups. Therefore, religious knowledge plays an important role in shaping ethical awareness and should be strengthened from an early stage to promote ethnic tolerance in a multi-racial society (Sabdin & Zulkefli, 2023). This finding is supported by De Run et al. (2010), who highlight that religion significantly influences human behaviour and attitudes at both individual and societal levels. Similarly, Moten and Wok (2019) note that religious understanding shapes how individuals perceive and respond to others in social contexts. Wan Husin et al. (2020) also found that Malaysian youth generally recognise that religious knowledge contributes to ethnic harmony through values such as honesty, respect, and cooperation. In addition, Zainal and Salleh (2010) emphasise that religious education promotes cognitive maturity and openness, which support the development of more tolerant interethnic relationships.
In addition, the findings of the second hypothesis show that religious personality has a significant positive influence on ethnic tolerance among Malaysian youth. This indicates that individuals who demonstrate stronger religious personality traits are more likely to behave in a tolerant manner towards people of different ethnic backgrounds. Religious personality reflects the extent to which religious values are internalised and consistently expressed in daily life, particularly through empathy, self-discipline, and respect in social interactions. As a result, youth with stronger religious personality are more likely to demonstrate tolerance in real-life interethnic situations. This finding is supported by Annalakshmi and Abeer (2011), who found that religious personality is associated with prosocial behaviour such as empathy and respect. Idris (2008) further highlights that religion and personality are key contextual factors in the development of ethnic tolerance, while Idris, Hamzah, et al. (2008) report that prosocial dimensions of religious personality contribute significantly to interethnic understanding and harmony. Overall, these findings suggest that religious personality plays an important role in promoting positive interethnic behaviour through the development of mutual understanding and respect.

Hence, the findings of this study demonstrate that both religious knowledge and religious personality are important predictors of ethnic tolerance among Malaysian Muslim youth, with religious knowledge having a slightly stronger influence. This indicates that ethnic tolerance is shaped not only by behavioural factors but also by cognitive understanding of religious teachings. Therefore, efforts to strengthen ethnic tolerance should focus on both dimensions in a balanced manner. Educational institutions should not only emphasise religious knowledge but also actively develop religious personality through value-based education, moral training, and experiential learning activities. Such integrated approaches are essential in fostering mutual respect, social cohesion, and long-term harmony in Malaysia’s multi-ethnic society.
CONCLUSION
This study was conducted to examine the influence of religious knowledge and religious personality on ethnic tolerance among Malaysian Muslim youth. The findings confirm that both religious knowledge and religious personality play important roles in enhancing interethnic tolerance. This indicates that religious factors are significant in shaping positive attitudes and behaviours among Muslim youth in a multi-ethnic society. Therefore, strengthening both religious knowledge and religious personality should be emphasised as part of efforts to promote social harmony. In particular, youth should be made aware that religious understanding and values can foster respectful, tolerant, and cooperative relationships across ethnic groups. Accordingly, programmes that promote interethnic interaction, tolerance, and cooperation should be continuously implemented to support social cohesion and national unity.
Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations. First, it focused only on the influence of religious knowledge and religious personality on ethnic tolerance. Future research should consider additional contextual factors such as gender, age, ethnicity, and socio-cultural background to provide a more comprehensive understanding of ethnic tolerance. Second, this study employed a quantitative research design. Future studies may benefit from qualitative or mixed method approaches to gain deeper insights into the underlying reasons and lived experiences that shape ethnic tolerance among youth. Third, the findings are based on data collected from students at a private higher education institution in Malaysia; therefore, caution should be exercised when generalising the results. Future research could include both private and public higher education institutions and conduct comparative studies to produce more robust and generalisable findings.
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