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We examined the negative effects of individualism in an East Asian culture. Although individ-
ualistic systems decrease interpersonal relationships through competition, individualistic
values have prevailed in European American cultures. One reason is because individuals
could overcome negativity by actively constructing interpersonal relationships. In contrast,
people in East Asian cultures do not have such strategies to overcome the negative impact
of individualistic systems, leading to decreased well-being. To test this hypothesis, we
investigated the relationship between individualistic values, number of close friends, and
subjective well-being (SWB). Study 1 indicated that individualistic values were negatively
related with the number of close friends and SWB for Japanese college students but not
for American college students. Moreover, Study 2 showed that even in an individualistic
workplace in Japan, individualistic values were negatively related with the number of close
friends and SWB. We discuss how cultural change toward increasing individualism might
affect interpersonal relationships and well-being.
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INTRODUCTION
The literature on cultural values has discussed the sizable
cross-cultural differences between personal and interpersonal
social values, such as individualism/collectivism (Hofstede, 1980;
Triandis, 1995), and independence/interdependence (Markus and
Kitayama, 1991). Theories and evidence have repeatedly suggested
that individualism or independence is more frequently observed
in European American cultural contexts whereas collectivism or
interdependence is more frequently observed in East Asian cultural
contexts.

However, globalization – “a process by which cultures influence
one another and become more alike through trade, immigra-
tion, and the exchange of information and ideas” (Arnett, 2002,
p. 774) – has been a powerful and unstoppable force in recent
decades (Chiu et al., 2011) and cross-national or cross-cultural
distinctions may be getting smaller. Globalization enables greater
mobility of people, objects, money, and information across
countries. Especially since the 1980s, international trade by
transnational companies and enterprises has been expanding,
and the ongoing developments in improved transportation and
information technologies have created a globalized world. Glob-
alization is not only making societies more international, but
also more Westernized or European-Americanized. Indeed, glob-
alization is sometimes called Americanization or Westernization
(e.g., Guillen, 2001) and lay people perceive globalization to be
related to the Western cultural values (Yang et al., 2011). This
means that European American culture is one of the most potent
cultures in the world that has a strong influence on other cul-
tures due to the political and economical strengths of Western
cultures, which continue to export not only products, technolo-
gies, and economic systems but also values, ideas, and beliefs.

As a result, there have been many cultural changes, especially
in East Asian cultures, that have been affected by the spread of
westernized cultural values, ideas, practices, and systems. In this
research, we investigated how psychological tendencies might be
affected by cultural changes, with a specific focus on the spread of
individualism.

INDIVIDUALISM IN THE EUROPEAN AMERICAN CULTURAL CONTEXT
Individualism – “a social pattern that consists of loosely linked
individuals who view themselves as independent of collectives”
(Triandis, 1995, p. 2) – is one of the most influential “global val-
ues” (Pilkington and Johnson, 2003). Importantly, individualism
has long been fostered in European American cultural contexts.
For instance, previous studies suggested that individualism is fos-
tered over time by economic systems (i.e., the lifestyle of herders
compared to those of farmers and fishermen; e.g., Uskul et al.,
2008), the Protestant ethic (e.g., Weber, 1920; Quinn and Crocker,
1999), the philosophy of ancient Greece (e.g., Nisbett, 2003), the
decreased prevalence of pathogens (e.g., Fincher et al., 2008), and
voluntary settlements (e.g., Kitayama et al., 2006).

Individualistic systems or environments are believed to
have positive influences on individuals (e.g., Waterman, 1981).
For example, individualistic systems enable individuals to act
autonomously and choose freely (Triandis, 1995), with high social
mobility such as being able to choose desirable persons to interact
with (e.g., Schug et al., 2009), which tends to increase happiness
(Inglehart et al., 2008; Fischer and Boer, 2011). Furthermore, peo-
ple in individualistic cultures can have strong sense of self-efficacy
(Kitayama et al., 2004).

However, such individualistic systems or environments can
also have potentially negative effects. In particular, individualistic
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systems urge people to pursue personal achievement, which creates
competition between individuals (Triandis, 1995). These systems
can also result in high social mobility, which lead to high social
anxiety (Oishi et al., 2013). In addition, the focused attention on
personal achievements can bear a significant cost on interpersonal
relationships (Park and Crocker, 2005).

Even though having costs, individualism brings benefits such
as enjoying free choice and strong sense of self-efficacy. One strat-
egy to buffer against the negative affects of individualistic systems
is developing interpersonal skills, usually employed in European
American cultural contexts, including seeking new interper-
sonal relationships (Oishi et al., 2013), engaging in self-disclosure
(Schug et al., 2010), explicitly seeking social support (Kim et al.,
2006) or maintaining a high relational mobility by choosing desir-
able persons with whom to interact (Schug et al., 2009; Yuki and
Schug, 2012). In short, in European American cultures, people
are independent from each other (Markus and Kitayama, 1991,
2010) but still actively seek interpersonal relationships. Such inter-
personal skills are probably acquired over an extended period
through socialization, and allow people in these cultural con-
texts to enjoy interpersonal relationships while maintaining their
independence.

INDIVIDUALISM IN A JAPANESE CULTURAL CONTEXT
Through globalization, Japanese society has been influenced
by European American cultures. This is especially true for the
aspects of Japanese society that are adopting the individualistic
systems imported from European American cultures. For exam-
ple, the number of companies introducing pay-per-performance
systems in Japan has increased (Institute of Labor Administra-
tion, 2004). Moreover, it has been argued that education that
fosters children’s autonomy has recently been emphasized in
schools (Doi, 2004). With the increase of individualistic environ-
ments in Japan, people have also become more individualistic
in certain respects1. For instance, the average family size has
decreased, the divorce rate has increased, and independence in
child socialization has been increasingly prioritized (Hamamura,
2012).

However, it has been argued that individualism in Japan might
be qualitatively different from the individualism in the Euro-
pean American cultural contexts (Kitayama, 2010). Individualism
in these cultural contexts means being independent from oth-
ers but still actively making social relationships. By contrast,
to be independent and achieve “individualism,” the Japanese
might feel the need to distance themselves from interdependent
relationships. Indeed, connotations of individualism in Japan
are more negative than are those in the U.S. Specifically, in

1It should be noted that there were some indices which did not show that Japanese
have become more individualistic (Hamamura, 2012). However, all the indices that
did not show the increase in individualistic tendency were self-report items of beliefs
and values. In contrast, behavioral measures (i.e., average family size, divorce rate,
and proportion of people living in urban areas) documented an increase of indi-
vidualism. Previous research suggested that self-report items have some problems.
For example, people tend to compare themselves with individuals in their culture
rather than those in another culture (the reference-group effect; Heine et al., 2002).
Therefore, even though one may have become more individualistic, they might not
realize their increase of individualism due to a reference-group effect.

the U.S. individualism is perceived to be unique or indepen-
dent, while in Japan individualism is regarded as being selfish
and feeling lonely (Ogihara et al., 2013a,b). Unlike in Euro-
pean American cultural contexts, relational mobility is relatively
low in East Asian cultural contexts; that is, people tend to
interact with others with whom they already have a connec-
tion (Yuki and Schug, 2012). Hence, the Japanese are more
likely to commit to a long-term relationship rather than to
seek new relationships (Yamagishi and Yamagishi, 1994). How-
ever, long-term, pre-existing interpersonal relationships can bind
and restrict individuals because these relationships are often
rule-based, not autonomy-based. Therefore, it might be nec-
essary for Japanese individuals to cut off traditional relation-
ships to be independent. Moreover, once these relationships
are cut off, it is difficult for the Japanese to develop new rela-
tionships. Even under the motivation to be independent, the
Japanese do not actively create new relationships because they
are not equipped with appropriate strategies for making and
constructing new social relationships, such as actively engag-
ing in self-disclosure (Schug et al., 2010) or explicitly seeking
social support (Kim et al., 2006). In European American cul-
tures, individualism has been fostered over a long period, so
people have adequate strategies which have been acquired through
socialization. In contrast, Japan was not an individualistic cul-
ture and the exposure to individualization is comparatively
recent. Therefore people in Japan might not have the strate-
gies which are appropriate in an individualistic culture. As a
result, under individualistic systems, Japanese tend to cut off
interpersonal relationships but do not actively build new close
interpersonal relationships. Thus becoming more individualistic
might decrease Japanese happiness because interpersonal relations
are an important source of happiness in Japan (e.g., Uchida et al.,
2008).

PRESENT STUDY
We examined the relationship between individualistic values, sub-
jective well-being (SWB), and number of close relationships in
Japan and the U.S. Study 1 tested the hypothesis that individu-
alistic values would be associated with a decrease in the number
of close friends and SWB in Japan, but not to close friends and
SWB in the U.S. Furthermore, to examine the effect of individ-
ualistic values and structural systems, Study 2 tested if decreases
in the number of close relationships and SWB would be found in
a sample of adults working in an individualistic environment in
Japan. We predicted that even in a workplace that has individu-
alistic systems and requires individualistic values, individualistic
values would be negatively related to the number of close friends
and SWB for Japanese workers.

STUDY 1
Study 1 investigated whether individualistic values would have
different effects on SWB across cultures. We predicted that (1) an
individualistic orientation would decrease SWB in Japan, but not
in the U.S., and (2) fewer close relationships would mediate the
negative effect of individualistic values on SWB in Japan, whereas
individualistic values would not be related to the number of close
relationships in the U.S.
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METHOD
PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE
One hundred and fourteen undergraduate students at Kyoto
University in Japan (62 male, 52 female; Mage = 19.5, SDage = 1.77)
and 62 undergraduate students at University of Wisconsin-
Madison in the U.S. (29 male, 33 female; Mage = 19.3,
SDage = 1.17; 60 White and 2 Hispanic born in the U.S.)
participated in this study.

MEASURES
Individualistic and collectivistic orientations
We used the revised version of the Contingencies of Self-Worth
Scale2 (Crocker et al., 2003; Uchida, 2008). This scale assesses 11
domains of self-worth (e.g., academic competence, relationship
harmony). Factor analysis in each culture indicated that 9 of the
11 domains fell into two factors, namely, individualistic orienta-
tion (e.g., academic competence, and competition; αJapan = 0.92,
αUS = 0.89) and collectivistic orientation (e.g., relationship har-
mony and other’s support; αJapan = 0.89, αUS = 0.81).The other
two domains (support of family and virtue) were dropped from
the analysis because of the low factor scores. A sample item in indi-
vidualistic orientation is“Doing better than others gives me a sense
of self-respect,” and an example of the items in collectivistic ori-
entation is “I can’t respect myself if I break relationship harmony
within my group.” Participants reported the degree to which each
statement applied to them (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree).

Subjective well-being
Participants completed four scales to assess their SWB. First, we
measured life satisfaction by using the Satisfaction With Life Scale
(Diener et al., 1985; five items; e.g., “In most ways, my life is
close to my ideal”). Second, the Interdependent Happiness Scale
(Hitokoto et al., 2009; 32 items) was used to measure individual
differences in interdependent happiness gained by maintaining
harmony with significant others (e.g., “I believe that I and those
around me are happy”). Participants answered these two measures
on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Third,
we assessed positive and negative affect. Positive affect was mea-
sured with 11 items (e.g., happy, satisfied) and negative affect was
measured with 15 items (e.g., depressed, sad). Fourth, we mea-
sured somatic symptoms (11 symptoms; e.g., headache and stiff
joints). Participants reported how frequently (1 = never, 5 = very
often) they experienced each of these affective states and somatic
symptoms. All of these items have been successfully used in a
survey of Midlife Development in the U.S. (MIDUS; Brim et al.,
2004). All of these scales had satisfactory internal consistency
(0.72 < αs < 0.90).

Number of close friends
The number of close friends was measured using a sociogram
(Kitayama et al., 2009). The sociogram is a simple diagram that

2We chose this scale because it can successfully measure individualistic and collec-
tivistic orientation with relative implicitness. If we used a more direct measure, that
included items such as “I like doing better than others” or “I do not like breaking
relationship harmony within my group,” participants might not report their actual
orientation or attitudes because of social desirability.

shows an individual’s interpersonal relationships. Participants
were asked to draw circles representing themselves and their
friends on a paper and to connect related persons with lines within
10 min. After this was done, they were asked to identify the friends
with whom they feel comfortable. The “close friend” variable was
defined as the number of people with whom the participants felt
comfortable.

RESULTS
ORIENTATIONS IN JAPAN AND THE U.S.
The average raw scores of individualistic and collectivistic orien-
tations are shown in Figure 1. We conducted a 2-way (orientation
and culture) ANOVA and found main effects of both orien-
tation [F(1,174) = 11.68, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.06] and culture

[F(1,174) = 8.97, p < 0.01, η2
p = 0.05]. In addition, the interaction

between orientation and culture was significant [F(1,174) = 12.57,
p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.07]. The individualistic orientation score was
significantly higher for the U.S. participants than for Japanese par-
ticipants [F(1,173) = 17.80, p < 0.001], whereas the collectivistic
orientation score was not significantly different across cultures
[F(1,173) = 0.26, p = 0.61].

EFFECTS OF ORIENTATIONS ON SWB
Due to generally consistent results across the four SWB measures,
a single SWB index was developed using a principle component
analysis (Table 1). Multiple regression analysis was conducted to
examine how individualistic and collectivistic orientations affected
SWB in each culture3. In Japan, an individualistic orientation
negatively affected SWB, whereas a collectivistic orientation did

3We conducted a multiple regression analysis with independent variables of individ-
ualistic orientation, collectivistic orientation, culture, the interaction term between
culture and individualistic orientation, the interaction term between culture and
collectivistic orientation, age, and gender, with SWB as the dependent variable. We
found a significant effect of individualistic orientation (β = −0.22, p < 0.05), but
the interaction term between culture and an individualistic orientation was only
close to be marginal (β = 0.16, p = 0.105).

FIGURE 1 | Raw scores of individualistic and collectivistic orientations

in Japan and the U.S. (Study 1). Bars represent the standard error.
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Table 1 | Principle component scores of SWB index in Japan and the

U.S. (Study 1).

Japan U.S.

Interdependent happiness 0.89 0.88

Negative affect −0.78 −0.82

Positive affect 0.78 0.80

Life satisfaction 0.73 0.86

Somatic symptoms −0.70 −0.70

not affect SWB (Figure 2). In contrast, in the U.S., a collec-
tivistic orientation negatively affected SWB, and an individualistic
orientation did not affect SWB.

MEDIATION EFFECT OF NUMBER OF CLOSE FRIENDS
We conducted a mediation analysis to test whether the number of
close friends mediated the effect of an individualistic orientation
on SWB. The distributions of the numbers of close friends were
positively skewed. Thus, we transformed the values by computing
their common logarithm (plus 1), which produced an approxi-
mately normal distribution (using the same analysis proposed by
Kirkpatrick et al., 2002). In Japan, an individualistic orientation
was associated with fewer close friends. Moreover, the number of
close friends positively predicted SWB, even after orientation was
controlled. Therefore, in Japan the number of close friends medi-
ated the effect of an individualistic orientation on SWB (Figure 3).
Furthermore, a Sobel test (Sobel, 1982) indicated that the mediat-
ing effect of the number of close friends was marginally significant
(z = −1.75, p = 0.08). In contrast, we did not find such a
relationship in the U.S.

DISCUSSION
As predicted, in Japan an individualistic orientation was nega-
tively related to SWB, but not in the U.S. In addition, in Japan, the
number of close friends mediated the negative effect of an individ-
ualistic orientation on SWB. This suggests that if people in Japan

FIGURE 2 | Standardized regression coefficients predicting subjective

well-being in Japan and the U.S. (Study 1). **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

try to be independent and achieve individualism, they will have
difficulty forming and maintaining close friendships. Interestingly,
however, there was no relationship between an individualistic ori-
entation and the number of close friends in the U.S. Therefore, we
concluded that the effect of individualistic values differs between
Japan and the U.S. Specifically, individualistic values in Japan were
associated with a deterioration in close relationships and a decrease
in SWB, whereas individualistic values in the U.S. did not have a
negative effect on close relationships and SWB.

STUDY 2
Study 1 revealed that in the U.S. an individualistic orientation did
not influence SWB and interpersonal relationships, whereas in
Japan individualistic orientation was negatively associated with
SWB and the number of close friends. However, these results
might be questioned if the negative impact of individualistic
orientation in Japan was due to the conflict between individu-
alistic orientation in personal level and the collectivistic social
structure.

Therefore, in Study 2, we chose a sample of women work-
ing in an individualistic-orientated workplace to examine whether
negative impact of individualism found in Study 1 could be gen-
eralized to an individualistic-oriented working environment in
Japan. We examined whether people with individualistic orienta-
tions working in an individualistic social structure would exhibit
the same negative effects of individualism as exhibited by the
Japanese participants in Study 1.

METHOD
PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE
Thirty-four women (Mage = 26.6, SDage = 6.19, 22–51 years old)
who worked for a large insurance company in Japan participated
in the study. The data of two participants who reported they had
lived abroad for more than 5 years were excluded. In this insur-
ance company, performances and achievement-oriented goals are
explicitly displayed on the wall (e.g., how many contracts each
individual secured in the past 1 month); such displays are perceived
as competitive. Participants answered the same questionnaire
used in Study 1; all scales had satisfactory internal consis-
tency (αindividualistic orientation = 0.90, αcollectivistic orientation = 0.87,
0.79 < αSWB scales < 0.95).

RESULTS
ORIENTATIONS IN ADULT SAMPLES AND STUDENT SAMPLES
Raw scores for individualistic and collectivistic orientations in the
adult and student samples are shown in Figure 4. We conducted a
two-way (orientation and group) ANOVA and found a main effect
of orientation [F(1,144) = 17.97, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.11]. In con-
trast, the main effect of group was not significant [F(1,144) = 0.89,
p = 0.35, η2

p = 0.01] nor was the interaction between orientation

and group [F(1,144) = 2.07, p = 0.15, η2
p = 0.01].

RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN INDIVIDUALISTIC ORIENTATION, THE
NUMBER OF CLOSE FRIENDS, AND SWB
The results were consistent with Study 1; an individualistic orien-
tation was negatively associated with both SWB and the number
of close friends (Figure 5). Although the number of close friends
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FIGURE 3 | Mediation effect of the number of close friends between

individualistic orientation and SWB in Japan and the U.S. (Study 1). Path
coefficients on the left side of the arrows from individualistic orientation to
SWB indicate standardized regression coefficients when individualistic

orientation is a single independent variable. Those on the right side of the
arrow indicate standardized regression coefficients when both individualistic
orientation and the number of close friends are independent variables.
Gender and age were controlled. **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

positively predicted SWB (β = 0.41, p < 0.05), when the effect
of individualistic orientation was controlled, the effect of close
friends on SWB became weak (β = 0.17, p = 0.42). However,
importantly, individualistic orientation had a negative relationship
with both SWB and the number of close friends.

DISCUSSION
We found that an individualistic orientation was negatively asso-
ciated with the number of close friends and SWB even for women
working in an individualistic-oriented workplace. This result was
the same as in the college sample in Study 1; however, we did not
find a mediating relationship of close friends. One explanation
for the lack of relationships between the number of close friends
and SWB might lie in the sample; specifically, for the women
working in an individualistic-oriented workplace, the achievement
of individualistic goals required in the workplace may be more
important to SWB than positive relationships with others. The
result suggested, however, that even in an achievement-oriented
environment in Japan, achievement-oriented individuals feel

FIGURE 4 | Raw scores of individualistic and collectivistic orientations

in adult samples and student samples in Japan. Bars represent the
standard error.

FIGURE 5 | Effect of individualistic orientation on SWB and number of

close friends in Japanese individualistic-oriented environment (Study

2). Path coefficients on the left side of the arrow from individualistic
orientation to SWB indicate standardized regression coefficients when
individualistic orientation is a single independent variable. Those on the
right side of the arrow indicate standardized regression coefficients when
both individualistic orientation and the number of close friends are
independent variables. Age was controlled. **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

lower SWB and have fewer close friends. Thus, it is indicated that
Japanese with individualistic orientations have fewer close friends
and feel lower SWB.

GENERAL DISCUSSION
We examined the effect of individualistic values on SWB in two
studies. Study 1 demonstrated that an individualistic orientation
was not associated with decreased SWB in the U.S., whereas an
individualistic orientation was associated with fewer close friends
and lower SWB in Japan. Furthermore, Study 2 showed that an
individualistic orientation was also associated with a decrease in
the number of close friends and SWB for adult women working
in an individualistic-oriented workplace. These results suggest the
negative effect of an individualistic orientation in Japan might be
due to the lack of a “buffer” against the negative impact of indi-
vidualism within individuals (i.e., developing new interpersonal
relationships).
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NEGATIVE EFFECTS OF INDIVIDUALISM IN EAST ASIAN CULTURAL
CONTEXT
The results showed that an individualistic orientation dampened
close interpersonal relationships and SWB in Japan, suggesting
that individualism has a negative effect in East Asian cultural con-
texts. Although this study examined individualistic values in Japan,
the results may generalize to other East Asian countries (e.g., China
and South Korea) since a number of studies have shown that East
Asian countries have traditionally interdependent or collectivistic
cultural norms (e.g., Choi et al., 1997).

Recently, Japanese systems and environments are becoming
more individualistic, but people in Japan may not respond well
to these new systems. Why is there a gap between the environ-
ments and individual’s psychological tendencies such as personal
values? We expect that this gap between environments and indi-
viduals’psychological tendencies is due to unsuccessful attempts to
adapt to new environments (i.e., individualistic systems in Japan)
without effective behavioral strategies. To be more specific, when
individuals in Japan try to be independent, they may cut off their
existing relationships, and may not possess strategies to actively
build new interpersonal relationships, unlike independent indi-
viduals in the European American cultural contexts where actively
building new interpersonal relationships is common (e.g., Schug
et al., 2010; Oishi et al., 2013).

Individualism in the European American cultural context is
based on shared values and the notion that individuals are “inde-
pendent from each other,” but still “connected with each other.” In
European American cultural contexts, this sense of values and
behavioral strategies are fostered through long historical peri-
ods (e.g., Nisbett, 2003; Fincher et al., 2008). In contrast, it is
only recently that individualistic systems or environments have
been drastically imported to East Asian cultural context. There-
fore, these environments are comparatively new, and the Japanese
imported individualism might consist only of parts of Western
individualism. For example, even though Japanese companies
or schools use personal achievement systems, these systems are
not backed by the personal values that govern these systems in
European American cultural context, such as active interper-
sonal strategies, religious ideas, or high self-efficacy. Therefore,
it remains difficult for East Asians to buffer the negative effects of
individualistic systems or environment.

The novelty of this study is that it separetes values and inter-
personal strategies, especially as seen in the results of Study 2.
Although the Japanese might espouse individualistic values, they
might not be able to achieve the same positive consequences
of individualism that are observed in European American cul-
tural contexts because they are not equipped with the strategies
necessary to buffer the negative interpersonal effects of individu-
alism. Although some researchers have theoretically distinguished
social structure from values (e.g., Dimaggio and Markus, 2010),
no research has treated values and strategies as separate con-
structs. Our findings reveal the simplicity of structure versus
values distinction by highlighting the importance of the strate-
gies that people use to act out their values. Transplanting both
the structure and the values of one culture into another might
not work if individuals do not have the strategies to adaptively
act out their values in the given structural setting. It is especially

important to consider that the recent rapid changes of social
structures and values may not be accompanied by behavioral
strategies, which take longer to develop through many social train-
ing. Although cross-cultural differences in social behavior are
well established, much less is known about how cultural change
influences individuals. Further research should be conducted to
examine the effect of cultural changes on human psychology and
behavior.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
We explained that in individualistic cultures, such as Ameri-
can culture, people acquire strategies to deal with the negative
interpersonal consequences of individualism through long-term
socialization. By contrast, in Japan, it is comparatively recent that
society has become individualistic and, even when people have
individualistic values, they are not well equipped with appropriate
strategies to buffer the negative effect of individualism. How-
ever, another interpretation is possible; having an individualistic
personal orientation might conflict with Japan’s traditional collec-
tivistic values in Japan. In order to conclude which is the better
explanation, it may be important to examine the buffering effect
against individualism, such as by collecting data from people
who appear to have better buffers against the negative effects of
competitive working environments.

We examined the relationships between an individualistic ori-
entation, the number of close friends, and SWB in Japan and
the U.S., but we did not test the causal relationships directly
(i.e., an individualistic orientation decreased the number of close
friends and, as a result, SWB decreased). It is possible that hav-
ing a small number of friends leading to individualism and lower
SWB. Investigating the causal associations between an individu-
alistic orientation, social relationships and SWB by longitudinal
survey study or using the accumulated archive data could be a
focus of future research.

Although not part of our hypothesis, we found that a collec-
tivistic orientation was negatively associated with SWB in the U.S.
We could not find evidence to suggest reasons for this decrease (in
contrast to finding the connection to the number of close friends
in Japan). This point should be explored further.

IMPLICATIONS FOR GLOBALIZATION
Our findings provide insight on the effect of globalization in the
case of not only individuals but also nations. Of course, glob-
alization has many benefits for individuals and nations. We can
get together frequently due to transportation innovations, prod-
ucts that are made in distant locations are readily available, and
we can learn almost anything via information technology. How-
ever, there are also some negative effects. Globalization may
cause maladaptive responses and deviations from mainstream cul-
ture, especially outside European American cultures (e.g., Asian
or African cultures). It may be that such deviations from the
cultural mainstream are linked to current social issues, such as
social withdrawal (e.g., hikikomori in Japan who isolate them-
selves into their own bedrooms from 6 months to decades at
a time without interacting with others, sometimes even with
their own families; Norasakkunkit and Uchida, 2011). In addi-
tion, values and systems that are adaptive in European American
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cultures may not necessarily be adaptive in other cultures (e.g.,
Oishi, 2012). Thus, it might be necessary for each nation to
select which values and systems to endorse, or introduce new
ones in ways that are compatible with their culture. For instance,
Bhutan, a small Asian country located between China and India,
has gained much attention because of its distinctive policy against
globalization (Center for Bhutan Studies, 2012). The Bhutan gov-
ernment explicitly states that not only the physical happiness
(Gross National Product) but also the psychological happiness
(Gross National Happiness) of citizens are key policies of the
country.

In a more globalized world, culture matters more than ever
before. Therefore, the effect of globalization (in particular, the
effects of individualism) on individuals and nations should be
examined from a cultural perspective in more detail in the
future.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
Yuji Ogihara and Yukiko Uchida jointly carried out all the
empirical work and wrote the manuscript.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Yukiko Uchida received financial support for the research (Japan
Society for the Promotion of Science, KAKENHI, Grant Numbers
#23730578 and #25285113). We would like to thank Brooke Wilken
for her assistance in data collection. We are grateful to Takeshi
Hamamura, Krishna Savani and Vinai Norasakkunkit for their
invaluable suggestions on our manuscript. We also thank Kosuke
Takemura, Yuri Miyamoto, Takashi Kusumi, and Steven Heine for
their helpful comments on the earlier version of our article.

REFERENCES
Arnett, J. J. (2002). The psychology of globalization. Am. Psychol. 57, 774–783. doi:

10.1037/0003-066X.57.10.774
Brim, O. G., Ryff, C. D., and Kessler, R. C. (2004). “The MIDUS national survey: an

overview,” in How Healthy Are We? A National Study of Well-Being at Midlife, eds
O. G. Brim, C. D. Ryff, and R. C. Kessler (Chicago: University of Chicago Press),
1–34.

Center for Bhutan Studies (2012). Gross National Happiness. Available at:
http://www.grossnationalhappiness.com/ (accessed May 18, 2012).

Chiu, C.-Y., Gries, P., Torelli, C. J., and Cheng, S. Y.-Y. (2011). Toward a social
psychology of globalization. J. Soc. Issues 67, 663–676. doi: 10.1111/j.1540-
4560.2011.01721.x

Choi, I., Nisbett, R. E., and Smith, E. E. (1997). Culture, category salience,
and inductive reasoning. Cognition 65, 15–32. doi: 10.1016/S0010-0277(97)
00034-6

Crocker, J., Luhtanen, R. K., Cooper, M. L., and Bouvrette, A. (2003). Contingencies
of self-worth in college students: theory and measurement. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol.
85, 894–908. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.85.5.894

Diener, E., Emmons, R. A., Larsen, R. J., and Griffin, S. (1985). The satisfaction with
life scale. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 49, 71–75.

Dimaggio, P., and Markus, H. R. (2010). Culture and social psychology converging
perspectives. Soc. Psychol. Q. 73, 347–352. doi: 10.1177/0190272510389010

Doi, T. (2004). Kosei wo Aorareru Kodomotachi [Children Who are Abetted to Have
Uniqueness]. Tokyo: Iwanami Syoten.

Fincher, C. L., Thornhill, R., Murray, D. R., and Schaller, M. (2008). Pathogen preva-
lence predicts human cross-cultural variability in individualism/collectivism.
Proc. Biol. Sci. 275, 1279–1285. doi: 10.1098/rspb.2008.0094

Fischer, R., and Boer, D. (2011). What is more important for national well-being:
money or autonomy? A meta-analysis of well-being, burnout, and anxiety across
63 societies. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 101, 164–184. doi: 10.1037/a0023663

Guillen, M. F. (2001). Is globalization civilizing, destructive or feeble?
A critique of five key debates. Annu. Rev. Sociol. 27, 235–260. doi:
10.1146/annurev.soc.27.1.235

Hamamura, T. (2012). Are cultures becoming individualistic? A cross-temporal
comparison of individualism-collectivism in the U.S. and Japan. Pers. Soc. Psychol.
Rev. 16, 3–24. doi: 10.1177/1088868311411587

Heine, S. J., Lehman, D. R., Peng, K., and Greenholtz, J. (2002). What’s wrong
with cross-cultural comparisons of subjective Likert scales?: The reference-
group effect. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 82, 903–918. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.
82.6.903

Hitokoto, H., Uchida, Y., Norasakkunkit, V., and Tanaka-Matsumi, J. (2009).
“Construction of the Interdependent Happiness Scale (IHS): cross-cultural and
cross-generational comparisons,” in Association for Psychological Science, 21st
Annual Conference, San Francisco, CA.

Hofstede, G. (1980). Culture’s Consequences. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.
Inglehart, R., Foa, R., Peterson, C., and Welzel, C. (2008). Development, freedom,

and rising happiness. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 3, 264–285. doi: 10.1111/j.1745-
6924.2008.00078.x

Institute of Labor Administration. (2004). Rosei Jihou [Report of human resources
and labor]. Vol. 3628, April.

Kim, H. S., Sherman, D. K., Ko, D., and Taylor, S. E. (2006). Pursuit of
comfort and pursuit of harmony: culture, relationships, and social support
seeking. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 32, 1595–1607. doi: 10.1177/0146167206
291991

Kirkpatrick, L. A., Waugh, C. E., Valencia, A., and Webster, G. D. (2002). The
functional domain specificity of self-esteem and the differential prediction of
aggression. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 82, 756–767. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.82.
5.756

Kitayama, S. (2010). “Frontiers in social and behavioral science: toward the
new history of frontiers,” in Culture and Practice: Looking for the Fundamen-
tal Sociality of the Mind, eds H. Ishiguro and T. Kameda (Tokyo: Shinyosha),
199–244.

Kitayama, S., Ishii, K., Imada, T., Takemura, K., and Ramaswamy, J. (2006).
Voluntary settlement and the spirit of independence: evidence from Japan’s
“Northern frontier.” J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 91, 369–384. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.91.
3.369

Kitayama, S., Park, H., Sevincer, A. T., Karasawa, M., and Uskul, A. K. (2009).
A cultural task analysis of implicit independence: comparing North America,
Western Europe, and East Asia. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 97, 236–255. doi: 10.1037/a00
15999

Kitayama, S., Snibbe, A. C., Markus, H. R., and Suzuki, T. (2004). Is there any
“free” choice? Self and dissonance in two cultures. Psychol. Sci. 15, 527–533. doi:
10.1111/j.0956-7976.2004.00714.x

Markus, H. R., and Kitayama, S. (1991). Culture and the self: implications
for cognition, emotion, and motivation. Psychol. Rev. 98, 224–253. doi:
10.1037/0033-295X.98.2.224

Markus, H. R., and Kitayama, S. (2010). Cultures and selves: a cycle of mutual
constitution. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 5, 420–430. doi: 10.1177/1745691610
375557

Nisbett, R. E. (2003). The Geography of Thought: How Asians and Westerners Think
Differently . . . and Why. New York: Free Press.

Norasakkunkit, V., and Uchida, Y. (2011). Psychological consequences of post-
industrial anomie on self and motivation among Japanese youth. J. Soc. Issues 67,
774–786. doi: 10.1111/j.1540-4560.2011.01727.x

Ogihara, Y., Tominaga, H., Kameda, C., Abutsuka, S., Sakai, K., and Uchida, Y.
(2013a). Is individualism perceived to be egoism in Japan? Cultural differences in
the image of individualism. Manuscript in preparation, Kyoto University.

Ogihara, Y., Uchida, Y., and Kusumi, T. (2013b). Examination of the image of
individualism in Japan. Manuscript submitted for publication, Kyoto University.

Oishi, S. (2012). The Psychological Wealth of Nations: Do Happy People Make
a Happy Society? USA: Blackwell Publishing Ltd. doi: 10.1002/9781444
354447

Oishi, S., Kesebir, S., Miao, F. F., Talhelm, T., Endo, Y., Uchida, Y.,
et al. (2013). Residential mobility increases motivation to expand social net-
work: but why? J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 49, 217–223. doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2012.
10.008

Park, L. E., and Crocker, J. (2005). Interpersonal consequences of seeking self-
esteem. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 31, 1587–1598.

www.frontiersin.org March 2014 | Volume 5 | Article 135 | 7

http://www.grossnationalhappiness.com/
http://www.frontiersin.org/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Cultural_Psychology/archive


Ogihara and Uchida Individualism, subjective well-being and culture

Pilkington, H., and Johnson, R. (2003). Relations of identity and power in
global/local context. Cult. Stud. 6, 259–283. doi: 10.1177/136754940300
63001

Quinn, D. M., and Crocker, J. (1999). When ideology hurts: effects of belief in
the protestant ethic and feeling overweight on the psychological well-being of
women. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 77, 402–412. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.77.2.402

Schug, J., Yuki, M., Horikawa, H., and Takemura, K. (2009). Similarity attrac-
tion and actually selecting similar others: how cross-societal differences in
relational mobility affect interpersonal similarity in Japan and the United
States. Asian J. Soc. Psychol. 12, 95–103. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-839X.2009.
01277.x

Schug, J., Yuki, M., and Maddux, W. W. (2010). Relational mobility explains
between- and within-culture differences in self-disclosure toward close friends.
Psychol. Sci. 21, 1471–1478. doi: 10.1177/0956797610382786

Sobel, M. E. (1982).“Asymptotic confidence intervals for indirect effects in structural
equation models,” in Sociological Methodology, ed. S. Leinhart (San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass), 290–312. doi: 10.2307/270723

Triandis, H. C. (1995). Individualism and Collectivism. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.
Uchida, Y. (2008). Contingencies of self-worth in Japanese culture: validation of

Japanese contingencies of self-worth scale. Jpn. J. Psychol. 79, 250–256. doi:
10.4992/jjpsy.79.250

Uchida, Y., Kitayama, S., Mesquita, B., Reyes, J. A. S., and Morling, B. (2008).
Is perceived emotional support beneficial? Well-being and health in indepen-
dent and interdependent cultures. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 34, 741–754. doi:
10.1177/0146167208315157

Uskul, A. K., Kitayama, S., and Nisbett, R. E. (2008). Ecocultural basis of cognition:
farmers and fishermen are more holistic than herders. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A.
105, 8552–8556. doi: 10.1073/pnas.0803874105

Waterman, A. S. (1981). Individualism and interdependence. Am. Psychol. 36, 762–
773. doi: 10.1037/0003-066X.36.7.762

Weber, M. (1920). “Die protestantische ethik und der Geist des Kapitalismus,”
Gesammelte Aufsatze zur Religionssoziologie I, (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr), 1–206.

Yamagishi, T., and Yamagishi, M. (1994). Trust and commitment in the United States
and Japan. Mot. Emot. 18, 129–166. doi: 10.1007/BF02249397

Yang, D. Y.-J., Chiu, C.-Y., Chen, X., Cheng, S. Y. Y., Kwan, L. Y.-Y., Tam, K.-P., et al.
(2011). Lay psychology of globalization and its social impact. J. Soc. Issues 67,
677–695. doi: 10.1111/j.1540-4560.2011.01722.x

Yuki, M., and Schug, J. (2012). “Relational mobility: A socio-ecological approach
to personal relationships,” in Relationship Science: Integrating Evolutionary, Neu-
roscience, and Sociocultural Approaches, eds O. Gillath, G. E. Adams, and A. D.
Kunkel (Washington, DC: American Psychological Association), 137–152. doi:
10.1037/13489-007

Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare that the research was conducted
in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed
as a potential conflict of interest.

Received: 15 November 2013; paper pending published: 05 December 2013; accepted:
01 February 2014; published online: 05 March 2014.
Citation: Ogihara Y and Uchida Y (2014) Does individualism bring happiness? Neg-
ative effects of individualism on interpersonal relationships and happiness. Front.
Psychol. 5:135. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00135
This article was submitted to Cultural Psychology, a section of the journal Frontiers in
Psychology.
Copyright © 2014 Ogihara and Uchida. This is an open-access article distributed under
the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution
or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) or licensor
are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with
accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which
does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | Cultural Psychology March 2014 | Volume 5 | Article 135 | 8

http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00135
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Cultural_Psychology/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Cultural_Psychology/archive

	Does individualism bring happiness? negative effects of individualism on interpersonal relationships and happiness
	Introduction
	Individualism in the european american cultural context
	Individualism in a japanese cultural context
	Present study

	Study 1
	Method
	Participants and procedure
	Measures
	Individualistic and collectivistic orientations
	Subjective well-being
	Number of close friends


	Results
	Orientations in japan and the u.s.
	Effects of orientations on swb
	Mediation effect of number of close friends

	Discussion
	Study 2
	Method
	Participants and procedure

	Results
	Orientations in adult samples and student samples
	Relationships between individualistic orientation, the number of close friends, and swb

	Discussion
	General discussion
	Negative effects of individualism in east asian cultural context
	Limitations and future research
	Implications for globalization

	Author contributions
	Acknowledgments
	References


