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Abstract: Cultural psychological research reveals considerable variation in how people construe 

happiness and experience subjective wellbeing. This paper identified substantial cultural 

differences in (1) meanings of happiness, (2) predictors of happiness, and (3) how social changes 

such as globalization are related to happiness. In European-American cultural contexts, 

happiness is construed as including experience of a highly desirable and positive emotional state 

defined in terms of a high arousal state such as excitement and a sense of personal achievement. 

Moreover, individual happiness is best predicted by personal goal attainment and high self-

esteem or self-efficacy. In contrast, in East Asian cultural contexts (i.e., those found in Japan), 

happiness is construed as including experience of both positive and negative emotional state. 

Happiness is defined in terms of experiencing a low arousal state such as calmness and 

interpersonal connectedness and harmony. Furthermore, individual happiness is best predicted 

by relationship harmony and emotional support from others. While people maintain traditional 

cultural norms, some societies and organizations are under pressure from globalization and this 

might affect happiness. We examined how cultural change affects wellbeing, especially focusing 

on current Japanese contexts where individuals have experienced an increasing shift toward 

individualism and have experienced a large national disaster. Cultural psychological 

perspectives regarding happiness provide important contributions to psychological science and 

society at large. 

 

Keywords: cultural construal of happiness, culture, happiness, achievement orientation, 

relationship orientation, individualism  

 

 

1. Subjective wellbeing and “cultural construal of happiness” 

What are the most important factors when evaluating our happiness? Several aspects of our 

experience are related to happiness, such as family, jobs, friendships, recreation, education and 

environment. Among these factors, that which is most important for the happiness of a 

particular individual can vary, given that happiness is a subjective state; what constitutes 

‘happiness’ can be different for different individuals. For example, some people might define 

happiness in terms of their economic situation, while some might focus more on interpersonal 

relationships. Likewise, some might seek happiness through job achievement, while others seek 

happiness through positive relationships with others. 

In addition to individual differences, there are also sizable cross-cultural differences in 

defining happiness. For the current paper, we define this kind of lay theory (lay definition) of 

happiness as being ‚cultural construal of happiness.‛ We use this definition given that theories 

of happiness are shared within a culture and constructed through socio-cultural experiences, 
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such as education (e.g., by parents and schools) and exposure to cultural products (e.g., 

television, newspapers, books, and so on).  

Cultural psychology investigates psychological processes (i.e., cognition, emotion, and 

motivation) under the assumption that these processes are socio-culturally constructed (Bruner, 

1990; Kitayama, Duffy, & Uchida, 2007; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Shweder, 1991). This 

perspective is different from traditional psychological studies, which define psychological 

phenomena as universal entities. Rather, as Shweder (1991) suggested that culture and psyche 

make each other up, cultural psychology assumes that the human mind is designed to be socio-

culturally constructed. From this perspective, culture is defined as a set of symbolic resources, 

such as social practices, cultural mandates, and institutions, which are shared and historically 

transmitted within a community (Adams & Markus, 2004; Kitayama et al., 2007; Kitayama, 

Park, Sevincer, Karasawa, & Uskul, 2009). 

We will review cross-cultural evidence revealing differences in (1) meanings of happiness, 

(2) predictors of happiness, and (3) how social change, such as the pressure of globalization and 

the impact of a natural disaster, affects happiness. We will examine the third point by focusing 

on the case of Japan.  

 

2. Why do we need to know the cultural construal of happiness? 

There is a growing body of recent research on happiness. The OECD (Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development), as well as certain countries, has attempted to 

measure subjective wellbeing and happiness. This, in part, is due to national and societal shifts 

in goals related to economic satisfaction toward subjective life satisfaction. This trend is related 

to declines in economic development among many industrialized societies. Economists have 

pointed out that both GDP and per capita GDP do not fully predict subjective wellbeing, as 

once suggested by the Easterlin paradox (Easterlin, 1973). On the one hand, economic growth 

supports life quality and increases opportunities for individual decision-making and free 

choice (Fisher & Boer, 2011). On the other hand, economic growth invites stress for individuals 

and difficulty with environmental sustainability. Therefore, indices of economic growth are not 

sufficient for the measurement of physiological and psychological wellbeing within nations, 

especially when we try to obtain implications for policy makers. 

Recent scientific research on subjective wellbeing and happiness (i.e., Diener & Suh, 2000; 

Oishi, 2012) has shown that several societies have adopted psychological factors such as 

wellbeing, happiness, and life satisfaction as indicators of national success. The OECD 

published a report titled ‚How’s Life‛ in 2011. This initiative was based on research into 11 

aspects of life that are supposed to contribute to the wellbeing of people around the world. The 

OECD attempted to develop a standardized measure of subjective wellbeing that could be used 

for policy design and evaluation across several nations.  

Approaches that take greater account of indigenous factors have also emerged. Among 

these, Bhutan’s GNH (Gross National Happiness) Index attracted attention both from 

industrialized and developing countries, since the happiness of Bhutanese individuals is quite 

high given their economic situation. The GNH Index contains multidimensional measurements 

that reflect Bhutan’s cultural and religious ideas and orientations. Measurements are related 

not only to subjective wellbeing and happiness but also to more collective and societal factors, 

such as community vitality, ecological resilience, and good governance (Center for Bhutan 

Studies, 2012). 
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While the OECD’s approach is more widespread and attempts to compare each society in 

order to investigate which aspects contribute to ‚happier‛ societies, the approaches employed 

such as in Bhutan also attempt to investigate specific factors important in predicting happiness 

within each society, based on their own cultural environment. In both cases (cross-cultural 

comparisons and indigenous investigations), we should consider cultural concepts of 

happiness, given that subjective evaluations of happiness are mostly influenced by cultural 

meanings and values within each nation. Recognition of this point is crucial to avoid simplified 

arguments like ‚which country is happier than others‛ which neglect differences in important 

cultural values.  

For example, in Japan and Korea, raw scores of happiness and life satisfaction scales are 

relatively lower than in other industrialized societies (Diener, Diener, & Diener, 1995). Some 

researchers argue that the system in Japanese society such as implicit and explicit rules of the 

workplaces has negative impacts on subjective wellbeing due to ‚collectivism‛ and ‚weakness 

of individualism.‛ These arguments are partly true, but this ‚pessimistic and critical view‛ 

tends to ignore the cultural meanings of happiness. In addition, cross-cultural ‚standardized‛ 

scales are sometimes invalid when used in some cultures. For instance, Diener et al.’s 

satisfaction with life scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985) is widely used, but it 

measures European-American ideas of happiness, which are based upon personal achievement 

and attainment; indeed, it has been suggested that the scores of that scale reported by Japanese 

respondents are low since personal achievement is not a central focus for Japanese individuals 

in regards to wellbeing (e.g., Oishi, 2010). 

Cultural psychological research results imply that people in East Asian cultural contexts 

evaluate their current state of happiness by taking ups and downs in life as a whole into 

account (Ji, Nisbett, & Su, 2001). Therefore, if people recognize that their current state is not 

good enough, but expect it to be improved in the future, their current ‚unhappiness‛ is not 

very negative. In addition, in Japan, where interdependent orientation is salient, being 

outstandingly happier than others is taken as disharmonious within relationships (Uchida & 

Kitayama, 2009). To reflect upon this point, Japanese wellbeing indicators should include 

questions on ‚future level of happiness,‛ ‚ideal level of happiness,‛ and ‚interdependent 

happiness‛ (Hitokoto & Uchida, 2012). Approaches based on cultural psychological 

perspectives are necessary, and researchers should focus more on the cultural construal of 

happiness. 

We will review research evidence on the cultural construal of happiness (Table 1 below). 

Cultural psychological theories have suggested that the Japanese model of the self is based on 

interdependence (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; 2010) whereby social relationships are more 

salient. In contrast, the European-American model of the self is defined in terms of 

independence, whereby individual freedom and personal rights are more salient. Consistent 

with these cultural models of the self, sizable cultural differences in happiness and subjective 

wellbeing emerge (see review; Uchida, Norasakkunkit, & Kitayama, 2004). 

 

3. Cross-cultural differences in the meaning of happiness 

3.1 Cultural background, thinking styles, and the idea of happiness 

Recent cross-cultural evidence suggests there are cultural variations in happiness and 

subjective wellbeing. It is likely that what constitutes the ‚good‛ and ‚valuable‛ in life varies 

substantially across cultures. The cultural construal of happiness is grounded in historically 

nurtured ideologies and religious ideas. As a consequence, we might expect considerable cross-
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cultural variations in the meaning of happiness and quality of life (Kitayama & Markus, 2000). 

In European-American cultural contexts, happiness is defined as a positive emotional state that 

is typically construed as a state contingent on both personal achievement and maximized 

positivity of personal attributes (Myers & Diener, 1995). Negative features of the self, including 

negative emotional states, are perceived to be a hindrance to happiness. Furthermore, a sense of 

happiness is based on the incremental model; positive situations are considered to invite more 

positive outcomes. Individuals within these cultures are motivated to maximize the experience 

of positive affect. Therefore, individuals are highly motivated to find and affirm the positivity 

within themselves or their life circumstances. Only recently has the negative side of seeking 

happiness been shown to invite loneliness (Mauss, Savino, Anderson, Weisbuch, Tamir, & 

Laudenslager, 2012) and unhappiness (Mauss, Tamir, Anderson, & Savino, 2011) within these 

cultural contexts. 

 

Table 1: Evidence of the cultural construal of happiness 

Culture 
View of 

happiness 
Meaning of happiness 

Socio-economic factors, 

social change 

European–

American 

culture 

Positive  

Incremental 

High arousal 

Individual achievement 

orientation 
 Autonomy 

 Agency 

 Personal achievement 

 Self-esteem 

Freedom of choice 

High social mobility 

East Asian 

culture 

Contains 

negative 

Dialectical 

Low arousal 

Relationship orientation 
 Interdependent 

happiness  

 Ordinariness 

 Relationship 

harmony 

 Relational goal 

 Social support 

Controversial effect of 

individualism under 

globalization 

 

There are several reasons why people in European-American cultural contexts seek happiness 

more than do people in other cultural contexts. Relational mobility is one leading factor (Falk, 

Heine, Yuki, & Takemura, 2009; Oishi, Lun, & Sherman, 2007; Oishi, 2010; Yuki et al., 2007). 

Relational mobility assumes that the person is within a socio-economic situation, such as a 

relational market, and that personal choices are an inalienable right. For example, Yuki et al. 

(2007) defined relational mobility as the amount of ‚choice‛ afforded in interpersonal 

relationships. They suggested that people with high relational mobility (i.e., people in the 

United States) have a fair amount of opportunity to establish new relationships; therefore, they 

do not tend to insist on a given relationship but rather seek more favorable relational 

opportunities. Based on this mechanism, people in a society with high social mobility are 

expected to discover their positive internal resources, such as high self-esteem, to obtain better 

opportunities.  

In addition to the socio-economic environment, religious and ethical ideas are also related 

to views of happiness. For example, there are close ties between the European-American view 
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of happiness and the Protestant worldview. Max Weber (1920) pointed out that capitalist 

societies and individualism are associated with the Protestant worldview. According to this 

worldview, individuals are predestined to be ‘‘selected’’ or ‘‘doomed’’ (Weber, 1920). The belief 

in predestination generates a strong desire to affirm the worthiness of the self through hard 

work and to obtain positive outcomes, and, thus, as being ‘‘selected’’ by God. Affirmation of 

personal worthiness, such as feeling happiness, might serve as an effective buffer against 

anxiety (negative prospect of the self); thus, there is a high motivation to seek happiness.  

In contrast, in East Asian cultures, balance among social relationships is important. This 

might be related to the socioeconomic environment. For instance, the society that is derived 

from an agricultural economy in Japan or China requires collective cooperation in order to 

maintain important ‚public goods‛, such as the water supply system. In addition, agricultural 

communities have low social mobility in general. Yuki et al. (2007) suggest that the cost of 

isolation from a given society is greater for East Asian, low-social-mobility contexts as 

compared to European-American, high-social-mobility contexts. Thus, the motivation for 

maintaining group and relationship harmony is more salient in East Asian societies than is the 

motivation for maximizing individual goals. Furthermore, the Asian cultural construal of 

happiness is related to certain strands of ideas revealed in Confucianism, Taoism, and 

Buddhism. All these ideologies and worldviews emphasize a holistic or dialectical world order 

where everything is assumed to be connected with everything else (Kitayama & Markus, 1999; 

Peng & Nisbett, 1999). Positive and negative aspects can coexist, and the total amount of 

positivity and negativity in one’s life can be seen as equal. What is good or bad personally is 

often a cause for opposite social consequences. Therefore, Japanese individuals evaluate their 

current situation from a more transcendental point of view. 

Based on the different background between Asian cultures and European-American 

cultures, several studies have suggested that, within European-American cultures, positivity 

and negativity are often seen as contradictory while they are seen as complementary among 

East Asian cultures. For example, Bagozzi, Wong, and Yi (1999) measured the reported 

intensity of pleasant and unpleasant emotions and observed that these two types of emotion 

were negatively correlated in the United States, whereas they were positively correlated in 

China and Korea (see also Kitayama, Markus, & Kurokawa, 2000). Similar findings have been 

revealed in recent studies examining cross-cultural differences in the experience of emotion. 

Furthermore, Miyamoto, Uchida, and Ellsworth (2010) found that Japanese individuals 

experience mixed (positive and negative) emotions more often when in a happy situation than 

do Americans. Additionally, this dialectic emotional experience positively predicts physical 

health among Japanese (Miyamoto & Ryff, 2011).  

The notion of dialecticism vs. bipolar emotional experiences might be related to cognitive 

aspects, namely changes in prediction and motivation. With regard to cognitive aspects, Ji et al. 

(2001) presented Chinese and American participants with graphs representing either a linear or 

nonlinear trend, and asked participants to indicate which graph might best represent the 

change in their happiness over the lifespan. Chinese respondents were more likely to choose a 

nonlinear graph while Americans were more likely to choose a linear graph. In addition, 

participants were shown several points of a trend within a graph (e.g., economic performance 

in January and February) and then asked to predict what would happen next. The results 

showed that Chinese participants predicted more deviations from the initially presented trend 

compared to American participants. The Chinese exhibited a style of cognition referred to as 

‚dialectic thinking,‛ which has been found to be more prevalent among East Asians relative to 

Americans over several studies. 
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Few studies have investigated the cultural construal of happiness from a basic analysis of 

the meaning of ‚happiness‛ but Uchida and Kitayama (2009) used a systematic approach to 

explore individuals’ knowledge of happiness and unhappiness in the United States and Japan. 

Their results suggested that Americans believe happiness is a relatively enduring positive state 

that should be pursued personally, whereas Japanese are likely to believe that happiness is a 

relatively positive, transitory interpersonal moment and, yet, that it is also fraught with 

numerous negative consequences. In the first part of Uchida and Kitayama’s study, both 

American and Japanese participants were asked to describe up to five features, effects, or 

consequences of happiness. After describing these features, participants were asked to rate each 

feature in terms of general desirability. Results showed that over 98% of American descriptions 

were reported as positive, whereas only 67% of Japanese descriptions were reported as 

positive. In the second part of their study, a large number of features collected in the first part 

of the study were printed on separate index cards. A stack of cards was then presented to a 

new group of participants from each culture (i.e., meanings of happiness obtained in the United 

States were shown to American participants only). These participants were asked to sort the 

cards according to perceived similarities of the descriptions. On the basis of this data, the 

likelihood of each pair of descriptions being classified into the same category was calculated. 

This likelihood (an index of perceived similarities among the features of happiness) was used 

to compute a multidimensional scaling solution. In both cultures, three types of descriptions 

were commonly observed: general hedonic states (e.g., joy, excitement, and positive attitude), 

personal achievement (e.g., getting a good grade, getting a job) and interpersonal harmony 

(e.g., getting along with others, having a party for a friend). In addition to these cultural 

similarities, two other clusters of negative features of happiness were obtained from the 

Japanese group. One such negative feature of happiness was transcendental reappraisal, which 

included avoidance (e.g., letting people avoid reality), nihilism (e.g., not lasting long), and 

transcendental realization (e.g., difficult to identify). The other cluster was social disruption, 

which included negative social consequences (e.g., envy and jealousy from others) and 

inattention (e.g., failing to pay enough attention to one’s surroundings). These negative clusters 

were largely absent within the American sample. 

Uchida (2011) also observed that people within Japanese cultural contexts are more likely to 

think of negative features as valid aspects of happiness when judging features of happiness 

obtained from Uchida and Kitayama (2009). Furthermore, they showed that this Japanese 

holistic view is associated with a holistic worldview within certain cognitive states (Choi, Koo, 

& Choi, 2007) regardless of their current subjective state of happiness.  

 

3.2 Arousal and happiness: cultural valuation 

Tsai and colleagues have proposed the ‚Affect Valuation Theory‛, which suggests that each 

cultural context has an ‚ideal affect‛ (how people want to feel) and ‚actual affect‛ (how they 

actually feel). Tsai, Knutson, and Fung (2006) suggest that culture influences ideal affect more 

than it influences actual affect. For instance, Americans value high-arousal positive affect (e.g., 

excitement) more than do Hong Kong Chinese individuals, who place greater value on low-

arousal positive affect (e.g., calmness). Ideal affect is learned through the family and education 

and transmitted from generation to generation. An analysis of bestseller picture books for 

children in the United States and in Taiwan shows best-selling U.S. picture books have 

protagonists with larger smiles than are present in Taiwanese bestsellers, and the actions those 

characters are depicted as taking are more reflective of ‚high-arousal‛ emotions than are the 
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actions characters in the Taiwanese picture books are depicted as taking. Picture books in 

Taiwan and Japan show calmer images with the depiction of ‚low-arousal‛ emotions (Tsai, 

Louie, Chen, & Uchida, 2007; see also Oyama et al., 2008). Tsai and colleagues examined the 

way in which children were differentially affected by these varying emotional displays within 

picture books. After exposure to a high-arousal picture book, American children were more 

likely to recognize ‚large smile‛ facial expressions as ‚happy‛ than after exposure to a low-

arousal picture book (Tsai, Louie et al., 2007, Study 2).  

 

4. Predictors of happiness: personal goal attainment vs. relationship orientation 

If cultural construal of happiness differs across cultures, the predictor of happiness should also 

differ. In this section, we focus on difference between predictors of happiness in cultures 

oriented to individual achievement and those oriented to relationships.  

Individuals within independent cultural contexts (Markus & Kitayama, 1991) are motivated 

to maximize the experience of positive affect and are motivated to seek happiness by 

autonomous agency. In contrast, within East Asian cultural contexts, happiness tends to be 

defined in terms of interpersonal connectedness or balance between the self and others (see 

Uchida, Norasakkunkit, & Kitayama, 2004 for a review). The examination of the axis between 

‚personal achievement orientation‛ and ‚relationship orientation‛ is valid and several cross-

cultural studies have been conducted using this approach. 

Ryff and colleagues proposed the concept of eudaimonic wellbeing, measured with six 

scales assessing psychological wellbeing (Ryff, 1989; Ryff & Keyes, 1995). Eudaimonic 

wellbeing includes autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, self-acceptance, 

positive relations with others, and purpose in life. These aspects, except for ‚positive relations 

with others,‛ are based on the independence and autonomy of the self. In addition, within 

European-American cultural contexts, the factor that tends to be the most correlated with 

happiness is self-esteem (Campbell, 1981; Diener & Diener, 1995; Diener et al., 1985). Likewise, 

accomplishing personal goals predicts positive emotional states. For example, Taylor and 

Brown (1988) argued that the perception of one’s positivity and effectiveness, even when it is 

illusory, can contribute to mental health. Other similar factors such as achievement of 

independent goals (Emmons, 1986, 1991; Oishi & Diener, 2001) and positive but non-relational 

emotional experiences (Kitayama, Mesquita, & Karasawa, 2006) are strong predictors of 

happiness, subjective wellbeing, and life satisfaction within European-American cultural 

contexts.  

In contrast, interpersonal factors, such as adapting to social norms and fulfilling relational 

obligations, tend to increase life satisfaction among people within East Asian cultural contexts. 

Other factors, such as attainment of interpersonal goals over personal goals (Oishi & Diener, 

2001), positive relational emotional experiences (Kitayama et al., 2006), receiving emotional 

support (Uchida, Kitayama, Mesquita, Reyes, & Morling, 2008), fulfilling relational norms (Suh, 

Diener, Oishi, & Triandis, 1998), and relational harmony (Kwan, Bond, & Singelis, 1997), are 

highly predictive of happiness and wellbeing among Asians. In addition, in East Asian 

contexts, the significance of self-esteem is questionable. Diener and Diener (1995) investigated 

31 countries and found that self-esteem is more strongly correlated with subjective wellbeing in 

individualistic (e.g., European-American) cultures than in collectivistic (e.g., East Asian) 

cultures. 

Social relationships are also important within European-American cultures. For example, 

perceived availability of support provides a variety of beneficial effects on health and 

wellbeing (e.g., Cohen & Wills, 1985; Uchino, Cacioppo, & Kiecolt-Glaser, 1996). Studies of 
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emotional support using European-American samples describe effects of support as they relate 

to self-esteem. In line with a strong emphasis on self-esteem, individuals within European-

American cultures see social relationships as important because they affirm a sense of positive 

self-worth or self-esteem (Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995). On the other hand, if 

support fails to maintain self-esteem (i.e., feeling too dependent on others), support’s effect on 

happiness tends to deteriorate. Indeed, some studies in the United States show that perceived 

emotional support sometimes fails to provide positive effects on wellbeing and health (Bolger 

& Amarel, 2007; Bolger, Foster, Vinokur, & Ng, 1996; Bolger, Zuckerman, & Kessler 2000; 

Fisher, Nadler, & Whitcher-Alagna, 1982; Seidman, Shrout, & Bolger, 2006). Fisher et al. (1982) 

reviewed a series of studies and found that recipients of support often experience negative 

consequences, such as feelings of failure and dependency. Similarly, invisible support might 

work better since it has not been shown to be harmful to self-esteem (Bolger & Amarel, 2007). 

In sum, it is likely that within European-American cultural contexts, emotional support, such as 

encouragement, compassion, and sympathy often provides ambivalent meanings; this might 

signify both worthiness of the self and weakness of the self. As a consequence, emotional 

support might contribute to happiness only to the extent that support does not threaten self-

esteem. 

Indeed, Uchida and colleagues (2008) found that in two different Asian cultures (Japan and 

the Philippines) both self-esteem and perceived emotional support were equally predictive of 

happiness (see Table 2). However, in the American sample, once self-esteem was controlled, the 

effect of emotional support on happiness vanished, and self-esteem was the only remaining 

predictor of happiness in the U.S. sample. With respect to patient quality of life, Ikeda and 

colleagues (2011) suggested that perceived emotional support is quite effective for Japanese 

diabetic patients’ higher compliance with treatment protocols for coping with their disease. 

However, the effect of emotional support was found to be weaker among American diabetic 

patients, who are focusing on their competence to cope with the disease.  

 

Table 2: Regression coefficients of Emotional Support to Happiness  

(Uchida, et al., 2008). 

 Japan (N = 256) Philippines (N = 243) U.S. (N = 160) 

Support → Happiness 0.42***   0.39***            0.25** 

Support → Happiness  
(self-esteem controlled) 

0.35***   0.30***            0.08 

 **p < .01, ***p < .001 

 

5. Happiness and globalization: the effect of individualism  

It has been suggested that increasing wealth might be influential to individual wellbeing 

insofar as it allows individuals to have greater autonomy and freedom in their daily life. Thus, 

wealth likely affects happiness only through its effect on individual autonomy and freedom of 

choice (Fisher & Boer, 2011; Inglehart, Foa, Peterson, & Welzel, 2008). 

This point, suggesting a relationship between individualism and wellbeing, places 

importance on individual freedom. As some studies have suggested, the effect of individual 

freedom on wellbeing might be seen across cultures. From a meta-theoretical standpoint, 
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however, this framework has been influenced by the ‚independence‛ model of the cultural 

construal of happiness shared in European-American contexts. For example, if we used a 

measure such as interdependent happiness (Hitokoto & Uchida, 2012), based on relationship-

oriented happiness or dialectical happiness, the correlation between individualism and 

happiness would be questionable. 

 

5.1. Wellbeing and Deviation from the Cultural Mainstream 

Most cultural psychological research has examined mainstream behaviors or emotions within 

cultures. However, culture itself is not a static ‚object‛; rather, it is a dynamic system that 

inherently contains individual variance within a culture. Thus, some people display behaviors 

that are not consistent with mainstream cultural values. 

Previous research has suggested that seeking goals that are consistent with mainstream 

cultural values increases wellbeing (e.g., Oishi & Diener, 2001; Uchida et al., 2008). For 

example, seeking relationship harmony within East Asian cultures and seeking individual 

achievement within European-American cultures increases happiness, respectively.  

Will seeking goals that are not consistent with mainstream cultural values (i.e., seeking 

individual achievement in East Asian cultural contexts) decrease wellbeing? Ogihara and 

Uchida (2010) examined this issue in order to see the periphery of culture, which is not cultural 

mainstream. In this study, a questionnaire study with college students in Japan and the United 

States was conducted. Students in both countries were asked to evaluate the extent to which 

they focused on achievement orientation and relationship orientation, using the Contingencies 

of Self-Worth Scale (Crocker, Luhtanen, Cooper, & Bouvrette, 2003; Uchida, 2008). Results 

indicated that, for Japanese participants, achievement orientation significantly decreased 

wellbeing, whereas relationship orientation did not predict wellbeing. On the other hand, 

relationship orientation significantly decreased wellbeing in the U.S. sample, whereas 

achievement orientation did not predict wellbeing. These results showed that deviation from 

the cultural mainstream decreased wellbeing (Ogihara & Uchida, 2010).  

Individualism has spread throughout Japan due to globalization (Toivonen, 

Norasakkunkit, & Uchida, 2011), both at the personal and at the macro levels. At the personal 

level, for instance, average family size has decreased, the divorce rate has increased, and the 

importance of independence during child socialization has increased. This indicates that 

Japanese individuals have become more individualistic in some respects (Hamamura, 2012). In 

addition, at the macro level, for example, the system of individualism has been employed in 

many companies (i.e., individual achievement-based evaluation; Joe, 2004; Takahashi, 2010). As 

a consequence, people in Japan are faced with achievement-oriented situations more often than 

before. Such cultural shifts might decrease happiness in Japan. To examine this hypothesis, 

Ogihara and Uchida (2012) conducted an experimental study in which Japanese undergraduate 

students were randomly assigned to one of three conditions (achievement-oriented condition, 

relationship-oriented condition, or control condition). They were asked to imagine and describe 

a situation in which they were in a workplace where their worth would be determined by their 

personal achievement (achievement-oriented condition) or the quality of their relationships 

with others (relationship-orientated condition). Participants in the control condition were asked 

to imagine and describe a workplace setting without any specific instructions. Next, 

participants reported their wellbeing under that imagined situation. Results indicated that 

participants in the achievement-oriented condition reported lower wellbeing than did 

participants in the control condition. There was no difference in wellbeing between the 

relationship and control conditions.  
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Why did achievement orientation decrease subjective wellbeing? We recently observed that 

interpersonal relationships might deteriorate when Japanese seek individualism. For example, 

in the survey study (Ogihara & Uchida, 2010), the number of close friends mediated the 

negative effect of achievement orientation on subjective wellbeing, which means that those who 

were highly achievement-oriented had fewer close friends and thus they reduced happiness. 

Similarly in the experimental study (Ogihara & Uchida, 2012), the amount of social support 

expected to be obtained mediated the negative effect of achievement orientation on subjective 

wellbeing. In sum, achievement orientation (both at the individual and institutional level) 

makes it difficult for Japanese individuals to build and maintain good relationships with 

others; this can lead to decreased wellbeing. Interestingly, we did not find this negative 

relationship between individualism and happiness in a sample of U.S. participants. 

These findings are consistent with an argument presented by Kitayama (2010, 2012). He 

suggests that individualism in Japan might be qualitatively different from individualism in the 

United States, that is, individualism in Japan is more likely to be interpreted as ‚doing 

something alone by himself/herself,‛ thus individualism in Japan has connotations of ‚egoism‛ 

or ‚social isolation.‛ Kitayama (2012) also introduced the description by a famous historical 

author, Souseki Natsume (1867-1916), who pointed out that individualism was interpreted as 

egoism in 1914, a hundred years ago. This interpretation still exists in the current Japanese 

situation. Such ‚egoistic independence‛ leads to social isolation (Kitayama, 2012).  

In a society where independence of the self is salient, such as European-American cultures, 

the system of individualism prevails and works well within each institution or organization. 

Within that culture, competitiveness and relational mobility are quite high, and people pay 

attention to individual ability and respect personal strategies and uniqueness. Therefore, 

individuals are independent from each other but still actively build and maintain interpersonal 

relationships. In contrast, in a society where the interdependent self is salient, such as Japanese 

culture, the system of individualism is interpreted as a situation in which one has become 

isolated from interpersonal relationships. Japanese individuals tend to think that they would 

have to cut off relationships with others in order to be independent and to achieve 

individualism. A number of Japanese individuals might have attempted to do this under the 

pressure of globalization. However, happiness in Japan is still strongly related to interpersonal 

relationships, given that implicit and basic cultural norms are still interdependent. The speed of 

system change within a society and the psychological change within an individual are 

inconsistent. Even though globalization has affected Japanese society, traditional Japanese 

cultural values of interdependence still exist. The discrepancy between explicit norms (global 

standards) and implicit norms (traditional standards) might lead to decreases in happiness 

among Japanese individuals (Kitayama, 2010). So far we have argued the case of Japan as an 

example of a country that is under pressure from globalization, but similar examples might be 

found within other Asian cultural contexts that are also experiencing the shifting of cultural 

norms towards European-American ideas of happiness. 

 

6. Changing happiness after national disasters 

Japan experienced the Great East Japan Earthquake on March 11, 2011. It was an exceptionally 

severe disaster, certainly the worst in recent memory. Both the earthquake itself and the 

tsunami brought disaster on a massive scale throughout the region. More than 15,800 people 

died, and around 3,700 people are still missing as of May 2012. Uchida, Takahashi, and 

Kawahara (2011) examined how the Great East Japan earthquake has affected the happiness of 

young people in Japan outside of the afflicted area. A large longitudinal survey (N = 10,744) 



Personal or interpersonal construal of happiness:  A cultural psychological perspective 

Uchida & Ogihara 

 

www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org 364 

was conducted before the earthquake (December 2010) and another after it (March 2011). 

People who were Thinking about the Earthquake while completing the second survey (TE group: 

40% of the sample) were happier after the earthquake than before, showing that reflecting on 

the earthquake had prompted them to reevaluate their definition of happiness. They also 

experienced temporary negative emotional reactions more frequently after the earthquake than 

before. In contrast, those who were Not Thinking about the Earthquake while answering the 

survey (NTE group: approximately 48% of the sample) did not record a change in their level of 

happiness and actually felt less happiness, even before the earthquake, than did the TE group.  

It seems that the TE group were more likely to change their definition of happiness after the 

earthquake, and this reevaluation of their values might have prompted them to become more 

satisfied with their current life conditions. Those who had felt less general happiness before the 

earthquake were less likely to reflect upon the earthquake and tended not to change their 

definitions of happiness. 

The two different reactions (TE vs. NTE) among Japanese young adults might reflect recent 

conflicts between traditional cultural values and new ideas of individualism. The TE group 

might be more likely to have traditional values whereas the NTE group might be more likely to 

have new ‚individualistic‛ ideas. The current Japanese model of happiness might also include 

these two dichotomous patterns.  

 

7. Future direction for research on happiness from a cultural psychological point of view 

We have reviewed several studies on happiness based on the cultural construal of happiness. 

At an abstract level, conceptions of happiness can be seen as universal in terms of satisfaction 

with one’s accomplishments and relationships; however, the degree to which each of these 

factors is emphasized and predicts happiness can vary substantially from culture to culture. 

Furthermore, connotations of happiness also differ, such as incremental views of happiness 

observed in European-American cultures and dialectic views of happiness observed among 

East Asian cultures.  

Such cultural differences are found not only at the individual psychological level but also at 

the macro level, such as within societal systems, institutions, and among scientific meta-

theories. Based on these cultural differences, situational/environmental factors (such as 

globalization and national disaster) can also affect views of happiness differently within 

society. We have to illustrate not only cross-cultural differences but also illustrate 

cultural/societal changes over time within nations or communities. 

Further research on happiness across cultures will have an impact on people’s societal 

wellbeing. From a cultural psychological point of view, we have to point out several ‚cautions‛ 

for cross-cultural comparisons. First, regarding response biases (i.e., Asians prefer to use a 

middle point but Americans prefer to use an extreme point on a Likert scale; Chen, Lee, & 

Stevenson, 1995) and the reference group effect (i.e., people judge themselves based on 

surrounding others; individual judgment in each nation varies with their ‚reference point‛; 

Heine, Lehman, Peng, & Greenholtz, 2002), we have to be careful with simple mean score 

comparisons (e.g., Heine et al., 2002). Second, as set-point theory suggested (see Diener, Lucas, 

& Scollon, 2006), each individual has a different set-point of wellbeing regarding his or her 

individual life experiences. Inglehart and Klingemann (2000) have also suggested that there 

have been large stable differences of the life satisfaction among various societies for at least 20 

years, for each culture has a normal set-point (baseline) of wellbeing based on historical 

experience. Again, these set-point differences make it harder to interpret mean cultural 

comparisons. Third, and more importantly, we have to consider that ‚optimal happiness‛ 
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varies substantially across cultures. For example, life satisfaction scales, or ladder scales, which 

are frequently used in cross-cultural studies, are based on the concept of wellbeing as being 

based on individual achievement. Thus, there is an inherent bias that is embedded in these 

measures. Therefore, individuals within Asian cultures are sometimes judged to be ‚less 

healthy‛ and ‚more emotionally distressed‛ than American or European samples (e.g., 

Norasakkunkit & Kalick, 2002). 

Instead of simple mean score comparisons and using ‚happiness rankings,‛ investigating 

the meaning of happiness within each cultural context would be more productive. In addition, 

using several indices, including measures that reflect cultural construals of happiness in a 

given culture, would be helpful. We believe that cultural psychological perspectives will 

contribute to our understanding of wellbeing across a variety of cultural contexts.  
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