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Abstract

Current theorizing on socioeconomic status (SES) focuses on the availability of resources and the 

freedom they afford as a key determinant of the association between high SES and stronger 

orientation toward the self and, by implication, weaker orientation toward others. However, this 
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work relies nearly exclusively on data from Western countries where self-orientation is strongly 

sanctioned. In the present work, we predicted and found that especially in East Asian countries, 

where other-orientation is strongly sanctioned, high SES is associated with stronger other-

orientation as well as with self-orientation. We first examined both psychological attributes (Study 

1, N = 2,811) and socialization values (Study 2a, N = 4,670) in Japan and the U.S. In line with the 

existent evidence, SES was associated with greater self-oriented psychological attributes and 

socialization values in both the U.S. and Japan. Importantly, however, higher SES was associated 

with greater other orientation in Japan, whereas this association was weaker or even reversed in 

the U.S. Study 2b (N = 85,255) indicated that the positive association between SES and self-

orientation is found, overall, across 60 nations. Further, Study 2b showed that the positive 

association between SES and other-orientation in Japan can be generalized to other Confucian 

cultures, whereas the negative association between SES and other-orientation in the U.S. can be 

generalized to other Frontier cultures. Implications of the current findings for modernization and 

globalization are discussed.
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[…] to the frontier the American intellect owes its striking characteristics. That 

coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and acquisitiveness; […] that 

restless, nervous energy; that dominant individualism, working for good and for 

evil, and withal that buoyancy and exuberance which comes with freedom — these 

are traits of the frontier, or traits called out elsewhere because of the existence of 

the frontier.

(Turner, 1920, p. 37)

The Master said [explaining five practices necessary to implement humanity]: 

“Courtesy, tolerance, good faith, diligence, generosity. Courtesy wards off insults; 

tolerance wins all hearts; good faith inspires the trust of others; diligence ensures 

success; generosity confers authority upon others.”

(Analects 17.6, translated by Leys, 1997)

Social hierarchy is pervasive across societies and cultures (A. P. Fiske, 1992; Rai & Fiske, 

2011). One of the most prominent systems of hierarchy is socioeconomic status (SES), 

through which societies rank individuals based on their access to both symbolic and tangible 

resources such as wealth, education, and prestige (Durkheim, 1893/1984; Marx, 1977; 

Weber, 1968). A considerable body of research conducted in the U.S. has shown that high 

SES is associated with self-centric orientations (S. T. Fiske & Markus, 2012; Kohn, 1969; 

Kohn & Schooler, 1983; Kraus, Piff, Mendoza-Denton, Rheinschmidt, & Keltner, 2012; 

Kusserow, 1999; Lamont, 2000; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). For example, 

compared to individuals with low SES backgrounds, those with high SES backgrounds show 

a greater degree of self-confidence and self-expansion (Kohn, 1969; Snibbe & Markus, 

2005), while manifesting lower other-orientation, such as reduced prosocial behavior (Piff, 

Kraus, Côté, Cheng, & Keltner, 2010) and less conformity (Kohn, 1969).
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One major shortcoming of the current work on SES is that it draws mostly on Western 

cultures and societies and has not yet systematically taken into consideration the cultural 

meaning systems (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1995). These meaning systems, 

however, may shape the meaning of SES and its manifestations (Bourdieu, 1990; Miyamoto, 

2013; Schooler, 2007; Snibbe & Markus, 2005; Wilson, 2010). A limited number of 

previous cross-cultural studies on psychological correlates of SES have generated mixed 

evidence; some found cultural similarities (e.g., Grossmann & Varnum, 2011; Kan et al., 

2014; Kohn, Naoi, Schoenbach, Schooler, & Slomczynski, 1990), while others reported 

cultural differences (e.g., Curhan et al., 2014; Naoi & Schooler, 1985; Park et al., 2013). 

Thus, we cannot be sure about the extent to which cultural contexts moderate the 

psychological correlates of SES.

As illustrated by the two opening quotes, the meaning and function of SES may vary 

substantially across cultures. Whereas historian Fredrick J. Turner pointed that 

characteristics of the contemporary American culture are related to its frontier past, the 

second quote from the Confucius suggests that in East Asian cultural traditions, those who 

occupy higher ranks in the society may have other-orientations, including generosity and 

benevolence to others below them (Bond & Hwang, 1986; Gardner & Seeley, 2001; Pye, 

1985). We might therefore anticipate that there would be cultural differences in how SES 

affects self-orientation and other-orientation.

In this article, we compare representative samples across national cultures to examine 

whether cultural contexts delineated by the nation of origin moderate the correlates of SES. 

Drawing on the literatures on both SES and cultural psychology, we explore how SES is 

associated with psychological attributes and socialization values by focusing on self-

orientation and other-orientation in different cultural contexts.

Self-Orientation and Other-Orientation

The present research focuses on self-orientation and other-orientation as key psychological 

dimensions. The distinction between self-orientation and other-orientation refers to the 

degree to which a certain behavior or attribute is likely to promote and support aspects of 

either the self (self-orientation) or likely to promote and support aspects of others, including 

relations with others (other-orientation). For example, striving for one’s personal goals, and 

expressing and esteeming the self promotes the self and thus exemplify a self-orientation. 

Conversely, caring for and helping others, adjusting to others, and valuing one’s social 

responsibility promotes others or relations with them and thus exemplify other-orientation. 

Self-oriented attributes and behaviors fit and affirm constructs of independent self-view or 

individualism; conversely, other-oriented attributes and behaviors fit and affirm 

interdependent self-view or collectivism (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1995).

It is important to note that, although self-orientation and other-orientation are often seen as 

opposite poles of a single dimension, the two constructs are conceptually distinct and may 

coexist (e.g., Batson, 2011; Cialdini, Schaller, Houlihan, Arps, Fultz, & Beaman, 1987). 

That is, individuals can be high on both self-orientation and other-orientation (e.g., 

individuals can strive to fulfill their self-interest while helping others) unless the pursuit of 
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one goal goes against, or impedes the pursuit of the other (e.g., prosocial behavior that 

requires self-sacrifice), or each is measured in comparison to the other (e.g., a bipolar scale 

that requires participants to determine the relative importance of self- vs. other-orientation). 

It is as yet known how cultural and SES contexts work together to shape self-orientations 

and other-orientations. The present research aims to address this issue by building on two 

perspectives on SES: resource-based and cultural perspectives on SES.

Resource-Based Perspectives on SES

SES is a system of stratification, in which individuals are ranked based on access to material 

and social resources (Durkheim, 1893/1984; Marx, 1977; Weber, 1968). SES is typically 

indexed by objective markers such as education, income, and occupational prestige (Lareau 

& Conley, 2008; Oakes & Rossi, 2003), and/or subjective status (Adler, Epel, Castellazzo, & 

Ickovics, 2000). As compared to those with lower SES backgrounds, individuals with higher 

SES backgrounds tend to be better educated, wealthier, occupy more prestigious jobs, and 

place themselves higher on the ladder of social status. Access to these resources enables 

higher SES individuals to act as they wish, whereas limited access forces lower SES 

individuals to experience more constraints and challenges in their lives (Shah, Mullainathan, 

& Shafir, 2012; Steele & Sherman, 1999). It is likely then that the resources and freedom 

available to high SES individuals allow them to promote the self and self-set goals (i.e., self-

orientation). Conversely, the constraints and the lack of resources faced by low SES 

individuals make it more difficult for them to pursue self-oriented tasks (Kohn, 1969; Kraus, 

Piff, & Keltner, 2011; Kraus et al., 2012).

Extant evidence lends support to these views in both Western and non-Western cultures. A 

considerable body of work on SES in American cultures has found that compared to lower 

SES individuals, higher SES individuals show more self-oriented thinking (Kohn & 

Schooler 1982; Kraus et al., 2012; Stephens et al., 2014). For example, whereas high SES 

individuals tend to emphasize influencing the environment and realizing one’s unique self, 

low SES individuals tend to focus on adjusting the self to the environment (Kusserow, 1999; 

Lachman & Weaver, 1998; Lamont, 2000; Markus, Ryff, Barnett, & Palmersheim, 2004; 

Snibbe & Markus, 2005; Stephens, Fryberg, & Markus, 2011; Stephens, Markus, & 

Townsend, 2007). Studies conducted in non-Western cultures have found similar results. For 

example, higher SES is associated with the tendency to influence others among a large group 

of Chinese adults (Takemura, Hamamura, Guan, & Suzuki, 2016). Also, higher SES is also 

associated with higher self-esteem among both American and Japanese adults (Kan et al., 

2014). Similarly, parental educational attainment is positively correlated with self-esteem 

among Chinese adolescents (Hamamura, Xu & Du, 2013). Furthermore, individuals with 

higher SES tend to show higher self-directed orientation in the U.S., Japan, and Poland 

(Kohn et al., 1990).

SES has also been linked to cognitive processing that reflects self-orientation. Compared to 

low SES, those with high SES tend to exhibit more context-independent cognitive styles in 

the U.S. (Kraus, Piff, & Keltner, 2009; Miyamoto & Ji, 2011; Na et al., 2010), which have 

been linked to self-oriented (vs. other-oriented) thinking (Varnum, Grossmann, Kitayama, & 

Nisbett, 2010). Similar associations between parental educational attainment and context-
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independent thinking were found among both American and Russian undergraduates 

(Grossmann & Varnum, 2011). Taken together, these findings are consistent with the 

resource-based perspective on SES in that high SES individuals show higher self-orientation 

than low SES individuals do across most cultures.

Cultural Perspectives on SES

The effect of resources fostering self-orientation is both potent and apparently pan-cultural, 

yet researchers have demonstrated a systematic cultural difference in the way in which social 

hierarchy is viewed and manifested (Curhan et al., 2014; Miyamoto, 2013; Schooler, 2007; 

Snibbe & Markus, 2005; Zhong, McGee, Maddux, & Galinsky, 2006; Wilson, 2010). 

Previous cross-cultural studies on social hierarchy suggest that individuals higher in the 

hierarchy are expected to and tend to show psychological tendencies that are dominant in 

their cultural contexts (Miyamoto & Wilken, 2010; Rule et al., 2010; Smith, Misumi, Taybe, 

Peterson, & Bond, 1989; Torelli & Shavitt, 2010). For example, Miyamoto and Wilken 

(2010) showed that among Americans, those who were assigned to be a leader (vs. follower) 

showed more context-independent cognitive styles, which are linked to self-orientation (vs. 

other-orientation; Varnum et al., 2010). In contrast, Japanese who were assigned to be a 

leader displayed context-dependent cognitive styles, just as those who were assigned to be a 

follower. In addition, political candidates who appeared to be dominant were more likely to 

get votes than those who looked less dominant in the U.S., whereas political candidates who 

appeared warm were more likely to get votes than those who looked less warm in Japan 

(Rule et al., 2010). Drawing on these findings, we propose that certain correlates of SES are 

culture-specific.

Specifically, different cultural meaning systems prescribe different views of the self, shaped 

by historical and ecological factors and accumulated within each culture (A. P. Fiske, 

Kitayama, Markus & Nisbett, 1998; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1995). For 

example, in Western cultures, most notably in Frontier cultures such as the United States 

(Kitayama, Ishii, Imada, Takemura, & Ramaswamy, 2006; Kitayama, Park, Sevincer, 

Karasawa, & Uskul, 2009; Turner, 1920), the self is viewed as an independent and unique 

entity defined by its internal attributes, which is distinct from the surrounding context. In 

contrast, in East Asian cultures where Confucian teaching has been historically dominant 

(Hofstede & Bond, 1988), the self is viewed as an interdependent entity fundamentally 

connected by relationships to others.

Culture symbolically defines the tasks which are considered ideal, true to its traditions or 

ethos, and thus most prestigious, genuine, and respectable within each culture (Kitayama et 

al., 2009; Shweder, 2003). We argue that high SES individuals are more likely than their low 

counterparts to engage in kinds of tasks that fit and reaffirm the dominant view of the self in 

their own cultural contexts. In particular, in American cultural contexts and in Frontier 

cultures in general, where the history of voluntary settlement has shaped independent views 

of the self, high SES individuals may be expected to engage in tasks promoting the self and 

self-set goals (i.e., self-orientation) that reinforce independence of the self. On the other 

hand, in East Asian cultural contexts, where Confucian teaching has contributed to 

interdependent views of the self, high SES individuals are expected to engage in tasks that 
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promote the relationships or others’ benefits (i.e., other-orientation) that support and affirm 

interdependence of the self. In line with this cultural perspective on SES, research on 

occupational conditions within organizations showed that in Japanese organizations, people 

in higher ranks believe that their ideas and opinions mirror those of other people who belong 

to the same social entities (e.g., relatives, friends, and country) more than those in lower 

ranks do (Naoi & Schooler, 1985). This association is not as apparent in American 

organizations (Kohn & Schooler, 1982).

The associations predicted between SES and self- and other-orientations are likely to be 

sustained by sociocultural practices, such as socialization practices. In American cultural 

contexts, self-orientation is highlighted in socialization practices common in high SES 

contexts than those more common in low SES contexts (Kohn, 1969; Kusserow, 1999, 2012; 

Snibbe & Markus, 1995; Stephens et al., 2014). For example, parents of high SES 

backgrounds tend to emphasize self-confidence and uniqueness compared to parents of 

lower SES backgrounds (Kusserow, 1999, 2012). Being brought up in and constantly 

exposed to environments that encourage and foster self-orientation renders engagement in 

self-oriented tasks more habitual and more valuable to high SES individuals than low SES 

individuals who do not live in such environments. In contrast, in East Asian cultural 

contexts, other-orientation may be emphasized more in socialization practices of high (rather 

than low) SES contexts (Borovoy, 2010; Kataoka, 1987; Slater, 2010). For example, in 

Japan, group cohesion and social responsibilities are highlighted more in high SES schools 

than in low SES schools (Borovoy, 2010; Slater, 2010). Being brought up in environments 

that encourage and foster other-orientation renders engagement in other-oriented tasks more 

habitual and more valuable to individuals with high SES than those with low SES. Through 

such processes, individuals from high SES backgrounds are likely to engage in culturally 

sanctioned tasks than those from low SES backgrounds.

Overview of Present Studies

In this article, we examine whether cultural contexts moderate correlates of SES by focusing 

on self-orientation and other-orientation. The resource-based perspective on SES predicts 

that higher SES is associated with higher self-orientation across cultures. At the same time, 

the cultural perspective on SES predicts that culture moderates the link between SES and 

other-orientation. That is, higher SES would be associated with higher other-orientation in 

East Asia and Confucian cultures, where culturally sanctioned tasks involve other-

orientation, whereas such a link will be attenuated or absent in the U.S. and Frontier 

cultures, where culturally sanctioned tasks focus on self-orientation and thus other-

orientation is considered secondary. Notably, these predictions are not contradictory: cultural 

similarities are expected for the link between SES and self-orientation according to the 

resource-based perspective, whereas cultural differences are expected for the link between 

SES and other-orientation based on the cultural perspective.

To test these predictions, we used large sets of national surveys based on representative adult 

samples. Although there is mixed evidence on psychological correlates of SES across 

cultures, there has not been a systematic cross-cultural comparison of self-orientation and 

other-orientation using representative samples. In Study 1, we used the Midlife in the United 
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States survey (MIDUS) and its equivalent survey conducted in Japan, called the Midlife in 

Japan survey (MIDJA). Both MIDUS and MIDJA include a wide array of psychosocial 

measures, allowing for examination of various types of self-oriented and other-oriented 

psychological correlates of individuals from divergent SES backgrounds in both cultures. 

We examined how SES is linked to these self-orientation measures and other-orientation 

measures among American and Japanese adults.

Further, we explored sociocultural practices associated with SES, in particular, socialization 

practices. Socialization practices are suggested to play a major role in reproducing social 

hierarchy and their psychological correlates (Bernstein, 1971; Bourdieu, 1990; Miller & 

Sperry, 2012; Kohn, 1969). That is, norms and tasks associated with particular SES contexts 

are transmitted and maintained partly through socialization practices. In Studies 2a and 2b, 

we explored whether cultural tasks associated with SES are manifest in socialization 

practices by using data from the World Values Survey (WVS). WVS has been conducted 

across different nations around the world, and includes measures of self-oriented and other-

oriented values emphasized in socialization practices. In Study 2a, we tested whether the 

patterns found in Study 1 for psychological attributes in Japan and the U.S. are reflected in 

socialization values in Japan and the U.S. Subsequently, in Study 2b, we explored whether 

the findings of Study 2a based on two nations generalize to other nations that share similar 

cultural backgrounds (i.e., Confucian or Frontier).

In terms of the measures of self-orientation and other-orientation, across both studies, we 

measured them with sets of multiple items to capture different aspects of each. Specifically, 

striving for one’s goals (i.e., hard work), valuing and advancing the self (i.e., self-esteem), 

and expressing the self (i.e., self-expression) all promote and support aspects of the self and 

thus are considered facets of self-orientation. Thus, self-orientation was measured with goal-

striving, self-esteem, and agency in Study 1, and with hard work, determination/

perseverance, independence, imagination, and self-expression in Studies 2a and 2b. On the 

other hand, being prosocial (e.g., helping others) and adjusting to social expectations and 

roles (e.g., responsibility) promote and support others’ interests and/or one’s relationship 

with others and thus are considered facets of other-orientation. We measured other-

orientation with sympathy, agreeableness, and support provided to others in Study 1, and 

with tolerance and respect for others, unselfishness, obedience, and feeling of responsibility 

in Studies 2a and 2b. The measures of self- and other-orientation used in Study 1 were based 

on rating scales. Direct cross-cultural comparisons of means on rating scales are difficult to 

interpret due to potential cultural differences in response styles and reference-group effects 

(e.g., Chen, Lee & Stevenson, 1995; Heine, Lehman, Peng, & Greenholtz, 2002). To 

minimize the influence of response styles (e.g., Chen, Lee & Stevenson, 1995; Heine, 

Lehman, Peng, & Greenholtz, 2002), we standardized the responses to self- and other-

orientation rating scales in Study 1 within each culture, whereas we used the raw data 

without standardization in Studies 2a and 2b as self- and other-orientation was not measured 

with the rating scales in these studies.
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Study 1

Method

Participants—American data were obtained from the second wave of the Midlife in the 

United States (MIDUS II) national study, a project funded by the National Institute on 

Aging. The initial data for MIDUS sampled a national representative cohort of non-

institutionalized, English-speaking adults in 1995 through random digit dialing procedures. 

The second wave of the data was collected in 2004–2005 with 75% longitudinal retention 

rate, adjusted for mortality. Our analyses are based on 1,805 adults (Male = 818, M age = 

56.85, SD age = 12.62) who completed a phone interview and a self-administered 

questionnaire of MIDUS II. Japanese data were from Midlife in Japan (MIDJA) study, 

collected in 2008–2010. MIDJA was also supported by the National Institute on Aging in 

order to enable comparative analyses between Japan and the US. Therefore, there were many 

identical measures in MIDUS and MIDJA. The sample included 1,027 adults randomly 

selected from Tokyo metropolitan area (Male = 505, M age = 54.36, SD age = 14.15). The 

two samples were comparable in many demographic variables (see Table 1 for the summary 

of descriptive statistics). Participants in both samples provided consent before completing 

any study materials.

Measures—We computed a SES index that included both an objective and a subjective 

measure of social status. Because Curhan et al. (2014) found that educational attainment (an 

objective measure) and subjective social status (a subjective measure) work differently 

across cultures to predict well-being (see also Park et al., 2013), we included both objective 

and a subjective measures of SES to avoid being biased toward either culture. Highest 

educational attainment was used as an objective measure of SES (1 = 8th grade/junior high 

or less; 2 = some high school; 3 = high school graduate/GED; 4 = one or more years of 

college, no degree; 5 = two-year college degree/vocational school; 6 = four-/five-year 

college bachelor’s degree; 7 = at least some graduate school). Subjective measure of SES 

was measured by asking participants to think of a 10-rung ladder as representing where 

people stand in their communities, and place where they would stand in that ladder (1 = 

lowest, 10 = highest; Adler et al., 2000; i.e., subjective social status). The SES index was 

computed by averaging the two variables after standardizing them within culture.

Self-orientation was measured with three variables: self-esteem, agency, and persistence in 

goal striving. Esteeming the self, having agentic traits, and striving to achieve own goals 

should contribute to advancing personal aspects of the self, such as personal achievement 

and success. Self-esteem was measured with the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (1965), using 

a 7-point rating scale (α = .76 for Americans and α = .66 for Japanese). Agency was 

measured by asking respondents to rate how well each of five items describes them on a 4-

point rating scale (Rossi, 2001b; α = .81 for Americans and α = .77 for Japanese). The items 

included “confident”, “forceful,” “assertive”, “outspoken”, and “dominant”. Persistence in 

goal striving was measured by asking how much participants persist in achieving personal 

goals even when they face obstacles (Wrosch, Heckhausen, & Lachman, 2000; e.g., “When I 

encounter problems, I don’t give up until I solve them”) with a 4-point rating scale (α = .82 

for Americans and α = .78 for Japanese).
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Other-orientation was assessed with five variables linked to good relations with others and 

cares toward them: sympathy, agreeableness, support given to spouse/partner, family, and 

friends. Sympathy was measured with four items, including “Even when things are going 

well for me, I can’t be happy if I have a friend who is in trouble”, using a 7-point rating 

scale (Uchida & Kitayama, 2001; α = .96 for Americans and α = .51 for Japanese). 

Agreeableness was measured by asking respondents to rate how well each of five items 

describes them on a 4-point rating scale. The items included “helpful”, “warm”, “caring”, 

“softhearted”, and “sympathetic” (Rossi, 2001b; α = .81 for Americans and α = .87 for 

Japanese). Support given to others included 3 separate measures: support given to spouse/

partner, family, and friends (Walen & Lachman, 2000). Number of items included in each 

measure differed across measures. Support given to family (α = .67 for Americans and α = .

78 for Japanese) was assessed by two items; support given to friends (α = .69 for Americans 

and α = .84 for Japanese) was assessed by four items; support given to spouse/partner (α = .

73 for Americans and α = .89 for Japanese) was assessed by six items on a 4-point rating 

scale. An example item that was included in all measures is “How much can your spouse/

partner [family] [friends] rely on you for help if they have a serious problem?”

We conducted confirmatory factor analyses using maximum likelihood to ensure the two-

latent factor structure (self-orientation vs. other-orientation) of the eight measures for each 

cultural group. Full-information maximum likelihood (FIML) was used to deal with missing 

data. The model fit was satisfactory both for American data, χ2 (19, N = 1803) = 207.44, p 
< .001; comparative-fit index (CFI) = .88; root-mean-square error of approximation 

(RMSEA) = 0.074, 90% confidence interval (CI) = [.065, .083], and Japanese data, χ2 (19, 

N = 1027) = 162.66, p < .001; CFI = .90; RMSEA = .086, CI = [.074, .098], suggesting that 

these measures cohere as two different factors in both cultures. Overall indices of self-

orientation and other-orientation were computed by averaging the within-culture z scores of 

the variables, respectively. Standardized factor loadings for the measures of self-orientation 

and other-orientation for both countries are presented in Table 2.

Results

To test the hypotheses, we conducted regressions for self-orientation (or other-orientation) 

using the composite SES index as a predictor, followed by the analysis for each SES 

variable. Culture, the pertinent SES variable, and the interaction term between the two were 

entered as predictors of self- or other-orientation separately. Age and gender were controlled 

for throughout the analyses. The regression coefficients of SES variables (i.e., composite 

SES index, education, and subjective social status) predicting self-orientation and other-

orientation are shown separately for Americans and Japanese in Figures 1 and 2.

As predicted by the resource-based perspective, SES positively predicted self-orientation, β 
= .397, t(2806) = 21.79, p < .001. Furthermore, the association between SES and self-

orientation was not moderated by culture, β = −.028, t(2806) = 1.524, p = .128, suggesting 

that the association between SES and self-orientation exists in both cultures and the strength 

of the association did not differ across cultures.

SES positively predicted other-orientation, β = .189, t(2783) = 10.07, p < .001, but 

importantly, this effect was moderated by culture, β = −.118, t(2783) = 6.35, p < .001. 

Miyamoto et al. Page 9

J Pers Soc Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 September 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Supporting the cultural perspective, SES positively predicted other-orientation more strongly 

in Japan, β = .307, t(2783) = 10.37, p < .001, than in the U.S., β = .071, t(2783) = 3.12, p = .

002.

Exploration of specific SES variables—We next explored whether the above findings 

differed across the two measures of SES. We conducted the same regression analysis for 

self-orientation or other-orientation, while using either educational attainment or subjective 

social status as a predictor.

For self-orientation, both education and subjective social status positively predicted self-

orientation, β = .176, t(2795) = 8.80, p < .001 and β = .443, t(2746) = 25.15, p < .001, 

respectively. The association between self-orientation and subjective social status was not 

moderated by culture, β = .031, t(2746) = 1.39, p = .166, but the association between self-

orientation and education was moderated by culture, β = −.040, t(2795) = 2.08, p = .038. 

Education predicted higher self-orientation more strongly in Japan, β = .217, t(2795) = 6.83, 

p < .001, than in the U.S., β = .136, t(2795) = 5.76, p < .001.

For other-orientation, both education and subjective social status positively predicted other-

orientation, β = .061, t(2772) = 3.11, p = .002 and β = .240, t(2722) = 12.99, p < .001, 

respectively. Importantly, both of these relationships were moderated by culture, for 

education, β = −.127, t(2772) = 6.70, p < .001, and for subjective social status, β = −.044, 

t(2722) = 2.43, p = .015. Simple effect analyses showed that subjective social status 

predicted higher other-orientation more strongly in Japan, β = .284, t(2722) = 10.23, p < .

001, than in the U.S., β = .196, t(2722) = 8.15, p < .001. Furthermore, whereas education 

was positively associated with other-orientation in Japan, β = .188, t(2772) = 6.11, p < .001, 

education was negatively associated with other-orientation in the U.S., β = −.067, t(2772) = 

2.87, p = .004.1, 2

Discussion

Taken together, these findings are in keeping with both resource-based and cultural 

perspectives on SES. Concurring with the resource-based perspective, the findings from the 

U.S. and Japan showed that higher SES, in terms of higher educational attainment and 

higher subjective social status, was associated with higher self-orientation across both 

cultures. At the same time, the magnitude of these associations differed somewhat across 

1Because Curhan et al. (2014) found that an objective measure of SES correlates more strongly with well-being measures in Japan 
than in the U.S., while a subjective measure of SES correlates more strongly with well-being measures in the U.S. than in Japan, we 
compared the relative importance of objective vs. subjective measures of SES. In line with Curhan et al. (2014), the association 
between the objective measure of SES (i.e., education) and self-orientation was stronger in Japan than in the U.S, whereas the opposite 
pattern was found for the subjective measure of SES (i.e., subjective social status), though the latter was not significant. On the other 
hand, for other-orientation, the associations between SES and other-orientation was stronger in Japan than in the U.S. regardless of the 
measures of SES. It is possible that cultural differences in the relative importance of subjective and objective measures of SES are 
more evident for the type of dependent variables that are linked to SES in both cultures, such as self-orientation.
2Because respondents in Japan were selected from Tokyo metropolitan area, whereas respondents in the U.S. were selected across the 
nation, there is a possibility that rural Americans might be driving the cultural differences that we observed. To test this alternative 
explanation, we repeated the same set of analyses by including only those Americans who live in urban areas (the population density 
among the top 50% of the entire MIDUS II sample, which is higher than 1733 per square mile; Fuller-Rowell et al., 2016). All the 
results remained the same, except for the main effect of education on other-orientation, which became non-significant when only 
urban Americans were included, t(1757) = 1.83, p = .068. This suggests that rural Americans are not driving the cultural differences 
we found.
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cultures depending on the measures of social class. Specifically, the association between 

education and self-orientation was stronger in Japan than in the U.S., whereas there were no 

significant cultural differences in the association between subjective social status and self-

orientation. We will return to this finding in the discussion of Study 2a.

Moreover, the findings also supported the cultural moderation of the link between SES and 

other-orientation. The associations between SES and other-orientation were stronger in 

Japan than in the U.S. regardless of which measure of SES (objective or subjective) was 

used. Specifically, in Japan, individuals with higher SES backgrounds reported higher levels 

of other-orientation than those with lower SES backgrounds. In contrast, such associations 

were much weaker or even reversed in the U.S.

Study 2a

Study 1 demonstrated cultural similarities and differences in psychological correlates of 

SES. In Study 2a, we explored socialization practices that likely play an important role in 

shaping individuals’ psychological processes associated with one’s SES contexts (Bernstein, 

1971; Kohn, 1969; Miller & Sperry, 2012), specifically focusing on parental styles. In fact, 

studies conducted in American cultures have shown that parents of high SES backgrounds 

tend to emphasize self-confidence and uniqueness more than parents of lower SES 

backgrounds do (Kusserow, 1999, 2012). On the other hand, qualitative studies in Japan 

(Borovoy, 2010; Slater, 2010) suggested that, compared to low SES schools, both formal and 

informal educational systems of high SES schools are more likely to highlight other-oriented 

values, such as group cohesion and the responsibilities that come with it. In addition, a 

survey conducted with Japanese high school students found that those students coming from 

higher SES backgrounds report that their parents emphasize both self-orientation and other-

orientation values, including achievement, adherence to social norms, and role obligations 

compared to students coming from lower SES backgrounds (Kataoka, 1987). These findings 

suggest that cultural tasks associated with socioeconomic positions are manifested in 

socialization practices, though no studies have directly compared them across cultures. The 

resource-based perspective would predict that when socializing their children, individuals 

with higher SES backgrounds should emphasize self-orientation values, such as hard work 

and self-expression, compared to individuals with lower SES backgrounds across cultures. 

On the other hand, the cultural perspective would predict that Japanese with higher SES 

should emphasize other-orientation values, such as feelings of responsibility and respect, 

more than lower SES individuals when socializing their children, whereas such a pattern 

would be attenuated for Americans.

In Study 2a, we extended our analyses to use a wider array of indices of SES. In Study 1, we 

used educational attainment and subjective social status as indices of SES because those 

were the only indices of SES available for both MIDUS and MIDJA.3 However, SES can be 

indexed by a wide range of variables, including material wealth and occupational conditions. 

Because World Values Survey (WVS) offered these SES indices, we explored how the 

3Although MIDUS has a measure of income, MIDJA did not include it.
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patterns of the results might differ across different indices of SES by testing multiple facets 

of SES in Study 2a.

Method

Participants—Data were from the latest wave of World Values Survey (WVS: 2010–

2014). We used the data collected from national representative samples of the U.S. and 

Japan. The U.S. sample consists of 2,232 participants (Male = 1,084; M age = 48.91, SD age 

= 16.91; 69.6% had parental experiences), and the Japanese sample included 2,443 

participants (Male = 1,177; M age = 50.74, SD age = 16.30; 73.4% had parental 

experiences). All surveys meet the ethical guidelines and requirements of the respective 

country.

Measures—Five measures were used as indices of SES: education, income, and subjective 

class identification, job characteristics, and supervising experience. Participants reported the 

highest education attainment (1 = no formal education to 9 = university education with 

degree), household income (1 = below the lowest decile to 10 = above the highest decile) 4, 

and their subjective class identification (1 = lower class, 2 = working class [lower middle 

class, in Japanese], 3 = lower middle class [middle class, in Japanese], 4 = upper middle 

class, and 5 = upper class). Also, SES-related job characteristics were measured by three 

scales (manual vs. intelligent, routine vs. creative, and no independence vs. complete 

independence) with 10-point rating ranging from 1 (mostly manual, routine, or no 

independence at all) to 10 (mostly intelligent, creative, or complete independence). The 

average of the ratings on these three dimensions was used as a job characteristic variable (α 
= .63 for Americans and α = .56 for Japanese). Lastly, as another measure of job 

characteristics (Kohn, 1969), a supervising experience was measured by a question asking 

whether a person supervises or did supervise other people at work (yes = 1, no = 0). The 

composite SES index was computed by averaging the five measures after standardizing them 

within culture.

Self-orientation and other-orientation socialization values were measured with the following 

survey question: “Here is a list of qualities that children can be encouraged to learn at home. 

Which, if any, do you consider to be especially important?” Participants were asked to 

choose “up to five” qualities that they consider especially important from a list of 11 

qualities. Among them, 5 qualities described self-orientation (i.e., independence, 

imagination, self-expression, hard work, and determination/perseverance); that is, these 

qualities pertain to the promotion and advancement of the self and its unique attributes. 

Also, 4 qualities described other-orientation (i.e., obedience, feeling of responsibility, 

tolerance and respect for other people, and unselfishness); these qualities pertain to the 

promotion and advancement of others’ benefits or one’s relation to others. The remaining 2 

qualities (i.e., thrift and religious faith) were ambiguous in terms of their orientation, and 

thus were not included in either self-orientation or other-orientation.5 If a quality was chosen 

as important, its value was coded as 1, and if it was not selected, the value was coded as 0. 

4Household income was based on relatively ranks in the U.S. (1 = lowest to 10 = highest) and on monetary values in Japan (1 = less 
than 3,000,000 yen to 10 = more than 12,000,000 yen).
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We computed the self-orientation and other-orientation by aggregating the values of the 

corresponding qualities. Summaries of descriptive statistics for key variables were presented 

in Table 3.

Results

To test the main hypotheses, self-oriented or other-oriented socialization values were 

regressed on culture, SES, and the interaction term (Culture x SES) controlling for age and 

gender. We first report analyses using the composite SES index as a predictor, followed by 

analyses conducted separately for each SES measure. The regression coefficients of SES 

variables predicting self-oriented and other-oriented socialization values are shown 

separately for Americans and Japanese in Figures 3 and 4.

A significant main effect of culture on self-orientation revealed that Japanese chose a larger 

number of self-orientation items than Americans did, β = −.202, t(4665) = 14.20, p < .001. 

Self-orientation values, such as hard work and perseverance in achievement domains, are 

likely to be valued more in East Asian culture in general (Bond & Hwang, 1986). More 

importantly, in line with the resource-based perspective on SES, SES positively predicted the 

self-oriented socialization values, β = .107, t(4665) = 7.446, p < .001. The association 

between SES and self-oriented socialization values was not moderated by culture, β = .013, 

t(4665) = 0.915, p = .360, suggesting that the association between SES and self-orientation 

exists in both cultures and the strength of the association did not differ across cultures.

For other-orientation, SES did not predict the other-oriented socialization values, β = .021, 

t(4665) = 1.43, p = .153. However, supporting the cultural perspective on SES, culture 

moderated this association, β = −.072, t(4665) = 4.90, p < .001. Simple slope analyses 

showed that higher SES predicted higher other-oriented socialization values in Japan, β = .

094, t(4665) = 4.505, p < .001, whereas higher SES predicted lower other-oriented 

socialization values in the U.S., β = −.051, t(4665) = 2.45, p = .014.

Exploration of specific SES variables—We further explored whether the results 

obtained with the overall SES index differ across specific measures of SES. In addition to 

the effect of culture found in the above analysis,6 all SES indices positively predicted self-

orientation; a) education, β = .127, t(4615) = 7.81, p < .001, b) income, β = .067, t(4114) = 

4.09, p < .001, c) subjective class identification, β = .079, t(4428) = 5.36, p < .001, d) job 

characteristics, β = .049, t(4461) = 3.23, p < .001, and e) supervising experience, β = .044, 

t(4578) = 2.89, p = .004. Only education interacted with culture to predict self-orientation, β 
= .064, t(4615) = 4.18, p < .001, in that the positive association between education level and 

self-orientation was stronger in the U.S., β = .194, t(4615) = 7.345, p < .001, than in Japan, 

β = .059, t(4615) = 3.14, p < .001.

5Previous research has suggested that whether religion is associated with other-orientation depends on the nature of religious beliefs 
(for a review see Preston, Ritter, & Hernandez, 2010) and cultural contexts (Cohen & Hill, 2007; Sasaki & Kim, 2011) and thus 
religious faith was not included in the analyses. Thrift (saving money and things) was not included either because thrift can be 
associated with either self-orientation (e.g., materialism) or other-orientation (e.g., being responsible).
6The coefficient for culture in each model: in a model using education as a social class index, β = −.229, t(4615) = 15.16, p < .001; a 
model using income, β = −.208, t(4115) = 13.28, p < .001; a model using subjective class identification, β = −.205, t(4438) = 13.93, p 
< .001; a model using job characteristics, β = −.200, t(4467) = 13.29, p < .001; a model using supervising experience, β = −.191, 
t(4575) = 13.18, p < .001.
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For other-orientation, supervising experience predicted higher other-orientation, β = .039, 

t(4578) = 2.49, p = .013. There were no main effects of other SES indices (all ps > .1). More 

importantly, supporting the cultural perspective, there were significant interactions of culture 

and SES indices on other-orientation, except when subjective class identification was used as 

an index of SES: a) education, β = −.077, t(4615) = 4.84, p < .001; b) income, β = −.041, 

t(4114) = 2.52, p = .012; c) job characteristics, β = −.036, t(4461) = 2.43, p = .015; d) 

supervising experience, β = −.041, t(4578) = 2.78, p = .005. Simple slope analyses showed 

that education was positively associated with other-orientation for Japanese, β = .087, 

t(4615) = 4.51, p < .001, whereas the association was negative for American, β = −.075, 

t(4615) = 2.73, p = .006. Income was also negatively associated with other-orientation for 

American, β = −.063, t(4114) = 2.32, p = .020, for Americans but the association was not 

significant for Japanese, β = .022, t(4114) = 1.106, p = .269=. Both job characteristics and 

supervising experience were positively associated with other-orientation among Japanese, β 
= .055, t(4461) = 2.59, p = .010; β = .080, t(4578) = 3.72, p < .001, respectively, but not 

among Americans, β = −.02, t(4461) = .89, p = .372; β = .003, t(4578) = .12, p = .903, 

respectively.

Additional analyses—We also explored whether the same associations stayed significant 

when we limited our samples to those who were parents and thus who actually had child-

rearing experience. All results remained significant, except for job characteristics, for which 

the interaction between culture and job characteristics to predict other-orientation was 

reduced to non-significance, β = −.104, t(3211) = 1.93, p = .054.

Discussion

Supporting the resource-based perspective on SES, we found that all indices of SES (i.e., 

education, income, subjective class identification, job characteristics, and supervising 

experience) predicted self-oriented socialization values across cultures. At the same time, in 

keeping with the cultural perspective on SES, culture moderated the association between 

other-oriented socialization values and all the indices of SES, except for subjective class 

identification. Specifically, in Japan, SES indices (i.e., education, job characteristics, and 

supervising experience) positively predicted other-oriented socialization values. In the U.S., 

in contrast, SES indices either did not predict (i.e., job characteristics and supervising 

experience) or negatively predicted (i.e., education and income) other-oriented socialization 

values.

In addition, the type of SES indices mattered too. While an association between SES and 

self-orientation was found across all SES indices, culture moderated this association when 

education was examined as an index of SES. Also, although the cultural moderation of the 

association between SES and other-orientation was found across all indices of SES (except 

for subjective class identification), the moderation was strongest for education. It is possible 

that education is especially powerful in instilling culturally expected tasks in socialization 

values, consistent with the arguments that education serves as an important gateway context 

(Ridgeway & Fiske, 2012; Stephens et al., 2014).
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It is noteworthy that some of the findings differed across studies. First, in the U.S., the 

associations between SES and other-orientation were positive in Study 1, but either negative 
or absent in Study 2a. In line with the findings of Study 2a, previous studies conducted in 

the U.S. found that higher SES individuals show less other-orientation than lower SES 

individuals (Kraus, Côté, & Keltner, 2010; Piff et al., 2010; Stellar, Manzo, Kraus, & 

Keltner, 2012). It is possible that the discrepancy between Studies 1 and 2a reflects how 

other-orientation is conceptualized and measured. When the type of other-orientation 

examined impedes self-orientation (e.g., obedience, unselfishness) as the measures we used 

in Study 2a, it is likely that higher SES would be associated with less other-orientation in the 

U.S. because of the strong association between SES and self-orientation, which may be 

reflected in the findings of Study 2a and previous studies. On the other hand, when the type 

of other-orientation examined does not go against self-orientation, SES may not influence 

other-orientation much in the U.S., which might be the case in the findings of Study 1. 

Second, culture moderated the association between education (but not the other measures of 

SES) and self-orientation in both Studies 1 and 2a, but the direction of the cultural 

moderation differed across studies. The association between education and self-orientation 

was stronger in Japan than in the U.S. in Study 1, but was stronger in the U.S. than in Japan 

in Study 2a. It might be the case that self-expressive aspects of self-orientation measured in 

Study 2a but not in Study 1 (i.e., self-expression, imagination) are instilled more through 

education systems in the U.S. than in Japan.

Study 2b

Study 2a showed that the positive association between SES and self-oriented socialization 

values is found in both Japan and the U.S., whereas the association between SES and other-

oriented socialization values differs between two cultures. In Study 2b, we had two aims. 

First, we explored whether the association between SES and self-oriented socialization 

values found across two cultures generalizes across 60 nations. According to the resource-

based perspective, we expect higher SES to predict higher self-oriented socialization values 

across 60 nations.

Second, we examined whether the cultural moderation of the association between SES and 

other-oriented socialization values found in Japan and the U.S. extends to other cultures that 

share socio-cultural backgrounds, namely Confucian and Frontier cultures. If Confucian 

teaching contributes to the positive association between SES and other-oriented socialization 

values in Japan as theorized by the cultural perspective of the SES, we would expect to see a 

similar positive association in other Confucian cultures, such as China and South Korea. In 

Study 2a, various indices of SES were employed to explore potential variations across 

indices. Although similar patterns were observed across all the indices of SES, cultural 

differences were largest for education. Among indices of SES, educational attainment has 

often been suggested to be the best indicator because it predicts future job characteristics 

and income and is most closely associated with values and psychological tendencies 

(Stephens, Fryberg, & Markus, 2012). Education likely plays the key role in instilling 

culturally sanctioned tasks associated with SES. In Study 2b, we thus focused on education 

as a single index of SES.
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Methods

Participants—The study included representative samples of 60 nations from the last wave 

of World Values Survey for which the variables of interest were available. The summary of 

participant characteristics is presented in Table 4.

Measures—For self-orientation, other-orientation, education, age, and gender, we used the 

same measures as in Study 2a. For culture, 60 nations were categorized into 8 cultural 

regions based on geographical locations and historical/political/philosophical traditions: 

Confucian (China, Hong Kong, Japan, Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan), Frontier 

(Australia, New Zealand, and United States), Africa (Algeria, Ghana, Morocco, Nigeria, 

Rwanda, South Africa, Tunisia, and Zimbabwe), Ex-Communist (Armenia, Azerbaijan, 

Belarus, Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Poland, Romania, Russia, Slovenia, 

Ukraine, and Uzbekistan), Latin America (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Columbia, Ecuador, 

Mexico, Peru, Trinidad and Tobago, and Uruguay), Middle East (Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, 

Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Palestine, Qatar, Turkey, and Yemen), Southeast/South 

Asia (India, Malaysia, Pakistan, Philippines, and Thailand), and Europe (Cyprus, Germany, 

Netherlands, Spain, and Sweden).

Results

Hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) was used to test how self- and other-orientation vary as 

a function of individual-level factors (i.e., SES, age and gender) and nation-level factors (i.e., 

cultural regions) in the dataset. We employed a two-level hierarchical linear model with 

individuals on the first level nested within nations on the second level. For all the HLM 

analyses, we used restricted maximum likelihood estimation (see Supplementary Material 

for detailed analytic strategies).

First, we fit random coefficient-models to examine the associations between SES and self- 

and other-orientation across different regions while taking into account random effects 

across nations. SES, age and gender were entered at the individual level and centered at each 

nation’s mean level.

Supporting the resource-based perspective on SES, the association between SES and self-

oriented socialization values was significant, B = .039, S.E. = .004, t(59) = 8.672, p < .001, 

suggesting that, overall, higher SES is associated with higher self-oriented socialization 

values across 60 nations. In contrast, there was no association between SES and other-

oriented socialization values, B = −.002, S.E. = .003, t(59) = .839, p = .405 (see Table S2 in 

Supplementary Material for other fixed effects and random effects estimates).

Next, we fit intercept and slopes-as-outcomes models to examine whether associations 

between SES and self- and other-oriented socialization values are moderated by cultural 

regions. Dummy variables were created for cultural regions, with Confucian culture serving 

as the reference group. The models included SES, age, and gender as individual-level 

predictors and cultural regions as nation-level predictor in conjunction with two-way 

interaction between SES and cultural regions.
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Consistent with the findings of Study 2a, the association between SES and self-oriented 

socialization values varied between Confucian and Frontier cultures, B = .065, S.E. = .032, 

t(52) = 2.056, p = .045. The simple slope for SES was positive in both Confucian cultures, B 
= .028, S.E. = .011, t(52) = 2.595, p = .012, and Frontier cultures, B = .093, S.E. = .030, 

t(52) = 3.150, p = .003, though the association was stronger in Frontier than in Confucian 

cultures.

In keeping with the cultural perspective on SES, and replicating Study 2a on two nations 

(Japan vs. the U.S.), the association between SES and other-oriented socialization values 

was significantly different between Confucian and Frontier cultures, B = −.081, S.E. = .007, 

t(52) = 11.57, p < .001. For Confucian cultures, SES positively predicted other-oriented 

socialization values, B = .036, S.E. = .007, t(52) = 5.102, p < .001. For Frontier cultures, 

SES negatively predicted other-oriented socialization values, B = −.045, S.E. = .011, t(52) = 

32.20, p < .001.

Other cultural regions—In addition to the hypothesized contrasts between Confucian 

and Frontier cultures, additional cultural region contrasts were also significant. The 

association between SES and self-oriented socialization values was significantly different 

between Confucian and European cultures, B = .053, S.E. = 013, t(52) = 4.189, p < .001, and 

South/Southeast Asian cultures, B = −.030, S.E. = 014, t(52) = 2.254, p = .028. The simple 

slope for SES was B =.028, S.E. = .011, t(52) = 2.595, p = .012, for Confucian culture and B 
= .081, S.E. = .006, t(52) = 13.402, p < .001, for European cultures, and non-significant for 

South/Southeast Asian cultures.

On the other hand, the association between SES and other-oriented socialization values was 

significantly different between Confucian and all the other cultural regions [African cultures: 

B = −.044, S.E. = .009, t(52) = 5.667, p < .001; Ex-communist cultures: B = −.039, S.E. = .

008, t(52) = 4.507, p < .001; Latin American cultures: B = −.034, S.E. = .009, t(52) = 3.893, 

p < .001; Middle Eastern cultures: B = −.045, S.E. = .008, t(52) = 5.160, p < .001; South 

Asian cultures: B = −.036, S.E. = .011, t(52) = 3.894, p < .001; European cultures: B = −.

041, S.E. = .010, t(52) = 3.714, p < .001]. Simple slopes for SES were non-significant in 

these other regions (see Table S3 in Supplementary Material for other fixed effects and 

random effects estimates and Table S4 for simple slopes for SES predicting self-orientation 

and other-orientation within each region).

Additional analyses—Because the analyses of Study 2b overlap with Study 2a for the 

U.S. and Japan, we also ran the same set of HLM analyses while excluding the U.S. and 

Japan. None of the results changed, suggesting that the observed differences between 

Frontier and Confucian regions are not being driven solely by the U.S. and Japan.

Discussion

Study 2b demonstrated that the positive association between SES and self-orientation is 

quite pervasive and found, in general, across 60 nations. It also found, however, that the 

positive association between SES and other-orientation initially observed in Japan extends to 

other cultures with a Confucian influence, whereas the negative association between SES 

and other-orientation initially observed in the U.S. generalized to other Frontier cultures. 
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These findings suggest that a Confucian cultural background contributes to the positive 

association between SES and other-orientation, whereas Frontier cultural backgrounds likely 

contribute to the negative association between SES and other-orientation.

Confucian teaching has been historically influential in East Asian cultures. Confucius 

considered hierarchical relationships, such as those between father and son and ruler and 

subject, as the foundational basis of society. Within the hierarchical relationship, those with 

lower rank are expected to respect and be loyal to those with higher rank, whereas those with 

higher rank are expected to protect and be considerate to those with lower rank (Hofstede & 

Bond, 1988). Thus, as the opening quote from Confucius suggests, those with higher rank in 

the society are assumed to have responsibilities and obligations to be benevolent, which is a 

central, if not the most central, virtue (Fu, Wu, Yang, & Ye, 2008), in addition to having self-

oriented qualities, such as competence and goal-striving (Bond & Hwang, 1986). This 

emphasis on both other-orientation and self-orientation for high-ranking individuals likely 

contributes to the dual tasks of high SES individuals in East Asian cultural contexts.

On the other hand, frontier cultures were strongly influenced by immigrants and settlers, 

who came to new lands to pursue better opportunities and resources (Turner, 1920). The 

frontier mentality and arduous challenges of living in such settings promoted the spirit of 

individualism (Kitayama et al., 2006; Kitayama et al., 2009; Turner, 1920). This outlook is 

characterized by goal-striving, freedom, and antipathy against control or constraints imposed 

by social hierarchy of the Old World order, as illustrated in the opening quotation by Turner 

(1920). Even long after frontier lands had disappeared and the opportunity for expansion 

became limited, the individualistic spirit persisted. For example, it is reflected in the 

American Dream – a belief that, with hard work and talent, anyone has a chance to succeed 

(Hochschild, 1995; Spence, 1985). Such a focus on self-orientation aimed at achieving 

higher status likely contributes to the present pattern found among Frontier cultures.

It is notable that analyses of other cultural regions showed that the positive association 

between SES and other-orientation found in Confucian cultures is weaker in other 

interdependent cultures that lack Confucian influences, such as Latin America. Similarly, the 

negative association between SES and other-orientation found in Frontier cultures is not 

evident in other independent cultures, such as Europe, where different historical factors have 

shaped the meaning of hierarchy (e.g., Roman Empire and Catholicism; Hofstede, 2001). In 

addition, although there was an overall positive association between SES and self-orientation 

across 60 nations, the degree of association differed across some cultural regions and it was 

not significant in one cultural region (i.e., South/Southeast Asia). It is possible that in India, 

where the historical caste system exists, education may play less of a central role in social 

stratification. Thus, although social hierarchy is a fundamental aspect of human relationship 

across cultures (A. P. Fiske, 1992; Rai & Fiske, 2011), the specific system of stratification 

may depend on a cultural context. Future research needs to examine whether other systems 

of social stratification predict self-orientation in South/Southeast Asia.
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General Discussion

In three studies, we found both cultural similarities and differences in the correlates of SES. 

Higher SES is associated with self-oriented psychological attributes and socialization values 

across cultures. On the other hand, higher SES is associated with other-oriented 

psychological attributes and socialization values in Japan and other Confucian cultures, but 

the associations tend to be smaller or absent in other cultures and even reversed in the U.S. 

and other Frontier cultures. Overall, these findings suggest that the resource-based 

perspective and cultural perspective are both necessary to understand the nature of SES 

across cultures. Because high SES tends to come with greater resources and freedom, those 

who occupy such positions tend to be more self-oriented across cultures. However, due to 

the cultural imperative of interdependence in Confucian cultures, high SES is further 

associated with other-orientation in Confucian cultures. This association is weaker, absent, 

or reversed in Frontier cultures, in which other-orientation is less relevant to the cultural 

imperative.

Importantly, previous work has overlooked the important contribution of culture because, in 

the American context, both culturally sanctioned tasks and the resources associated with 

higher SES align with self-orientation. Thus, the prior research generated in the U.S. did not 

allow the investigators to discern, let alone identify, the independent effects of cultural 

contexts in shaping the manifestation of SES, controlling for the effects of resources. By 

locating SES in a larger cultural meaning system and comparing it to another cultural system 

where different kinds of cultural tasks (i.e., other-orientation) are sanctioned, the current 

analyses elucidated the role cultural contexts play in shaping the manifestation of SES. In 

addition, large sets of nationally representative data used in the present research provided a 

unique opportunity to investigate the nature of SES across a wider range of cultures, thereby 

notably extending previous cross-cultural work based on college students.

Our research provides a framework to explain the mixed evidence across studies on the role 

that culture plays in shaping psychological correlates of SES. Some have reported 

similarities in the correlates of SES across cultures (e.g., Kan et al., 2014; Kohn et al., 1990), 

whereas the others found cultural differences (e.g., Naoi & Schooler, 1985; Park et al., 

2013). Similarities in the correlates of SES are expected across cultures for self-orientation, 

as freedom and material resources associated with higher SES afford more self-orientation 

across cultures. At the same time, cultural differences in correlates of SES are expected for 

other-orientation because the extent to which culturally sanctioned tasks pertain to other-

orientation differs across cultures. In a culture where culturally sanctioned tasks include 

other-orientation (e.g., Japan), SES will be associated with more other-orientation. In 

contrast, in a culture where other-orientation is less relevant to cultural tasks (e.g., the U.S.), 

SES will be less or inversely associated with other-orientation.

Importantly, the present research demonstrates not only cultural similarities and differences 

in psychological correlates of SES, but also a potential route through which the socio-

cultural patterning of psychological correlates is created and sustained. That is, we found 

cultural similarities and differences in socialization values associated with SES in a way that 

corresponds to psychological correlates of SES. Across cultures, higher SES individuals 
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endorse more self-oriented socialization values than lower SES individuals do, which likely 

contributes to their children’s level of self-orientation, thus contributing to maintaining and 

reproducing SES differences in the level of self-orientation. At the same time, in Japan and 

other Confucian cultures, higher SES individuals also endorse other-oriented socialization 

values more than lower SES individuals do, while the association between SES and other-

orientation is in the opposite direction in Frontier cultures. Again, such differential emphasis 

on other-orientation likely results in their children’s level of other-orientation. Thus, these 

similarities and differences in socialization values may serve as a route through which 

cultural tasks are passed onto and shape individuals’ psychological processes within each 

culture.

Furthermore, the multinational analyses of Study 2b suggest that particular historical, 

religious, and ecological background likely contributed to the associations between SES and 

self- and other-orientations. Although higher SES was found to be associated with higher 

self-orientation in general across 60 nations, the association is stronger in Frontier cultures 

than in Confucian cultures. It is likely that independent views of the self are more dominant 

in Frontier cultures and reinforce the association between SES and self-orientation. 

Furthermore, cultural differences in the association between SES and other-orientation found 

in Japan and the U.S. generalize to Confucian cultures and Frontiers cultures. These findings 

suggest that Confucian teaching in Asian countries and a history of voluntary settlement in 

Frontier countries have likely impacted the nature of the selves and cultural tasks that 

underlie the associations between SES and other-orientation.

Mutual Constitution among Culture, SES, and Psychology

Based on the present findings, as depicted in Figure 5, we argue that (i) a historically 

accumulated cultural meaning system, (ii) SES contexts and associated resources, and (iii) 

psychological processes of individuals who participate in such contexts act in a synergistic 

manner. First, as the resource-based perspective suggests, across cultures, resources and 

freedom associated with high SES contexts encourage and afford individuals embedded in 

such contexts to pursue and strive for their goals. Such goal-pursuit in turn likely facilitates 

further attainment of resources and status. At the same time, to attain and maintain a higher 

status, individuals also need to engage in culturally sanctioned tasks that fit and reaffirm 

values and views dominant in their own cultural meaning system. Further, sociocultural 

practices, such as socialization practices, of high SES contexts, together with associated 

resources, function in such a way that culturally sanctioned tasks seem ideal, genuine, and 

respectable (Kitayama et al., 2009; Shweder, 2003), while sociocultural practices of low 

SES contexts, coupled with limited resources, function in a way that makes them seem less 

so (Ridgeway & Fiske, 2012; Stephens et al., 2014). As such, this mutually constituted 

system can contribute to legitimizing and perpetuating the hierarchy or uneven distribution 

of resources (Bourdieu, 1990).

The present research focused on socialization practices and values as routes through which 

cultural and socioeconomic patterning of psychological correlates are shaped and sustained. 

Importantly, multiple routes and processes are likely involved in producing and perpetuating 

the mutually constituted system. For example, the fit (or not) of individuals with dominant 
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cultural values can influence their position in social hierarchy. Political candidates who have 

traits that fit dominant values in their own cultural contexts are thus more likely to get votes 

(Chen, Jing, Lee, & Bai, 2016; Rule et al., 2010), suggesting that fit with culturally 

dominant values can foster attainment of higher resources and status. Furthermore, over time 

the values held by high SES individuals may become dominant values in the larger society 

because high SES individuals have more resources and occupy more powerful institutional 

positions compared to low SES individuals (Bourdieu, 1990; Ridgeway & Fiske, 2012; 

Stephens et al., 2014). Future research needs to elucidate these multiple processes that are 

involved in creating and sustaining the mutually constituted system.

Links to Other Relevant Studies

The present findings suggest that, across cultures, those from lower SES backgrounds are 

less likely to engage in and value cultural tasks compared to those from higher SES 

backgrounds. More in depth analyses of lives of lower SES individuals are helpful to 

understand predicaments and sociocultural contexts surrounding them (Steele & Sherman, 

1999). For example, it is an open question whether lower SES individuals are less likely to 

engage in all kinds of cultural tasks, or if they are engaging in cultural tasks in ways that 

differ from higher SES individuals pursuing them. In fact, it has been reported that lower 

SES individuals in the U.S. value toughness and self-integration, such as relying on oneself, 

resisting social influences, and disciplining themselves (Kusserow, 1999; Lamont, 2014; 

Snibbe & Markus, 2005), which may be their way to pursue self-orientation, albeit in a 

limited manner. Also, lower SES parents in Japan have been shown to value conformity, 

such as in family roles when socializing their daughters, but not as much for their sons 

(Kataoka, 1987), which may be a specific and local form of other-orientation. In addition, 

although we suggest that high SES contexts tend to reflect dominant cultural values, there is 

also a possibility that certain values of low SES contexts play as strong a role in society, but 

researchers have not identified them because most respondents in psychological studies tend 

to be college students (Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010; Sears, 1986). The future 

research may explore a wider array of self-orientation and other-orientation to explore the 

possibilities.

It is of note that previous cross-cultural studies have shown that higher rank (i.e., higher 

status or higher educational attainment) is associated with more dominant behavior in East 

Asian culture than in American culture (Kuwabara, Yu, Lee, & Galinsky, 2016; Park et al., 

2013). For example, when assigned to be in a position of high status, Chinese participants 

were more likely to punish group members who were not cooperative, whereas the opposite 

was the case for American participants (Kuwabara et al., 2016). On surface, the dominant 

behaviors expressed by higher ranked individuals in China may seem to contradict other-

orientation shown by higher SES individuals in Japan in the present studies. It is possible 

that the dominant behaviors displayed by higher ranked individuals in China reflect social 

responsibility, rather than mere self-interest. In fact, punishment – the dominant behavior 

demonstrated by higher status individuals in China (Kuwabara et al., 2016) – has been 

shown to be associated with prosocial behaviors across cultures (Henrich et al., 2006). It is 

important for future research to distinguish other-oriented dominance from self-oriented 

dominance to elucidate this possibility.
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In the present paper, we argue that self-orientation primarily fits and affirms independent 

views of the self, whereas other-orientation is more congruent with interdependent views of 

the self. However, it is important to note that self-orientation (other-orientation) can 

sometimes affirm interdependent (independent) views of the self, depending on the nature of 

contexts and the kinds of self-orientation and other-orientation. For example, when the goal-

pursuit is grounded in social relationships, pursuit and promotion of one’s own goals seem 

to fit interdependent views of the self (Fu & Markus, 2014; Iyengar & Lepper, 2000; Tao & 

Hong, 2013). Also, freely choosing to engage in other-oriented behavior when there is no 

strong external social expectations to do so seems to highlight independence of the self 

(Miller, Das, & Chakravarthy, 2011). This points to a possibility that, in such contexts, other-

orientation may be positively associated with SES even in American cultural contexts. In 

addition, the nature of other-orientation may matter. For example, charitable donation and 

volunteerism, which benefit strangers or the community in general, are the kinds of other-

oriented behaviors known to be associated with independence (Kemmelmeier, Jambor, & 

Letner, 2006). It is thus possible that such forms of other-orientation may be associated with 

high SES more strongly in American cultural contexts than in Japanese cultural contexts, 

which should be explored in the future work by including such measures. In fact, when 

social responsibility to the family was examined separately from social responsibility to the 

community, SES was negatively associated with the former but positively associated with 

the latter in the U.S. (Rossi, 2001), suggesting that there may be a particular form of other-

orientation associated with higher SES in the U.S. (though see Piff et al., 2010, for counter-

evidence).

The present findings on self- and other-orientation have implications for the cross-cultural 

studies based on college students, who tend to have higher SES backgrounds than those who 

do not attend college. Previous studies have shown cultural differences in other-orientation 

(Miller, Das, & Chakravarthy, 2011; Savani, Morris, Naidu, Kumar, & Berlia, 2011). For 

example, Japanese college students tend to adjust themselves to others more than American 

college students do (Morling, Kitayama, & Miyamoto, 2002). Given that high SES is 

positively associated with other-orientation in Japan, while the association tends to be 

weaker or even in the opposite direction in the U.S., there is a possibility that cultural 

differences in adjustment may be weaker or even reversed if individuals with low SES are 

compared across cultures. Future research needs to employ more behavioral or objective 

measures, which allow direct cross-cultural comparisons of means, to examine these 

possibilities.

Potentially due to the heterogeneity of our representative samples, the effect sizes for the 

main effect of SES and for the interaction between culture and SES tended to be generally 

small, except for SES differences in self-oriented psychological attributes in Study 1, where 

medium to larger effect sizes were observed (which were driven mainly by subjective social 

status measure of SES). It is important to note that even though the effects were generally 

small in magnitude, these effects of SES accumulate through individuals’ daily lives and 

thus can lead to larger effects in the long run (Abelson, 1985). In addition, the effects found 

in the U.S. and Japan in Study 2a were also observed across many other cultures in Study 

2b. Thus, although the magnitude of the effects was small, the effects can be observed 

consistently across societies.
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It is noteworthy that the associations between SES and self-orientation tended to be larger 

than the associations between SES and other-orientation even in Japan (though not always in 

Study 2a). If the association between SES and self-orientation is driven only by the 

resources associated with SES, such patterns may indicate that the resources exert a larger 

influence on psychological processes than do cultural meaning systems on psychological 

processes. However, it is possible that the associations between SES and self-orientation are 

facilitated not only by the resources but also by cultural emphasis on self-orientation. That 

is, both Frontier and Confucian cultural meaning systems emphasize self-orientation (while 

Confucian cultural meaning systems also emphasize other-orientation). Such cultural 

emphasis on self-orientation coupled with the available resources could be leading high SES 

individuals in both cultures to pursue self-orientation, thereby contributing to the strong 

associations between SES and self-orientation.

Limitations

There are some limitations to the present analyses that should be acknowledged. First, our 

measures of self-orientation and other-orientation have limitations. The present study is 

based on self-reported measures of self-orientation and other-orientation, which are 

susceptible to response biases (e.g., Chen et al., 1995). 7 In addition, some of the measures 

used in Study 1 had low reliability (e.g., sympathy scale for Japanese). Although people’s 

self-reports do provide valuable insights into their psychological tendencies and can be at 

least as accurate as the reports of close others (Vazire & Mehl, 2008), it will be useful for 

future research to employ behavioral measures of self-orientation and other-orientation to 

test the same hypotheses. Studies conducted in American culture that used behavioral 

measures of other-orientation (e.g., accurate perception of others’ emotions, altruistic 

behavior in economic games) found that higher SES individuals show less other-oriented 

behaviors compared to lower SES individuals do (Kraus, Côté, & Keltner, 2010; Piff et al., 

2010; Stellar, Manzo, Kraus, & Keltner, 2012), a pattern consistent with the results of 

American respondents in the present Study 2a. In addition, the operationalization of self- 

and other-orientation differed across studies. However, due to the nature of the socialization 

value measures used in Studies 2a and 2b, a confirmatory factor analysis which provided 

evidence for the two-factor model of self- and other-orientation in Study 1 could not be 

performed in Studies 2a and 2b. Future research should incorporate different measures to 

verify the delineation of self- and other-orientation. Moreover, in the present research, we 

did not focus on the distinction between the actual (e.g., behaviors and traits) and the ideal 

(e.g., values). While psychological attributes measured in Study 1 are likely capturing (at 

least perceived) actual behaviors and characteristics, socialization values measured in 

7There is evidence for cultural moderation of the association between SES and other-orientation even when other-orientation is 
measured with a dichotomous format (i.e., whether one provided any financial support to their parents during the past year or not), 
which is less susceptible to extreme response styles (Paulhus & Vazire, 2007). Based on a survey conducted by National Institute of 
Population and Social Security Research in Japan in 2012 (Survey on Life and Mutual Support), among household heads with at least 
one living parents (n = 4,955), those with a family income higher than the median were more likely to have provided financial support 
to their parents (23.53%) than those with a family income lower than the median (17.81%), Chi-square (df=1) = 12.91, p = .0003. On 
the other hand, analyses of the survey conducted by Pew Research Center in the U.S. in 2012 (Gender and Generations Survey) 
showed that among adults with at least one living parents (n = 1,415), those with family income under the median were more likely to 
have provided financial support to their parents (37.62%) than those with family income higher than the median (23.86%), Chi-square 
(df=1) = 30.02, p < .001. Caution is needed in comparing these surveys across cultures given differences in the nature of the samples 
and measures, but the reversal of the association between SES and financial support to parents between cultures is in line with the 
present findings.
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Studies 2 and 3 are probably capturing values that people ideally want to pass down to 

children. However, direct comparisons across two studies are difficult because of differences 

in the nature of the questions and the specific items used. Future research can measure actual 

and ideal orientations to explore whether cultural and SES differences are larger for one than 

the other.

Second, because the majority of respondents in our studies in the U.S. were Americans of 

European family backgrounds, it did not allow us to test whether the present findings hold 

across other racial groups within the U.S. It would be informative for the future research to 

explore whether the generally weaker positive or even negative association between SES and 

other-orientations found among Americans are specific to European Americans, or if it 

generalizes to African Americans or other racial and ethnic minority groups in the U.S. 

Given that African Americans have both interdependent and independent views of the self 

(Brannon, Markus, & Taylor, 2015), it is possible that SES positively correlates with other-

orientations among African Americans.

Broader Implications

The present findings may also have broader implications for societal issues that are relevant 

to SES, such as modernization. The previous studies on modernization examined societal 

changes in values over time within and across cultures (e.g., Inglehart & Baker, 2000; 

Hamamura, 2012). The changes in values have been attributed to modernization (Greenfield, 

2013), such as changes in economic wealth (Inglehart & Baker, 2000; Welzel, 2013) and 

occupational status (Grossmann & Varnum, 2015), which are associated with greater 

resources and freedom. Because both modernization and SES involve increased resources 

and freedom, it is possible that modernization and SES have similar effects on psychological 

processes; cultural similarities may be observed in the association between modernization 

and self-orientation, while cultural differences may be observed in the association between 

modernization and other-orientation. In fact, interestingly, paralleling our findings on the 

link between SES and psychological correlates, the previous studies on modernization found 

cultural similarities and differences. Whereas studies have shown that self-oriented values, 

such as uniqueness, self-esteem, and hard work, have increased over time within both 

Western culture (Greenfield, 2013; Grossmann & Varnum, 2015; Hamamura, 2012; 

Inglehart & Baker, 2000; Twenge, Abebe, & Campbell, 2010; Twenge & Campbell, 2001; 

Twenge, Campbell, & Gentile, 2012) and Eastern culture (Hamamura, 2012; Inglehart & 

Baker, 2000; Ogihara et al., 2015; Sun & Ryder, 2016), other-oriented values, such as social 

obligations and contribution, remained the same or even increased over time in Eastern 

culture (i.e., Japan) but not in Western culture (i.e., U.S.; Hamamura, 2012).

Conclusions

Although the resources and freedom associated with high SES contexts afford similar ways 

of thinking and acting across cultures, SES is also located in a particular cultural context. 

Culture accords meaning to SES by prescribing how higher SES individuals are expected to 

behave and what they are likely to pursue. In the American and other Frontier cultural 

contexts that have been shaped by a history of voluntary settlement and independent views 

of the self, higher SES individuals are expected to and likely to strive for self-oriented tasks. 

Miyamoto et al. Page 24

J Pers Soc Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 September 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



This perspective is reflected in the first opening quote. On the other hand, in Eastern cultural 

context, where Confucian ideas have been historically influential and characterized by 

interdependent views of the self, higher SES individuals are expected to and likely to engage 

in other-oriented tasks as well as self-oriented tasks. This perspective is reflected in the 

second quote from Analects identifying 5 ways to engender personal and societal harmony. 

The present research provides substantial evidence supporting the importance of considering 

psychological correlates of social hierarchy within a cultural context. These findings not 

only provide a broader framework to understand SES but also have implications for the 

interactive effects of cultural and structural factors in shaping psychological processes.

Supplementary Material

Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Figure 1. 
Standardized regression coefficients of SES index predicting self-orientation in the U.S. and 

Japan, controlling for age and gender in Study 1. SSS = Subjective Social Status. A p-value 

indicates significance of the interaction between culture and social class index. *p < .05.
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Figure 2. 
Standardized regression coefficients of SES index predicting other orientation in the U.S. 

and Japan, controlling for age and gender in Study 1. SSS = Subjective Social Status. A p-

value indicates significance of the interaction between culture and social class index. *p < .

05, ***p < .001.
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Figure 3. 
Standardized regression coefficients of SES indices (education, subjective class 

identification, income, job characteristics, and supervising experience) predicting self-

orientation socialization values in the U.S. and Japan in Study 2a.

Note. SCI = Subjective Class Identification, Job = Job Characteristics, Supervising = 

Supervising Experiences. A p-value indicates significance of the interaction between culture 

and SES indices. ***p < .001.
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Figure 4. 
Standardized regression coefficients of SES indices (education, subjective class 

identification, income, job characteristics, and supervising experience) predicting other-

orientation socialization values in the U.S. and Japan in Study 2a.

Note. SCI = Subjective Class Identification, Job = Job Characteristics, Supervising = 

Supervising Experiences. A p-value indicates significance of the interaction between culture 

and SES indices. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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Figure 5. 
A model of mutual constitution among cultural meaning system, sociocultural status 

contexts, and psychological processes
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Table 2

Standardized factor loadings for self-orientation and other-orientation in the U.S. and Japan (Study 1)

Standardized factor loading

Japan US

Self-orientation

 Self-esteem 0.543 0.552

 Agency 0.519 0.530

 Goal Striving 0.780 0.760

Other-orientation

 Sympathy 0.457 0.447

 Agreeableness 0.772 0.671

 Support to friends 0.548 0.656

 Support to spouse/partner 0.420 0.407

 Support to family 0.334 0.472
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