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Remember that for Confucius, many of our obligations are not, 
cannot be, freely chosen. But he would insist, I believe, that we 
can only become truly free when we want to fulfil our obligations...

—Rosemont, 2006, p. 15

Are duties a restriction on free will, annoying and dis-
pensable? Or does Confucianism promote a different rela-
tionship between will and obligation: That performing my 
social duties is fundamental to virtue; and if I sincerely 
revere the obligations of my social roles, I will feel satisfac-
tion and a sense of willingness to fulfill them?

Despite attempts to declare the debate closed, cultural 
psychologists still question the applicability of the highly 
influential self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 
2000) to cultural contexts that emphasize the value of doing 
one’s duty and fitting in (e.g., Iyengar & Lepper, 1999; 
Markus & Kitayama, 2003; Miller, Das, & Chakravarthy, 
2011). Although SDT posits a universal need for autonomy, 
the theory’s focus on agency and avoiding coercion seems to 
be less relevant to cultures where deferring and adjusting to 
others is encouraged (Morling, Kitayama, & Miyamoto, 
2002; Savani, Morris, & Naidu, 2012).

Based on research with Hindu Indian participants, Miller 
et al. (2011) have argued that in duty-valuing cultures, social 

expectations and duties do not lead to a sense of coercion, 
with implications for required changes to SDT measures. 
Nevertheless, some have countered that this finding is 
already consistent with SDT (Chirkov, 2014); moreover, cul-
tural adaptations of SDT to non-Western cultures have 
mostly adopted a different strategy, focusing on an expanded 
self-concept (e.g., Rudy et al., 2015), instead of a personally 
agentic experience of external motivation.

In this article, we revisualize and extend Miller’s original 
insights and emphasize their importance for an accurate 
understanding of agency across cultures. We first introduce 
philosophical literature that clarifies why SDT resonates 
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more in Western European heritage cultures (WEHCs) and 
describe an alternative Role Ethics motivational orientation 
grounded in a burgeoning philosophical literature on 
Confucianism and its contrast with Kantian concepts of 
autonomy (see, for example, Ames & Rosemont, 2014; 
Bockover, 2012; Ramsey, 2016). We then review current cul-
tural psychology approaches to adapting SDT to collectivis-
tic cultures, distinguishing between interdependent 
self-concept and Role Ethics methods.

The current studies illustrate the implications of a Role 
Ethics approach in participants’ judgments and experience 
of obligated motivation across cultures. Depicting agency 
and obligation as orthogonal motivators (X and Y axes of 
Figure 1), we demonstrate in three studies that for partici-
pants influenced by Confucian heritage cultures (CHCs), 
duty and, respectively, agency and positive emotions, are 
more likely to be perceived as congruent and experienced 
concurrently (shown with the positively sloped Role Ethics 
line in Figure 1), compared with participants influenced by 
WEHCs. We argue that these cultural differences have 
important implications for how agency is conceptualized 
and measured, and that easily misunderstood language such 
as autonomy and internalization should be augmented or 
replaced with language more reflective of Role Ethics lay 
understandings.

Agency and Obligation in Kantian and 
Confucian Traditions

Cultural psychologists have long argued that SDT “resonates 
with the assumed tension between the individual and the 
group emphasized in European American culture” (Miller, 
2003, p. 82). SDT describes an ideal motivational state as 
being self-determined, autonomous, and motivated by inter-
nalized values and desires; collectivistic cultures, in contrast, 
emphasize a sense of duty to the group, fitting into a social 
hierarchy, and fulfilling one’s social roles and duties 
(Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002; Triandis & 
Gelfand, 1998). Although this apparent incompatibility has 
been critiqued as a misunderstanding of the theory of SDT 
(e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2006a), nevertheless, SDT research 
retains language (autonomy, internalization) and central con-
cerns (personal agency, avoiding coercion) that are associ-
ated with individualistic cultural norms of independence 
(e.g., Iyengar & Lepper, 1999; Markus & Kitayama, 2003).

Cultural resonance is assumed to arise from “historically 
derived commitments from religion, politics, and philosophy 
about what is a person and what is good or moral behavior” 
(Markus, 2016, p. 162). SDT’s concern with autonomy 
echoes that of post-Kantian moral philosophy (Ryan & Deci, 
2006a), an important shaper (and product) of Western European 

Figure 1. Theoretical relationship between experience of agentic (X axis) and obligated (Y axis) motivations for action, as expected by 
Role Ethics versus Relative Autonomy lay theories.
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culture. Kant’s ethical theory defined moral actions as those 
that are chosen with free will, rationally determined by each 
individual, independent of external pressures; otherwise, 
one’s behavior would be merely heteronomous (coerced), 
rendered irrelevant to the domain of morality (Kant, 
1785/1993, AK433).

Would this moral vision of autonomy resonate in non–
Western European cultures? Hindu, Daoist, and Buddhist 
philosophies provide alternative views (Menon, 2013; Miller, 
2003); but in a particularly instructive literature, Confucian 
philosophers have developed rich and nuanced arguments1 
about Kantian autonomy’s (in)applicability to Confucian 
ethics (e.g., Shun & Wong, 2004). In contrast to Kant’s eth-
ics, coercion is not a central concern in Confucianism, which 
assumes a mutual dependence between individual and group 
interests (Wong, 2017). Instead, external expectations and 
duties provide an indispensable opportunity for individuals 
to cultivate virtue through fulfilling social roles, such that “a 
fully human life” is one that is “structured by a set of duties 
to [others] . . . that realize the self rather than constrain it” 
(Shun & Wong, 2004, p. 2). On the contrary, agentic, internal 
characteristics such as sincere affect and whole-hearted will-
ingness should also accompany the performance of these 
roles—achieving a “balance between form and feeling” that 
can “ennoble and beautify human nature” (Wong, 2006, 
p. 18). Thus, in Confucian Role Ethics, virtue is consum-
mated in the self-endorsed, sincere performance of role-
defined duties (Ames & Rosemont, 2014; Rosemont, 2006), 
such that both agency and obligations are valued as legiti-
mate and congruent motivators.

However, an alternative philosophical concept—dialecti-
cal thinking, or a lay belief in constant change and tolerance 
of contradiction—could also lead to perceived congruency 
between internal and external motivation (Y. Li, Sheldon, & 
Liu, 2015). Dialectical self-concept is more prevalent in East 
Asian cultures than WEHCs (Spencer-Rodgers, Boucher, 
Mori, Wang, & Peng, 2009) and is associated with more 
ambivalent responses to reverse-scored items (Hamamura, 
Heine, & Paulhus, 2008), more mixed emotions (Hui, Fok, & 
Bond, 2009), and mitigation of negative effects of an extrin-
sic motivator (a monetary reward) on the intrinsic motivation 
of European Americans (Y. Li et al., 2015).2 As tolerance of 
contradiction is different from valuing one’s duty but could 
produce similar effects of agency-obligation congruency, in 
the following studies we assess dialectical thinking as a 
potential alternative explanation for cultural differences.

Respectively reflecting the moral philosophies of WEHCs 
and CHCs, we depict lay motivational orientations of 
Relative Autonomy and Role Ethics as shown in Figure 1. A 
lay Role Ethics motivational orientation values both agency 
and duty and expects them to be in harmony. Thus, most 
motivated actions should be experienced along the positive 
slope of the Role Ethics line, leading from the amotivated to 
willingly obliged quadrants (ideally motivated by both duty 
and agency). In a lay Relative Autonomy theory of 

motivation, in contrast, it is more virtuous to be agentic than 
dutiful, and motivation by duty is assumed to diminish 
agency; thus, most situations should fall along the negative 
slope of the Relative Autonomy line, leading from the 
coerced to independent quadrants.

Cultural Adaptations of SDT

How does a Role Ethics model of agency differ from current 
attempts to adapt SDT to collectivistic cultures? Most 
research has taken a route influenced by Markus and 
Kitayama’s (1991) seminal proposal of an interdependent 
self-concept, while neglecting to adjust for cultural differ-
ences in attitudes toward duties. Although interdependent 
self-concept adaptations are important and useful to under-
standing agency in collectivistic contexts, the Role Ethics 
approach implies additional adjustments.

Interdependent Self-Concept Adaptations of SDT

An interdependent self-concept, encouraged in collectivistic 
cultural contexts (Markus & Kitayama, 1991, 2003) can be 
conceptualized as one that incorporates others into the self, 
implying that other’s attitudes could be experienced as one’s 
own and thus motivate “self”-determined behavior. 
Researchers have found that the autonomy of interdependent 
substitutes for self is more important in collectivistic con-
texts; for example, the relative autonomy of “my family and 
I” (vs. “I”) was found to be especially important for well-
being and intrinsic motivation among non-Western cultural 
participants (Rudy, Sheldon, Awong, & Tan, 2007; see also 
Yi, Gore, & Kanagawa, 2014). Similarly, trusting and feeling 
interdependent with others (e.g., teachers, parents) is associ-
ated with increased motivation to fulfill their expectations 
(e.g., Cheng & Lam, 2013; Rudy et al., 2015). This interde-
pendent self-concept approach to adapting SDT to collectiv-
istic contexts can be seen in research on inclusive relative 
autonomy (Rudy et al., 2007), relationally autonomous rea-
sons (Gore & Cross, 2006; Jiang & Gore, 2016), and depen-
dent decision making (Chen, Vansteenkiste, Beyers, Soenens, 
& Van Petegem, 2013).

A Role Ethics Adaptation of SDT: Internally 
Endorsed, Yet Obligated, Motivations

A Role Ethics approach instead suggests there are cultural 
differences in the agentic desire to fulfill expectations or 
social roles (see Miller, 2003; Miller et al., 2011). Role 
Ethics challenges the assumption that being motivated by 
duties is negatively related to internal motivation, an assump-
tion that persistently underlies SDT definitions of autonomy.3 
SDT depictions of motivations, for example, typically dis-
play a linear progression from external motivation (e.g., 
compliance) to internal motivation (e.g., interest, Figure 1 in 
Ryan & Deci, 2000), and SDT measures of autonomy are 
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often operationalized in a Relative Autonomy Index (RAI), 
which subtracts ratings of motivations referencing duties and 
expectations from ratings of internal motivations (Miller 
et al., 2011; Ryan & Deci, 2006b). In fact, by retaining the 
SDT focus on relative autonomy, the above cultural adapta-
tions of SDT still retain this bias against duties (Miller et al., 
2011). “Because other people expect me to,” for example, is 
cited as a relationally controlled reason (Jiang & Gore, 
2016), and in a measure of inclusive relative autonomy (Rudy 
et al., 2007), ratings of “we think it’s what we are supposed 
to do” were subtracted from more agentic items. These stud-
ies reflect a Relative Autonomy view that duties and social 
expectations are coercive, even while adjusting the definition 
of self to include others.

In the Role Ethics view, complying with obligations and 
expectations is something that one wants to do, without 
decreasing a sense of personal agency. So far, Miller et al.’s 
theorizing and research have provided the main evidence for 
cultural differences in the agentic experience of duties, find-
ing, for example, that Hindu Indians are more likely than 
Americans to associate duty with a sense of satisfaction and 
choice (Miller et al., 2011), and are less likely than Americans 
to perceive meeting expectations as a replacement of agentic 
motivation (Miller & Bersoff, 1994; see also Study 3 of 
Savani, Morris, Naidu, Kumar, & Berlia, 2011). But limited 
research addresses this precise question (i.e., whether fulfill-
ment of duties is explicitly experienced as self-willed) in 
CHCs; most relevantly, when bicultural East Asian-
Canadians identified with East Asian culture, they felt less 
negative about reasons such as “somebody else wants you 
to” (Perunovic, Heller, Ross, & Komar, 2011).

Current Studies: Extending and 
Illustrating Implications of Role Ethics

In the following studies, we extend previous research in sev-
eral ways. First, we replicate past findings among Hindu 
Indians with Confucian heritage cultural participants, pro-
viding more support for the existence of cultural differences 
in the agentic experience of obligation. Second, in Study 1, 
we emphasize the social judgment implications of holding 
Role Ethics versus Relative Autonomy orientations: We 
expect cultural differences in the perceived agency of an 
obligation-motivated actor to generalize to other positive 
social judgments. Third, in Studies 2 and 3, we provide data 
that specifically illustrate a Role Ethics view of agentic and 
obligated motivation as positively related to one another 
across one person’s experiences (Figure 1). We predict that 
CHC-influenced participants are more likely to positively 
link duty and, respectively, agency and positive emotion, 
compared with WEHC-influenced participants. To demon-
strate this relationship, we use hierarchical linear modeling 
(HLM) in Studies 2 and 3, to illustrate Figure 1 with indi-
viduals’ ratings of duty and agency across experiences over 
time (using a daily diary; Study 2), and judgments over a 

variety of situations (situation sampling; Study 3). Finally, 
we address dialectical self-concept as an alternative explana-
tion by assessing whether it mediates the cultural differences 
in Studies 2 and 3 that we ascribe to Role Ethics.

Thus, in three studies, we assess to what degree CHC and 
WEHC-influenced participants display a Role Ethics versus 
Relative Autonomy motivational orientation. We vary our 
operationalization of obligation and agency in each study, 
using terms commonly used in SDT measures such as should, 
expected to, and/or duty to operationalize obligated motiva-
tions, and want, personally important, and/or choice for agen-
tic motivations. We also vary our cultural samples: influence 
by WEHC is represented by data from Australian and 
European-Canadian participants; influence by CHC is repre-
sented by data from Hong Kong and Mainland Chinese, and 
East Asian-Canadians of varying levels of acculturation.4

Study 1: How Are Obligation- Versus 
Agency-Motivated Helpers Judged?

Imagine thanking a person for her help, who responds “It’s 
just my duty” (instead of “I was happy to help”). Would this 
negatively affect your impression of her? In Study 1, we 
were interested in cultural differences in reactions to a help-
er’s profession of obligated, or agentic, motivation. From a 
Western, Relative Autonomy perspective, agentic and obli-
gated motivation should be opposed to one another, and 
agentic motivation more valued; therefore, a dutiful helper 
should be perceived as not only having less agency and 
enjoyment than an agency-motivated helper, but also might 
make a less positive impression in terms of general traits 
such as competence and warmth (fundamental dimensions of 
social cognition; Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2007). In contrast, 
from a Role Ethics perspective, both agency and dutifulness 
are valued motivations and can co-exist; so impressions 
should be unaffected by whether helpers profess dutiful or 
agentic motivations.

In Study 1, CHC-influenced participants (from Hong 
Kong and Beijing) and WEHC-influenced participants 
(from Australia and Canada) read six scenarios about help-
ers professing either agentic or dutiful motivations and rated 
their impressions of helpers’ agency, duty, enjoyment, 
warmth, and competence. Cultural differences in the preva-
lence of lay Role Ethics motivational orientations would be 
reflected in more similar judgments of helpers who are 
motivated by obligation versus agency, by CHC participants 
compared with WEHC participants.

Method

Participants. About 529 university students participated in 
Australia or Canada (henceforth Western), and Hong Kong 
or Beijing (henceforth Chinese). We recruited participants 
who were born or permanent residents of their locality and whose 
first language was English (Australia/Canada) or Chinese 



Buchtel et al. 5

(Beijing/Hong Kong). Participants were born in Canada 
(Vancouver, N = 144, 19% male, Mage = 21.24, all Cauca-
sian), Australia (Melbourne, N = 93, 34% male, Mage = 22.72, 
84% Caucasian, 2% East Asian, 13% Other), or Mainland 
China (Beijing, N = 100, 42% male, Mage = 22.27, all Chi-
nese), or born in/permanent residents of Hong Kong (N = 
192, 36% male, Mage = 21.12, all Chinese). An additional 91 
participants were excluded for failing an attention check (see 
below). Although gender proportion differed between 
groups, the inclusion of gender as a covariate did not change 
conclusions (see Online Table 2 for results comparison). 
Sample sizes were not determined a priori; we attempted to 
reach 100 to 150 participants per city. GPower indicated that 
total sample sizes of 55 and 34 (for overall and within-cul-
ture analyses, respectively) would have .80 power to detect 
medium (equivalent to d = .50) effects. Study 1 of Miller 
et al. (2011) had a similar design; with our sample size, 
expected statistical power (Biesanz & Schrager, 2018; 
McShane & Böckenholt, 2016; see fabs package for R 
[github\jbiesanz\fabs]) for finding its smallest effect, that is, 
F (1, 116) = 9.62 for the interaction of Culture and Condition 
on satisfaction, was 0.97 for the overall ANOVA and 0.998 
for the within-culture ANOVAs.

Procedure, scenarios, and motivation manipulation. Surveys 
were online (Australia, Canada, Hong Kong) or on paper 
(Beijing), completed for course credit (Canada) or payment 
(Australia, Hong Kong, Beijing) as part of a larger survey.

Manipulation and measures. Each participant read six 
scenarios5 about helpful university students, three agency-
motivated and three obligation-motivated (see Appendix A 
for scenario content and design). Each scenario’s final sen-
tence described the helper’s motivation as either agentic 
(referring to want and personal importance; for example, 
“she wanted to help her mother, and it was personally impor-
tant to her to help her mother”) or obligated (duty and 
expected; for example, “she felt that it was her duty to help 
her mother, and her mother expected her to help”). Two sce-
narios described helping relatives, two described helping 
friends, and two described helping classmates. Participants 
were randomly assigned to one of the two survey versions, 
such that each scenario’s motivation was counterbalanced 
across surveys; for example, in Survey Version A the mother-
helping actor was agency motivated, and in Survey Version 
B she was obligation motivated.

Helpers were rated on 14 items on a 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 7 (strongly agree) Likert-type scale (see Appendix B for 
items). Four items were attention checks, using identical 
words as the motivation description: the two-item agentic 
motivation manipulation check (want and personally impor-
tant; per city, .81 ≤ α ≤ .85), and the two-item obligated 
motivation manipulation check (duty and expected; per city, 
.76 ≤ α ≤ .88). The helper was also rated on agentic motiva-
tion (one item = felt he or she chose to help) and obligated 

motivation (one item = felt he or she should help), positive 
emotion (one item = enjoyed helping), and interpersonal 
impressions of warmth (three items; .75 ≤ α ≤ .91 per city) 
and competence (four items; .82 ≤ α ≤ .92 per city). An aver-
age score for each dependent variable (DV) was calculated 
across each participant’s three obligation-motivated and 
three agency-motivated scenarios, respectively.

Attention checks. Participants who disagreed with relevant 
attention check items were excluded; for example, when the 
helper’s motivation was stated to be obligated, participants 
were excluded if they disagreed with either of the obligated 
motivation attention check items (i.e., rated 3 [slightly dis-
agree] or below on the Likert-type scale), leading to the 
exclusion of five Australian, six Canadian, 44 Hong Kong, 
and 36 Beijing participants. The large number of Chinese 
participants not meeting the attention check might be a result 
of the hypothesized cultural difference (i.e., the manipulation 
was less salient to Chinese participants because agency and 
obligation are less oppositional), but it also might reflect 
inattentiveness or not believing the truthfulness of the help-
er’s statements. Because including inattentive or disbeliev-
ing Chinese participants would bias the data in the direction 
of our hypothesis, we thus report analyses after exclusion, 
though it in fact did not change conclusions (see Online 
Table 2 for results with or without exclusion).

Analysis Method

For each DV, cultural differences were first tested with a 
three-way repeated measures ANOVA predicting each DV 
by motivation-condition (within-subjects; agency- vs. obli-
gation-motivated) and between-subjects variables of culture 
(Western vs. Chinese) and survey version (2 levels).6 
Significant culture by motivation-condition interactions 
were followed up by within-culture repeated measure 
ANOVAs predicting each DV by motivation-condition and 
survey version.

Results

Three-way ANOVA results. For all DVs, we found a significant 
interaction between culture and helper motivation, indicating 
that culture moderated the effect of motivation-condition on 
all DV ratings. Culture by motivation interaction effects 
ranged from a low of F (1, 522) = 29.37, p < .001, for obliga-
tion, to a high of F (1, 523) = 166.27, p < .001, for warmth; 
see Online Table 1 for all results. Thus, we followed up with 
within-culture ANOVAs, as follows.

Within-culture ANOVA results. Results are displayed in Tables 1 
and 2 and in Figure 2. As expected, the effect of the motiva-
tion manipulation was considerably weaker on Chinese partici-
pants’ ratings than on Western participants’ ratings, though 
still in the same direction. Western participants’ ratings on all 
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DVs were significantly affected by helpers’ motivation 
(agency-motivated helpers received higher ratings than obli-
gation-motivated helpers on agency, positive emotion, 
warmth, and competence, and lower ratings on obligation), 
with Cohen’s db ranging from .44 to 2.05 (Table 2). For Chi-
nese participants, Cohen’s db of the effect of helper’s motiva-
tion ranged from 0.0 to .62 (Table 2): ratings were higher for 
agency- versus obligation-motivated helpers for three DVs 
(agency, positive emotion, and warmth), but these effects 
were only 20% to 36% as strong as the effect on Western 
participant’s ratings, and ratings of obligation and compe-
tence were not significantly influenced by the helper’s 
motivation.

Study 1: Summary and Discussion

In Study 1, we found predicted cultural differences in how a 
helper’s stated motivation affects participants’ judgments. 
We expected that Chinese, CHC-influenced participants 
would not judge agency-motivated and obligation-motivated 
helpers differently, whereas Australian and Canadian, 
WEHC-influenced participants would judge obligated help-
ers more negatively than agentic helpers. Overall, the aver-
age effect of a helpers’ professed motivation across five DVs 
was db = 1.14 for WEHC participants and db = .28 for CHC 
participants (i.e., large vs. small effects). Relative to CHC 
participants, WEHC participants gave obligation-motivated 

Table 1. Study 1: Within-Culture ANOVA Analyses.

Dependent variable

Western Chinese

Motivation 
effect size
dw [95% CI]

ANOVA
df

Motivation 
of actor

F

Survey 
version

F

Motivation × 
version

F

Motivation 
effect size

dw [95% CI]
ANOVA

df

Motivation 
of actor

F

Survey 
version

F

Motivation 
× Version

F

Agency
(choice)

1.26
[1.09, 1.43]

(1, 234) 375.40*** 0.05 3.07 0.52
[0.40, 0.64]

(1, 288) 79.38*** 0.06 8.55**

Obligation
(should)

−0.41
[–0.54, –0.27]

(1, 234) 39.31*** 0.84 7.08** 0.04
[–0.08, 0.15]

(1, 288) 0.37 0.07 32.35***

Positive emotion
(enjoy)

1.64
[1.44, 1.83]

(1, 234) 638.09*** 0.33 1.32 0.50
[0.38, 0.62]

(1, 289) 73.28*** 0.66 33.55***

Warmth 1.11
[0.95, 1.27]

(1, 234) 295.23*** 0.06 5.16* 0.19
[0.08, 0.31]

(1, 289) 11.04** 2.11 179.60***

Competence 0.56
[0.42, 0.70]

(1, 234) 74.73*** 1.23 20.11*** 0.06
[–0.05, 0.17]

(1, 289) 1.05 1.52 37.49***

Note. The main effect of Motivation (of actor) is the test of the main hypothesis that the dependent variable ratings were affected by the scenario actor’s 
motivation (obligated vs. agentic). The effect size of the motivation manipulation is here reported as a “design” Cohen’s dw (dw = √[F/N]), and reflects the 
within-person analysis effect size specific to this design. Negative Cohen’s dw indicates that the obligation-motivated actors were rated higher on the DV 
than the agency-motivated actors. CI = confidence interval; DV = dependent variable.
*p < .05. **p < .01. *** p < .001.

Table 2. Study 1 Means, SDs, and Reference Effect Sizes.

Dependent variable

Western Chinese

N

Obligation 
motivated

M (SD)

Agency 
motivated

M (SD)

Between 
Cohen’s d
db [95% CI] N

Obligation 
motivated

M (SD)

Agency 
motivated

M (SD)

Between 
Cohen’s d
db [95% CI]

Agency
(choice)

236 4.31
(1.30)

6.14
(0.74)

1.73
[1.50, 1.97]

290 5.26
(0.95)

5.80
(0.78)

0.62
[0.48, 0.76]

Obligation
(should)

236 6.17
(0.69)

5.74
(1.00)

−0.50
[–0.66, –0.33]

290 5.79
(0.79)

5.79
(0.73)

0.00
[–0.11, 0.10]

Positive emotion
(enjoy)

236 4.32
(0.98)

6.06
(0.70)

2.05
[1.80, 2.29]

291 5.27
(0.94)

5.73
(0.77)

0.53
[0.40, 0.66]

Warmth 236 5.13
(0.74)

5.82
(0.71)

0.96
[0.82, 1.10]

291 5.39
(0.68)

5.52
(0.67)

0.19
[0.09, 0.29]

Competence 236 5.05
(0.73)

5.38
(0.81)

0.44
[0.32, 0.55]

291 4.91
(0.68)

4.96
(0.71)

0.07
[–0.02, 0.16]

Note. To generate effect sizes and CIs that are useful for meta-analysis, and facilitate comparability across designs, we here estimate “between” Cohen’s 
db effect sizes for the effects of motivation reported in Table 1. Between Cohen’s db reflects the “reference” effect size, that is, effect size if the study had 
been a between-subjects design (Dunlap, Cortina, Vaslow, & Burke, 1996), with CIs adjusted for db/dw ratio of SDs. Negative Cohen’s db indicates that the 
obligation-motivated actors were rated higher on the DV than the Agency-motivated actors. CI = confidence interval; DV = dependent variable.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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(vs. agency-motivated) helpers lower ratings of agency and 
enjoyment, and higher ratings of obligation, displaying a 
stronger Relative Autonomy-like assumption that obligated 
and agentic motivations negate one another, and that being 
motivated by duty implies less enjoyment than being 
motivated by agency. Similar cultural differences were 
found in judgments of helpers’ warmth and competence, 

with WEHC participants’ impressions negatively affected 
by a helpers’ profession of obligated motivation, and CHC 
impressions less affected (for warmth) or unaffected (for 
competence).

These cultural differences in the effect of obligation on 
agency and enjoyment conceptually replicate past findings 
comparing Hindu Indian versus American participants 

Figure 2. Study 1: Effects of scenario helper’s motivation and participants’ culture on perceived agentic motivation, obligated 
motivation, positive emotion, warmth, and competence (originally rated on a 1-7 scale).
Note. Bars show estimated marginal means from within-culture ANOVA analyses (Table 1). Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.
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(Miller et al., 2011), extending to CHC participants. In the 
current study, the further generalization to judgments of oth-
ers, especially to warmth and competence ratings, suggests 
the practical importance of these cultural differences. For 
example, if someone from a Role Ethics–emphasizing cul-
ture were to present herself or himself as a duty-driven per-
son, perhaps attempting to display virtue, this could backfire 
in a cultural context where Relative Autonomy assumptions 
about motivation are more common.

Study 2: Motivations in Daily Helping 
Behavior

Study 1 found that relative to CHC-influenced participants, 
WEHC-influenced participants judged that obligation-moti-
vated helpers would experience less agency and enjoyment 
than agency-motivated helpers, and also rated them lower on 
competence and warmth. But in Study 1, evidence for a Role 
Ethics motivational orientation could only be seen in CHC 
participants’ more similar judgments of agency and obliga-
tion-motivated helpers, as both motivations should be viewed 
as valuable and noncontradictory. This design did not allow 
us to see evidence of a Role Ethics assumption that agentic 
and obligated motivations could be positively related to each 
other. Studies 2 and 3 were designed to redress this.

In Study 2, we used a daily diary method to assess how 
agentic and obligated motivation and positive and negative 
emotions were related to one another across participants’ 
own daily helping situations. HLM was used to estimate 
each participant’s within-person associations with obligated 
motivation, then test their moderation by cultural influence. 
These data allow us to examine the question of whether, 
across one person’s daily experiences, more obligated moti-
vation is accompanied by more agentic motivation and more 
positive emotions, and if individual differences are in turn 
predicted by cultural heritage such that these relationships 
tend to be more positive within individuals more influenced 
by CHCs. Finally, we also examined the possibility that co-
experiencing obligation and agency could simply be dialecti-
cal thinking, that is, seeing less contradiction between 
opposites; Study 2 included an individual-difference mea-
sure of dialectical thinking and tested it as a possible media-
tor of cultural differences.

Method

Participants. A total of 200 university students partici-
pated in Canada and Hong Kong. Canadians were grouped 
by self-reported cultural heritage and which language they 
spoke with friends, giving an estimate of acculturation: 29 
Western European heritage, Canadian-born participants, 
who spoke English with friends (henceforth Euro; 17% 
male, Mage = 20.72, 100% Caucasian), 72 East Asian heri-
tage, Canadian participants who spoke English with 
friends (henceforth EA-ENG; 24% male, Mage = 19.58, 

92% Chinese, 8% Korean or Asian bi-ethnic), and 27 East 
Asian heritage, Canadian participants who spoke their 
heritage language with friends (henceforth EA-EA; 19% 
male, Mage = 21.11, 67% Chinese, 33% Korean). The 72 
participants from Hong Kong (henceforth HK, 26% male, 
Mage = 20.50) all had Chinese cultural background (85% 
Hong Kong permanent residents). The four groups did not 
differ in gender proportion (Kruskal–Wallis test, χ2 = 
1.33, n.s.), but did differ in age, F (3, 196) = 7.54, p < 
.001; however, no substantive effects were found by 
including age or gender as covariates.7 Sample size was 
not determined a priori; in Canada, we recruited as many 
participants as possible within an academic year, and in 
Hong Kong, we matched the largest group size in Canada. 
The total sample size had adequate power to detect 
medium (d = .50) effect sizes for each effect of interest,8 
and the sample sizes for each cultural comparison had 
adequate expected power to detect conceptually similar 
effects published in Miller et al. (2011; .71 < expected 
power < .92).9

Procedure. An initial online questionnaire10 including demo-
graphics and the measure of dialectical thinking was fol-
lowed by eight daily online helping reports, completed for 
course credit (Canada) or payment (Hong Kong). Materials 
were in English in Canada and translated into Chinese for 
Hong Kong by bilingual collaborators. To encourage vivid 
recall of a recent event, each daily report was submitted 
before noon the next day. On average, participants helped 
someone on 5.7 out of 8 days. Relationships with helpees 
were similar across cultural groups (27% friends, 22% rela-
tives, 19% strangers, and <5% professors or boy/girlfriend) 
though Hong Kong respondents more often reported helping 
classmates (27% vs. 11% among Canadians).

Dialectical thinking mediator (DSS [Dialectical Self-Concept 
Scale]). Dialectical thinking was measured with 10 items of 
the DSS (Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2009) selected on the basis 
of highest interitem correlations with the full 32-item scale 
in previous data (Buchtel, 2009), rated on a 7-point Likert-
type scale from disagree strongly to agree strongly. Reli-
ability was adequate, though weaker in the Hong Kong 
sample (Cronbach’s α: Euro, .83; EA-ENG, .77; EA-EA, 
.81; HK, .64).

Daily helping report: Motivations and emotions. In the daily 
report,11 participants who had helped someone described the 
event briefly, and then rated their degree of three obligated 
motivations (“I felt I should help,” “I felt expected to help,” 
and “I felt it was my duty to help”) and three agentic motiva-
tions (“I wanted to help,” “I felt it was personally important to 
help,” and “I felt like I chose to help”), rated on a 6-point Lik-
ert-type scale ranging from not at all to extremely, forming 
obligated motivation and agentic motivation scales, respec-
tively (Cronbach’s α, on item averages across all helping 
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events: obligated: Euro, .80; EA-ENG, .86; EA-EA, .92; HK, 
.80; agentic: Euro, .86; EA-ENG, .88; EA-EA, .92; HK, .91).

Participants also rated their affect on positive and nega-
tive interpersonal (Kitayama, Mesquita, & Karasawa, 2006) 
and other helping-relevant emotion words, on a 6-point 
Likert-type scale ranging from not at all to extremely, form-
ing a 13-item positive emotions scale (close, respect [for 
someone else], friendly feelings, appreciated, proud, self-
respect, superior, respected, calm, elated, happy, relaxed, and 
competent; Cronbach’s α: Euro, .90; EA-ENG, .93; EA-EA, 
.96; HK, .94) and a nine-item negative emotions scale (guilty, 
ashamed, sulky feelings, frustrated, angry, unhappy, annoyed, 
disgusted, and bored; Cronbach’s α: Euro, .91; EA-ENG, 
.82; EA-EA, .92; HK, .91).

Analysis Method: Cultural Differences

Relationship between obligated and agentic motivations. An 
HLM analysis tested for cultural moderation of the Level 1 
within-person relationship between obligated and agentic 
motivation scale scores, through three Level 2 cultural group 
comparison variables comparing the Euro-Canadians (coded 
0) to the other three groups in turn (coded 1; West, Aiken, & 
Krull, 1996) is as follows:

Level 1: Obligated Agentici 0 1 ij j j j= + +β β β

Level 2 : Euro/EA-ENG + Euro/EA

-EA + Euro/HK + 

0 00 01 02

03

β β β β

β
j = +

uu

Euro/EA-ENG + Euro/EA

-EA + Euro/HK + u

0

1 10 11 12

13 1

j

j

j

β β β β

β

= +

Original scale scores (1-6) were retained, and uncentered 
Level 1 variables were used to allow for possible differences 
in within- and between-culture variance.

Relationship between emotions and motivations. Similarly, four 
separate HLM analyses tested for cultural moderation of the 
Level 1 within-person relationship between, respectively, 
positive (or negative) emotions and agentic (or obligated) 
motivations:

Level 1 : Obligated Agentic

Positive Negative

i

0 1

or

or

[ ] =

+
j

j jβ β [[ ]+β ji

Level   2 : Same as above

Results: Cultural Differences

Obligated and agentic motivations. Shown in Table 3 and 
Figure 3 (Panel 1), as hypothesized, East Asian-Canadian 

and Hong Kong participants’ ratings of obligated and agentic 
motivations were more positively associated than those of 
European-Canadian participants (β11, β12, β13), though this 
association was already marginally significantly positive 
among Euro-Canadians (β10).

Obligated motivations and emotions. Shown in Table 3 and 
Figure 3 (Panel 2), as hypothesized, East Asian–influenced 
participants’ ratings of positive emotions and obligated moti-
vations were more positively associated than those of Euro-
Canadian participants (β11, β12, β13), whose ratings were not 
related (β10). For negative emotions, no significant cultural 
differences were found (Table 3), but while the Euro group 
associated negative emotions with obligation, β = .38 (SE = .15), 
p = .012, alternate dummy coding found this relationship was 
nonsignificant for the EA-EA and HK groups, respectively, 
β = .13 (SE = .28), p = .629 and β = .12 (SE = .08), p = .154, 
suggesting a nonsignificant trend toward cultural differences 
in the expected direction.

Agentic motivations and emotions. The last two columns of 
Table 3 show overwhelmingly positive perceptions of agen-
tic motivation (β10, β11, β12, β13): agentic motivation ratings 
were positively associated with positive emotion ratings in 
all groups, and negatively associated with negative emo-
tions, with one exception being the HK group’s null associa-
tion with negative emotions (Figure 3, Panel 3).

Analysis Method: Mediation of Cultural 
Differences by DSS

Does dialectical thinking explain these cultural differences? 
We tested for a cross-level mediated moderation effect (Muller, 
Judd, & Yzerbyt, 2005), that is, whether the moderating effect 
of cultural group on the above associations was mediated by 
individual differences in dialectical thinking (DSS). Three 
methods converged: (a) A classic approach tested for cultural 
differences in DSS, then included DSS and cultural variables 
at Level 2 to test whether DSS predicted the Level 1 associa-
tion independent of culture, and resulted in reduced cultural 
differences (MacKinnon, Fairchild, & Fritz, 2007); to test if 
mediation was statistically significant, we then examined (b) 
partial posterior p values of the reduction of each cultural dif-
ference (Biesanz, Falk, & Savalei, 2010); and (c) used a hier-
archical Bayesian method to estimate the confidence interval 
(CI) around each mediating effect (Biesanz et al., 2010).

Results: Mediation of Cultural Differences by DSS

As expected, East Asian participants on average scored higher 
on DSS than European-Canadian participants, as shown by a 
linear regression predicting DSS from three dummy-coded 
cultural comparison variables: Euro versus EA-ENG, β = 
.32, t(196) = 3.37, p = .001; Euro versus EA-EA, β = .34, 



10 

T
ab

le
 3

. 
St

ud
y 

2:
 H

LM
 A

na
ly

se
s 

fo
r 

C
ul

tu
ra

l D
iff

er
en

ce
s.

Fi
xe

d 
ef

fe
ct

s

D
V

: o
bl

ig
at

ed
 m

ot
iv

at
io

ns
IV

: a
ge

nt
ic

 m
ot

iv
at

io
ns

D
V

: o
bl

ig
at

ed
 m

ot
iv

at
io

ns
IV

: n
eg

at
iv

e 
em

ot
io

ns
D

V
: o

bl
ig

at
ed

 m
ot

iv
at

io
ns

IV
: p

os
iti

ve
 e

m
ot

io
ns

D
V

: a
ge

nt
ic

 m
ot

iv
at

io
ns

IV
: n

eg
at

iv
e 

em
ot

io
ns

D
V

: a
ge

nt
ic

 m
ot

iv
at

io
ns

IV
: p

os
iti

ve
 e

m
ot

io
ns

β 
(S

E)
p

d
β 

(S
E)

p
d

β 
(S

E)
p

d
β 

(S
E)

p
d

β 
(S

E)
p

d

Le
ve

l 1
 

In
te

rc
ep

t, 
β 0

0
2.

45
 (

.3
1)

<
.0

01
2.

59
 (

.2
5)

<
.0

01
2.

88
 (

.3
1)

<
.0

01
4.

94
 (

.2
5)

<
.0

01
1.

83
 (

.2
4)

<
.0

01
 

 
EA

-E
N

G
 v

s.
 E

ur
o,

 β
01

−
1.

31
 (

.3
9)

.0
01

0.
05

 (
.3

6)
.8

99
−

1.
34

 (
.3

8)
.0

01
−

0.
41

 (
.3

5)
.2

48
−

0.
47

 (
.3

0)
.1

25
 

 
EA

-E
A

 v
s.

 E
ur

o,
 β

02
−

1.
91

 (
.3

9)
<

.0
01

0.
40

 (
.5

4)
.4

57
−

1.
15

 (
.4

3)
.0

08
−

0.
55

 (
.4

8)
.2

54
−

0.
43

 (
.3

2)
.1

79
 

 
H

K
 v

s.
 E

ur
o,

 β
03

−
1.

53
 (

.3
6)

<
.0

01
0.

89
 (

.3
2)

.0
06

−
0.

76
 (

.4
0)

.0
58

−
1.

04
 (

.3
3)

.0
02

0.
50

 (
.3

6)
.1

67
 

Le
ve

l 2
 

IV
 in

te
rc

ep
t 

(E
ur

o)
, β

10
0.

16
 (

.0
8)

.0
56

0.
31

0.
38

 (
.1

5)
.0

12
0.

21
0.

08
 (

.1
2)

.5
26

0.
08

−
0.

76
 (

.1
7)

<
.0

01
−

0.
49

0.
78

 (
.0

8)
<

.0
01

1.
03

 
IV

 ×
 E

A
-E

N
G

 v
s.

 E
ur

o,
 β

11
0.

36
 (

.1
0)

.0
01

0.
71

0.
02

 (
.2

5)
.9

26
0.

01
0.

54
 (

.1
5)

<
.0

01
0.

58
0.

13
 (

.2
6)

.6
26

0.
08

0.
17

 (
.1

0)
.0

98
0.

22
 

IV
×

 E
A

-E
A

 v
s.

 E
ur

o,
 β

12
0.

54
 (

.1
1)

<
.0

01
1.

06
−

0.
25

 (
.3

2)
.4

35
−

0.
14

0.
47

 (
.1

7)
.0

05
0.

50
0.

19
 (

.3
2)

.5
65

0.
12

0.
12

 (
.1

0)
.2

03
0.

16
 

IV
 ×

 H
K

 v
s.

 E
ur

o,
 β

13
0.

53
 (

.0
9)

<
.0

01
1.

04
−

0.
26

 (
.1

7)
.1

26
−

0.
15

0.
50

 (
.1

5)
.0

01
0.

54
0.

82
 (

.2
0)

<
.0

01
0.

52
−

0.
15

 (
.1

1)
.1

81
−

0.
20

R
an

do
m

 e
ffe

ct
s

V
ar

ia
nc

e 
(S

D
)

p
V

ar
ia

nc
e 

(S
D

)
p

V
ar

ia
nc

e 
(S

D
)

p
V

ar
ia

nc
e 

(S
D

)
p

V
ar

ia
nc

e 
(S

D
)

p
 

In
te

rc
ep

t, 
u 0

0.
51

 (
0.

71
)

.0
08

0.
88

 (
0.

94
)

.0
26

0.
24

 (
0.

49
)

.1
72

0.
91

 (
0.

95
)

.0
02

0.
89

 (
0.

94
)

.0
02

 
IV

 s
lo

pe
, u

1
0.

05
 (

0.
22

)
.0

01
0.

03
 (

0.
18

)
>

.5
00

0.
01

 (
0.

11
)

.1
72

0.
05

 (
0.

23
)

.0
36

0.
02

 (
0.

14
)

.0
83

 
Le

ve
l 1

.8
6

1.
16

1.
11

.8
8

.7
2

 

N
ot

e.
 D

V
 is

 d
ep

en
de

nt
 v

ar
ia

bl
e.

 IV
 is

 in
de

pe
nd

en
t 

va
ri

ab
le

. C
oh

en
’s

 d
 e

st
im

at
e 

ca
lc

ul
at

ed
 b

as
ed

 o
n 

G
el

m
an

 (
20

08
) 

an
d 

T
ym

m
s 

(2
00

4)
. E

A
-E

N
G

 =
 E

as
t 

A
si

an
-C

an
ad

ia
n 

pa
rt

ic
ip

an
ts

 w
ho

 s
pe

ak
 E

ng
lis

h 
w

ith
 fr

ie
nd

s;
 E

A
-E

A
 =

 E
as

t 
A

si
an

-C
an

ad
ia

n 
pa

rt
ic

ip
an

ts
 w

ho
 s

pe
ak

 t
he

ir
 h

er
ita

ge
 la

ng
ua

ge
 w

ith
 fr

ie
nd

s;
  

H
K

 =
 H

on
g 

K
on

g-
C

hi
ne

se
 p

ar
tic

ip
an

ts
; H

LM
 =

 h
ie

ra
rc

hi
ca

l l
in

ea
r 

m
od

el
in

g;
 D

V
 =

 d
ep

en
de

nt
 v

ar
ia

bl
e.



Buchtel et al. 11

Figure 3. Study 2: Graphs depicting significant cultural differences in within-person associations with obligated motivations (should/
expected/duty) and agentic motivations (want/personally important/chose).
Note. βs are parameters of the simple slope of each cultural group, obtained from HLM analyses using alternative dummy coding. Euro = European-
Canadian participants who speak English with friends; EA-ENG = East Asian-Canadian participants who speak English with friends; EA-EA = East Asian-
Canadian participants who speak their heritage language with friends; HK = Hong Kong-Chinese participants; HLM = hierarchical linear modeling.
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t(196) = 4.14, p < .001; and Euro versus HK, β = .62, t(196) 
= 6.40, p < .001. However, no evidence was found that DSS 
mediated any of the three cultural differences found above 
(see Online Tables 3-6 for details). First, DSS did not signifi-
cantly predict obligated-agentic associations independent of 
culture (β = .07, p = .13), or reduce cultural differences: The 
partial posterior p values of the reduction in the effect of each 
cultural dummy variable ranged from p = .099 to p = .118 
and Bayesian CIs all included zero. Nor did DSS indepen-
dently predict obligated-positive emotion associations (β = 
.02, p = .722), or reduce cultural differences: partial posterior 
p values ranged from p = .684 to .714 and Bayesian CIs 
included zero. Finally, DSS also did not independently pre-
dict agentic-negative emotion associations (β = .02, p = .817) 
and did not reduce the Euro-HK difference (partial posterior 
p = .813, Bayesian CI included zero). Thus, DSS could not 
explain cultural differences in these associations.

Study 2 Summary

In Study 2, participants filled out daily diaries of helping 
events, rating their experienced agentic motivations, obli-
gated motivations, and emotions about helping. We found 
that across these within-person events, participants more 
influenced by CHC were more likely to positively associate 
obligated and agentic motivations compared with partici-
pants more influenced by WEHC (Figure 3, Panel 1). CHC-
influenced participants’ ratings suggested a stronger Role 
Ethics orientation toward duties: when external expectations 
and sense of duty were more salient, so was the desire to 
help. We also found cultural differences in the emotional 
experience of obligated motivations: CHC-influenced par-
ticipants reported experiencing more positive emotions when 
more motivated by obligation compared with more WEHC-
influenced participants (Figure 3, Panel 2). On the contrary, 
agentic motivations were generally associated with more 
positive and less negative emotions across cultural groups, 
suggesting a universally positive experience of agentic moti-
vations. Despite higher DSS scores of the CHC-influenced 
participants, we did not find evidence that DSS mediated 
cultural differences in these associations.

Study 3: 20 Favors—Imagined 
Motivations in Helping Scenarios

Study 2 relied on participants’ recall of their own daily life, 
which, though high in ecological validity, meant that each 
person’s events were different. Thus, in Study 3 we used a 
situation-sampling method (Morling et al., 2002) to select and 
present a single set of 20 helping situations from Study 2.

In Chinese, a common reply to being thanked for help is 
“應該的” (“It’s what I should have done.”). In Study 3, we 
particularly focused on this phrase, asking participants to 

estimate how much they would experience this obligated 
motivation (“I’d feel like I SHOULD help”) and also an 
agentic motivation (“I’d feel like I WANTED to help”) 
across the 20 scenarios, as well as positive and negative emo-
tions. Again, we used HLM to examine cultural differences 
in the within-person relationship between obligated and 
agentic motivations and their association with positive and 
negative emotions and tested mediation by dialectical 
self-concept.

Method

Participants. 244 university students took part in Canada and 
Hong Kong. As in Study 2, Canadians were divided into 
three groups: 45 Western European heritage, Canadian-born 
participants who spoke English with friends (Euro; 33% 
male, Mage = 21.27, 100% Caucasian), 79 of East Asian heri-
tage who spoke English with friends (EA-ENG; 19% male, 
Mage = 19.84, 85% Chinese, 10% Korean, 3% Japanese, 2% 
bi-ethnic), and 35 of East Asian heritage who spoke their 
heritage language with friends (EA-EA; 29% male, 
Mage = 21.60, 69% Chinese, 23% Korean, 9% Japanese). The 
85 participants from Hong Kong (HK; 42% male, Mage = 20.73) 
were all of Chinese cultural background (98% Hong Kong 
permanent residents). The four groups differed in gender 
proportion (Kruskal–Wallis test, χ2 = 10.59, p = .014) and 
age, F (3, 240) = 10.15, p < .001; however, again no substan-
tive differences were found when including them as covari-
ates. As in Study 2, sample size was not estimated by a priori 
power analysis; however, a total sample size of 114 would 
have had .80 power to detect the smallest predicted Study 2 
effect (d = .50; Table 3), and as in Study 2, expected power 
to detect similar results previously published in Miller et al. 
(2011) was good (0.82 < expected power < 0.96, across dif-
ferent cultural group comparisons and DVs; see footnote 6 
for details).

Procedure. Participants completed an online survey in return 
for partial course credit (Canada) or payment (Hong Kong), 
rating the motivations and emotions they would experience 
in 20 helping scenarios, followed by individual difference 
scale measures and demographics. Materials were in English 
in Canada and translated into Chinese for Hong Kong by 
bilingual collaborators.

Selection of scenarios. Using a situation sampling approach, 
20 events reported by the Canadian students12 in Study 2 
were selected (see Appendix C), 10 from East Asian-Cana-
dian participants, and 10 from European-Canadian partici-
pants. Within each 10, relationship with helpee broadly 
reflected the distribution in Study 2 data: four relatives, four 
friends, and two strangers/classmates. Within these limita-
tions, scenarios were selected randomly.
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Motivation and emotion measures. For each scenario, partici-
pants rated their degree of obligated motivation (“I’d feel 
like I SHOULD help”), agentic motivation (“I’d feel like I 
WANTED to help”), three positive emotions (happy, close, 
proud) and three negative emotions (unhappy, ashamed, 
frustrated; Kitayama et al., 2006), rated on 6-point Likert-
type scales from 1 (not at all) to 6 (extremely) 6. The emotion 
scales showed good reliability (Cronbach’s α, on item aver-
ages across all scenarios: positive emotions: Euro, .91; EA-
ENG, .90; EA-EA, .89; HK, .91; negative emotions: Euro, 
.77; EA-ENG, .89; EA-EA, .82; HK, .91).

Dialectical thinking (DSS). Measured as in Study 2, the 10-item 
version of the DSS (Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2009) had ade-
quate reliability (Cronbach’s α: Euro, .71; EA-ENG, .83; 
EA-EA, .75; HK, .63).

Results: Cultural Differences

Analysis method. HLM equations were identical to Study 2.13

Obligated and agentic motivation. As hypothesized, East Asian 
participants’ ratings of should and want were more positively 
associated than those of European-Canadians (β11, β12, β13), 
though similar to Study 2, this association was also positive 
among European-Canadians (β10; see Table 4 and Figure 4, 
Panel 1).

Obligated motivation and emotions. As hypothesized, obliga-
tion was more strongly associated with positive emotions 
among East Asian participants than among Euro-Canadian 
participants (see Figure 4, Panel 2; Table 4, β11, β12, β13). 
However, even Euro-Canadians’ should ratings were posi-
tively related to positive emotions ratings (β10). Among all 
cultural groups, negative emotions were negatively related to 
should ratings (β10, β11, β12, β13).

Agentic motivation and emotions. As hypothesized, wanting to 
help was universally associated with positive, and not-negative, 
emotions (Table 4; β10, β11, β12, β13). However, we unexpect-
edly found that for negative emotions, there was a weaker 
negative relation between agency and negative emotions in 
the East Asian groups (Table 4, β11, β12, β13; simple slopes 
ranging β = –.91-–1.17, shown in Figure 4 Panel 3) com-
pared with the Euro group (Table 4, β10 = −1.40).

Results: Mediation of Cultural Differences by DSS

Analyses were carried out as in Study 2 to test DSS as a 
potential mediator. First, linear regression predicting DSS 
from cultural group comparisons again found that East Asian 
participants scored higher on DSS than European-Canadian 
participants: Euro versus EA-ENG, β = .32, t(240) = 4.33, 
p < .001; Euro versus EA-EA, β = .37, t(240) = 5.487, 

p < .001; and Euro versus HK, β = .72, t(240) = 9.62, p < .001. 
But as in Study 2, adding DSS to Level 2 of the HLM found 
no direct effect of DSS on either obligated-agentic associa-
tions (β = –.03, p = .325) or obligated-positive emotion asso-
ciations (β = –.06, p = .121); instead, the significance of 
cultural differences increased when DSS was included. 
Therefore, DSS was not further tested as a plausible media-
tor of these associations.

However, DSS was positively related to agency-negative 
emotion associations (β = .27, p = .001), and after its addi-
tion all three cultural comparison variables became non-
significant predictors (ps ranging from .453-.947; see Online 
Table 7). The reduction of each cultural difference, indicat-
ing mediation, was statistically significant (all partial 
posterior p values ≤ .001, and Bayesian CIs above zero: 
Euro vs. EA-ENG, [.056, .298]; Euro vs. EA-EA, [.094, 
.435]; and Euro vs. HK, [.145, .584]).

In summary, DSS did not mediate cultural differences in 
obligated-agentic or obligated-positive emotion associa-
tions; however, it fully mediated the unexpected cultural dif-
ferences in agency-negative emotion associations.

Study 3 Summary and Discussion

In this study, participants imagined themselves in 20 helping 
scenarios, sampled from the events described by participants 
in Study 2. Results replicated Study 2, showing that even 
when imagining the same situations, CHC-influenced partici-
pants viewed agency and obligation as more congruent than 
did WEHC-influenced participants, and also had more posi-
tive emotional associations with feeling obligated; again, we 
did not find that dialectical thinking mediated these predicted 
cultural differences. Finally, the emotional experience of 
agency was again positive and not-negative for all groups; 
and while we found unexpected cultural differences in 
agency-negative emotion associations, these differences were 
mediated by dialectical self-concept, suggesting that although 
agency is generally viewed positively, CHC participants may 
reject associations of agency with negative emotions less 
strongly than WEHC participants because they are more tol-
erant of contradiction.

Compared to Study 2, Study 3 participants were overall 
more positive toward obligated motivation; comparison 
between Figure 3 and 4’s Panels 1 and 2 suggest that in 
Study 3, obligated motivation was more highly associated 
with both agentic motivation and positive emotion. This 
could be due to the different operationalization of obliga-
tion in Study 3, as the item “I’d feel like I SHOULD help” 
might be more likely to be interpreted as internal than the 
combination of should, expected, and duty items used in 
Study 2. Nevertheless, despite different scenarios, method, 
and operationalization of obligation and agency, Study 3 
replicated the predicted cultural differences found in 
Study 2.
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Figure 4. Study 3: Graphs of significant cultural differences in within-person associations with obligated motivation (should) and agentic 
motivation (want).
Note. βs are parameters of the simple slope of each cultural group, obtained from HLM analyses using alternative dummy coding. Euro = European-
Canadian participants who speak English with friends; EA-ENG = East Asian-Canadian participants who speak English with friends; EA-EA = East Asian-
Canadian participants who speak their heritage language with friends; HK = Hong Kong-Chinese participants; HLM = hierarchical linear modeling.
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General Discussion

Across these studies, we find evidence of cultural differences 
in the degree of a Role Ethics versus a Relative Autonomy 
view of the obligation to help others: Obligations tend to co-
exist with a sense of agency and enjoyment more often for 
individuals influenced by CHC than for those influenced by 
WEHC. Such differences might result in cross-cultural mis-
understandings of duty-motivated persons (Study 1), as 
WEHC-influenced participants were more likely than CHC-
influenced participants to perceive duty-motivated helpers to 
be relatively lacking in warmth and competence as well as a 
sense of choice and enjoyment compared with agency-moti-
vated helpers. Conversely, in Studies 2 and 3, within-person 
data from daily diary self-reports and 20 situation-sampled 
scenarios of helping behavior indicated that for CHC-
influenced participants, a stronger perception of an obliga-
tion to help was more likely to be accompanied by a personal 
desire to help, and also more likely to be accompanied by 
positive emotions. Moreover, we did not find evidence that 
these cultural differences were mediated by dialectical think-
ing, suggesting that they did not reflect a general tendency 
among CHC participants to tolerate contradiction.

We also found an important lack of cultural difference in 
that the emotional experience of agency was overwhelm-
ingly positive and not negative.14 This is consistent with fun-
damental SDT claims that personal agency may be universally 
experienced and valued (Miller et al., 2011; Ryan & Deci, 
2006a); instead, cultural differences in the construal of duty-
relevant external motivators best distinguish a Role Ethics 
versus a Relative Autonomy motivational perspective.

Despite differences in method and cultural heritage of 
participants, our findings are in accord with previous studies 
showing a more agentic experience of duty among Indian 
versus American participants (Miller et al., 2011; Savani 
et al., 2011). Study 1 also shows the potential for cross-cul-
tural misunderstandings of duty-motivated persons, whereas 
Studies 2 and 3 explicitly show that the relationship between 
obligations and agency is more positive across diverse expe-
riences for CHC participants than for WEHC participants. 
This illustrates the Role Ethics view shown in Figure 1, sug-
gesting that when CHC participants perceive an obligation to 
help, they are more likely than WEHC participants to desire 
to help.

Challenges to SDT

Do these cultural differences in agency-obligation associa-
tions challenge SDT? On the one hand, our results support 
the view that agency—wanting, personally willing, and 
choosing to act—is cross-culturally positive, in agreement 
with Miller et al. (2011) and fundamental SDT claims. 
However, on the other hand, these findings also emphasize 
that existing conceptualizations and measures of autonomy 
problematically conflate obligation with coercion. Echoing 

Miller et al. (2011), we suggest that researchers using SDT 
measures that equate obligation with coercion (e.g., the RAI 
method of subtracting endorsement of “supposed to,” 
“should,” or “expected to” from internal motivations) should 
modify these items to explicitly reflect coerciveness (e.g., 
“no choice,” “forced to,” “had to”) to better measure a lack 
of agency. Without such adjustments, RAI measures may 
approximately track agency in within-culture comparisons 
(e.g., Nagpaul & Pang, 2017), but will be more problematic 
for cross-cultural comparisons: Participants from Role Ethics 
cultures may receive misleadingly low RAI scores that do 
not reflect their sense of agency (Miller et al., 2011).

Finally, by describing Confucian Role Ethics, we hope we 
have emphasized how problematic it is that the language of 
“autonomy,” “self-determination,” and “internalization” eas-
ily reflects Relative Autonomy conceptualizations of moti-
vation, but not Role Ethics conceptualizations. Miller et al. 
(2011), for example, describe their findings as evidence that 
Hindu Indians “internalize” an obligation to help others; this 
may elicit a Relative Autonomy interpretation that external 
expectations have become integrated into internal attitudes 
(Chirkov, 2014), such that external expectations are no lon-
ger referred to as motivators of action. In Hindu concepts of 
dharma and self-refinement, fulfilling a moral duty is an 
expression of one’s own nature15 (Menon, 2013) and so may 
in fact be experienced as internalized in this sense. However, 
Confucian Role Ethics is particularly characterized by its 
emphasis on exquisite responsiveness to situations and 
expectations external to the self (Ames, 2011). Although 
more research is needed on possible cultural differences in 
whether agentic fulfillment of duties can be called “internal-
ization,” adopting such language is likely to misrepresent the 
agentic “relational virtuosity” of a Confucian Role Ethicist 
(Ames, 2011, p. 165), and obscure the motivational experi-
ences encouraged by the Role Ethics described here.

Returning to Figure 1, in Role Ethics, the degree to which 
one both perceives an obligation and wants to enact it may be 
a more psychologically significant dimension than the rela-
tive contribution of internal versus external motivations. 
Researching agency, rather than relative autonomy, could 
better reflect ideal motivational states in both Relative 
Autonomy and Role Ethics cultures.

Limitations and Future Directions

As these studies were based on participant-generated, daily 
helping situations, it will be important to show that our find-
ings can be generalized to other situations. Prosocial behav-
ior may be particularly amenable to invoking Role Ethics 
motivation orientations, because the obligation to help is 
tightly linked to virtue (Miller, 2003). The cost of helping is 
also an important issue that needs to be addressed in future 
research, as the daily helping situations in our studies were 
generally rather low cost (e.g., carrying groceries); recent 
research (Miller, Akiyama, & Kapadia, 2017) has found 
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larger cultural differences in reactions to high-cost versus 
low-cost social support situations (see also Footnote 11).

Although in these studies dialectical self-concept does not 
seem to explain positive agency-duty associations, it still 
remains to be demonstrated that the assumed Role Ethics 
mechanism (that is, of perceiving duty fulfillment as a vir-
tue), is a better mediator. Our studies also did not examine 
differences across relationships with helpees, an important 
variable that should influence the perceived appropriateness 
of external expectations. Finally, more research along the 
lines of Study 1—showing that cultural differences in Role 
Ethics leads to cross-cultural misunderstandings and preju-
dice against duty-driven actors—would be particularly valu-
able to emphasize the importance of cultural differences in 
lay theories of motivation.

The Importance of Role Ethics Across Cultures?

Psychology may not have paid enough attention to the poten-
tial positive effects of fulfilling the obligations and expecta-
tions of others. This could result in mistakenly negative 
judgments of the practices of Role Ethics cultures; for exam-
ple, Role Ethics cultures may have culturally specific ways 
of encouraging agentic duty through teaching, learning, and 
parenting practices that might be misperceived as too con-
trolling (Huang, Cheah, Lamb, & Zhou, 2017; J. Li, 2003; 
Soenens, Vansteenkiste, & Van Petegem, 2015). Through a 
Confucian cultural ethos of lionizing the virtues of filial obe-
dience and adept fulfillment of one’s social roles (Buchtel 

et al., 2015), Confucian-heritage Role Ethics may help cul-
tural participants pursue these obligations with a sense of 
satisfaction and self-endorsement, rather than a sense of 
coercion or unhappy sacrifice.

However, Studies 2 and 3 results also emphasize that both 
WEHC and CHC participants have positive reactions to a 
sense of duty to others. Although cultural differences may be 
less evident in low-cost helping situations such as those 
described here, the lack of evidence for a Relative Autonomy, 
negative relationship between obligations and agency sug-
gests that members of both cultures can experience obliga-
tions as agency-supportive.

Conclusion

A Role Ethics approach shows how we can fulfill obligations 
while authentically expressing our own personhood 
(Rosemont & Ames, 2016). In fact, the findings here are 
ironic: The ideal of self-endorsing one’s duties, particularly a 
matter of concern in WEHC philosophy, appears to be a 
greater feature of CHC participants’ experience of obliga-
tions. It may be that psychology research has neglected to 
emphasize the joyous aspects of doing what one ought to do 
owing to “cultural blinders” about what is important for 
healthy functioning (Markus & Kitayama, 1994). By examin-
ing hypotheses that arise from a non-Western cultural world-
view, we emphasize what may also be a universal need: To 
experience the beautiful and ennobling satisfaction of fulfill-
ing our obligations (Wong, 2006).

Appendix A

Scenarios and Motivation Manipulations in Study 1.

Number Scenario content

Survey version A Survey version B

Scenario ending
Motivation 
condition Scenario ending

Motivation 
condition

1 Sara, a university student, 
went grocery shopping 
with her mother and 
helped her shop and 
carry the bags.

When asked, she said that the 
reason she did this is because 
she wanted to help her mother, 
and it was personally important 
to her to help her mother.

Agentic When asked, she said that the 
reason she did this is because 
she felt that it was her duty 
to help her mother, and her 
mother expected her to help.

Obligated

2 Bob, a university student, 
helped his younger 
brother with his science 
homework, which he was 
having trouble with.

When asked, he said that the 
reason he did this is because he 
felt that it was his duty to help 
his brother, and his brother 
expected him to help.

Obligated When asked, he said that 
the reason he did this is 
because he wanted to help his 
brother, and it was personally 
important to him to help his 
brother.

Agentic

Note. Scenario content was based on Study 3 scenarios. Per survey version, scenario endings continued in the same motivation-condition pattern for 
the remaining four scenarios. Content of Scenarios 3 to 6 were as follows: (3) John, a university student, saw that his friends needed a ride home, so he 
offered to drive them because they were on the way. (4) Joanne, a university student, was asked by her friend to watch over the cake she was baking. So 
she stayed in her friend’s kitchen and checked the cake constantly. (5) Barbara, a university student, was taking notes in a psychology lecture. A classmate 
sitting beside her missed what the professor said and asked Barbara if she could borrow her notes, so Barbara gave her notes to her classmate for a few 
minutes. (6) Jake, a university student, was completing a homework assignment while waiting for class to start. A classmate sitting beside him was also 
working on the homework assignment and asked for help on a couple questions, so Jake helped him figure out the answers.
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Appendix B

Example Study 1 Items (For Scenario 1).

Item Classification of item

Sara enjoys helping her mother. Positive emotion (enjoy)
Sara is a kind person. Warmth
Sara is an intelligent person. Competence
Sara has good social skills. Warmth
Sara is a responsible person. Competence
I would like to have a friend like Sara. Warmth
If I were an employer looking for employees, I would 

really want to hire Sara.
Competence

Sara feels like she should help her mother. Obligation (should)
Sara wants to help her mother out. Agency manipulation: Attention check
Sara feels it is personally important to her that she 

helps her mother.
Agency manipulation: Attention check

Sara feels like she is choosing to help her mother out. Agency (choice)
Sara feels like it is her duty to help her mother. Obligation manipulation: Attention check
Sara feels like her mother expects her to help. Obligation manipulation: Attention check

Note. Framing question was given as “What is your impression of Sara?” For the other scenarios, only the name of the helper and gender of pronouns 
were changed to match scenario content.

Appendix C

Scenarios in Study 3.

Scenario source Scenario content

European-Canadian 
participants (Study 2)

1.  My father needed help with calculations.
2.  My mom’s parents are going to be over soon and so she needed quite a few things done 

around the house like cleaning, sorting out the boxes in our garage etc. I spent my day 
helping my mother out.

3.  I helped my grandma carry her luggage to her new home.
4.  I drove my younger sister to school in the morning.
5.  My friend wanted some suggestions from me about how she could get back with her 

boyfriend.
6.  I helped my friend study for a midterm, pointing out the important things, giving tips for how 

to write the exam, etc.
7.  My friends needed a ride home, so I offered to drive them because they were on the way.
8.  I showed my friend how to install the x-vid divx codec on their computer so they can play 

back .avi movie files.
9.  The girl who sits beside me in my psychology class missed something that our professor said 

and she asked to look at my notes.
10.  I edited my classmate’s abstract.

East Asian-Canadian 
participants (Study 2)

1.  I went grocery shopping with my mom and helped her carry the bags.
2.  My mom asked me to drop a book off for her friend when I returned home from school.
3.  Helped my father, organize and type some hymns for church service.
4.  I helped my brother with his science homework, which he was having troubles with.
5.  My friend came over to my place and I cooked for her.
6.  I helped my friend find a room and hand in her assignment.
7.  Helped my friend to find some articles she could not find.
8.  My friend asked me to watch over the cake she was baking. So I stayed at her kitchen and 

checked the cake constantly.
9.  I let my classmate borrow my Math notes.
10.  I completed a homework assignment with my classmate; helped her with a couple of 

questions.
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Notes

 1. We necessarily simplify the discussion here, but philosophers 
puzzle over how to integrate liberal ideals with Confucianism 
(Bockover, 2012; Ramsey, 2016), and conflict between duty 
and agency is addressed within the Chinese philosophical 
tradition—for example, Daoist philosopher Zhuangzi com-
plained that performing official duties was like trying to roam 
within a cage (H. Sarkissian, personal communication, March 
29, 2017).

 2. A second study found parallel cultural differences in effects of 
monetary award on interest, but dialectical thinking was not 
tested as a mediator.

 3. Despite arguments that this is a misunderstanding (e.g., 
Chirkov, Ryan, Kim, & Kaplan, 2003).

 4. Within each study’s “Methods and Results” sections, we used terms 
that are specific to the given study’s participant groups to com-
municate the results more clearly, whereas in the “Discussion” 
sections we generalize to the Western European or Confucian 
heritage cultures (WEHC/CHC) that we assume are the source of 
group differences. This less-than-ideal compromise may remind 
readers of the complexity and difficulty of communicating about 
the effects of culture on individuals (Buchtel, 2014).

 5. This study was carried out after Study 3; scenario content was 
based on scenarios used in Study 3, in turn drawn from actual 
situations originally provided by Study 2 participants.

 6. Survey version was included as a between-subjects (not covari-
ate) variable in the ANOVA analysis because it frequently sig-
nificantly interacted with other variables, leading to violation 
of ANCOVA assumptions. This was due to main effects of sce-
nario content; for example, the actors in the helping-mother 
scenario were on average rated more positively on all depen-
dent variables (DVs) than the actors in the helping-brother 
scenario, regardless of actor motivation, causing the effect of 
motivation-condition to be influenced by whether the helping-
mother or helping-brother scenario was duty versus agency 
motivated. Between-subjects ANOVA analyses by scenario 
and by culture showed that the results (in particular, cultural 
differences in size and direction of the motivation-condition 

effect) were still consistent with results found with repeated 
measure ANOVAs controlling for survey version and its inter-
actions. Analyses are available from the first author.

 7. Specifically, analyses that included gender and age as covariates 
reduced the statistical significance of the positive agency-obli-
gation relationship among European-Canadians from p = .056 
to p = .017, but this did not affect the significance of cultural 
differences or change our overall interpretation.

 8. GPower indicated a total N = 114 would have .80 power to 
detect medium (equivalent of d = .50) effects for each of the 
four effects of interest for each DV (Bonferroni-corrected 
p value of 0.05/4 = 0.0125).

 9. Study 2 of Miller, Das, and Chakravarthy (2011; Table 6) 
reported correlations between duty/responsibility ratings and 
ratings of choice and satisfaction, respectively, for Indian and 
American participants; the difference between Indian and 
American participants’ correlations is conceptually similar to 
the current study. By adapting the functions provided in the 
fabs package for R (github\jbiesanz\fabs; code is available 
from the authors), we calculated expected power to detect 
similarly sized cultural differences in correlations across dif-
ferent variables and cultural group comparisons: The low-
est expected power was .71, for the Euro (N = 29) versus 
EA-EA (N = 27) comparison, with all other comparisons’ .82 
< expected power < .92. Statistical power may also be higher 
in the present study than these calculations suggest, as in the 
current study each variable was measured three or more items 
on an average of 5.7 days per participant, which may provide 
a more statistically reliable measure than the two items per 
variable/participant used in Study 2 of Miller et al. (2011) on 
which these calculations are based.

10. In both Studies 2 and 3, we also measured other potential 
mediators, related to vertical collectivism (Singelis, Triandis, 
Bhawuk, & Gelfand, 1995) and interdependent self-concept, 
but results were inconsistent across studies. Briefly, a compi-
lation of vertical collectivism-related measures partially medi-
ated cultural differences in Study 2 (partial-posterior p values 
averaged p = .058), but less so in Study 3 (average ps = .10), 
whereas self-concept measures did not differ by cultural group 
and so could not be tested as plausible mediators. Full analyses 
are available from the first author and the data are available on 
the first author’s Open Science Framework page.

11. Both Studies 2 and 3 also included a question “How dif-
ficult was it for you to help?” (rated from 1 = not difficult 
at all to 5 = extremely difficult/time-consuming). A reviewer 
suggested that low difficulty of helping might make it easier 
for participants to feel willing to help as well as obliged to 
help; thus, low perceptions of difficulty might lead to higher 
agency-obligation associations and reduced cultural differ-
ences. To test if this influenced results, we reran the Study 
2 and Study 3 HLM analyses, including participants’ aver-
age difficulty ratings across helping events as a Level 2 indi-
vidual difference mediator. In neither study did we find that 
cultural differences were affected by adding the difficulty 
variable, though this might be due to the generally low-cost 
situations. In Study 2, regression analyses indicated that 
Euro-Canadian participants’ difficulty ratings were higher 
than all other participant groups (βs from –.15 to –.39, ps 
from .099 to < .001) but in HLM analyses, cultural differ-
ences did not change after including the difficulty variable, 
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and difficulty rating had no significant independent effect 
on the association between agency and obligation. In Study 
3, only Hong Kong participants’ average difficulty ratings 
were higher than those of Euro-Canadian participants (β = 
.16, p = .032), and again in HLM analyses, adding the diffi-
culty variable did not change cultural differences, although 
difficulty ratings were negatively associated with ratings of 
obligation (β = –.34, p = .060) and, surprisingly, positively 
related to agency-obligation associations (β = .12, p = .022). 
Thus, although difficulty of helping did not affect the cul-
tural differences that are the focus of this article, it may be 
an important factor to consider in future research.

12. No Study 2 Hong Kong-sourced events were available because 
Study 3 was completed in Canada before Study 2 was carried 
out in Hong Kong. To allow comparability of data, the same 20 
scenarios were used in both Hong Kong and Canada.

13. Additional analyses examined effects of the cultural source of 
the scenarios, that is, whether scenarios originating from Study 
2 East Asian-Canadians induced a more role-ethics orientation 
than those from European-Canadians. However, results were 
inconclusive about scenario-origin effect and did not change 
conclusions reported here. In summary, for Euro and EA-EA 
groups only, a more positive relationship between obligated 
and agentic motivations was observed in scenarios originat-
ing from East Asian-Canadians; HK and EA-ENG partici-
pants’ responses were uninfluenced. This suggests that Study 
2 findings were not strongly affected by cultural differences 
in the situations encountered; however, a larger selection of 
situations or more culturally distant participant sources might 
provide a stronger test.

14. When consistent unpredicted cultural differences in the degree 
of nonnegativity were found (Study 3), dialectical thinking 
mediated these differences. Although in Study 2, a single cul-
tural difference (more neutral agency-negative emotion associ-
ation for HK vs. Euro-Canadian participants) was not mediated 
by DSS, the HK group still showed positive agency-positive 
emotion associations, similar to the other cultural groups.

15. We thank an anonymous reviewer for this description.

Supplemental Material

Supplementary material is available online with this article.
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