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Cultural Variation in Unrealistic Optimism: Does the West Feel More
' Invulnerable Than the East?

Steven J. Heine and Darrin R. Lehman
University of British Columbia

Levels of unrealistic optimism were compared for Canadians (a culture typical of an independent
construal of self) and Japanese (a culture typical of an interdependent construal of self). Across 2
studies, Canadians showed significantly more unrealistic optimism than Japanese, and Canadians’
optimism bias was more strongly related to perceived threat. Study 2 revealed that Japanese were
‘even less unrealistically optimistic for events that were particularly threatening to interdependent
selves. The authors suggest that self-enhancing biases ( such as unrealistic optimism) are, for the most
part, absent from the motivational repertoire of the Japanese because the consequent attention to
the individual that self-enhancement engenders is not valued in interdependent cultures.

The classical notion that mental health is associated with ac-
curale perceptions of reality (e.g., Jahoda, 1958) has been chal-
lenged by more recent arguments that the heaithy mind is char-
acterized by misperceptions that depart considerably from re-
ality (see Greenwald, 1980; Taylor & Brown, 1988, for reviews;
see Colvin & Block, 1994, for a recent opposing view), Much
conteémporary work on the self has focused on people’s tenden-
cies to distort their perceptions of the world in a self-enhancing
manner. Accuracy, although necessary to a certain extent, is of-
ten compromised in favor of flattering information in a typical
self-evaluation. For example, people tend to remember their
past performance as better than it actually was (Crary, 1966),
judge positive personality attributes as more appropriate in de-

- scribing themselves than in describing others (Alicke, 1985),

and take credit for success, yet attribute failure to the situation
(e.g., Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1982). .
Furthermore, there is evidence that links the absence of self-
enhancing biases with lower self-esteem and mild depression
(eg, Alloy & Ahrens, 1987; Lewinsohn, Mischel, Chaplin, &
Barton, 1980). Taylor and Brown ( 1988 ) suggested that “it ap-
pears to be not the well-adjusted individual but the individual
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who experiences subjective distress who is more likely to pro-
cess seff-relevant information in a relatively unbiased and bal-
anced fashion™ (p. 196 }. Hence, self-enhancing biases, or “pos-
itive illusions,” as Taylor and Brown coined them, appear to be
highly implicated in mental health.

Cross-cultural research has raised questions about the uni-
versality of these biases (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991b).
Studies have shown that within certain cultures, some effects
attributed to self-enhancing motivations are significantly lower,
if not absent or even reversed (e.g., Kashima & Triandis, 1986;
Takata, 1992). This evidence suggests that self-enhancing ten-
dencies can be culturally variant; they may, in fact, be less
prominent in the motivational repertoire of people from cul-
tures outside of North America. Cross-cultural research has
further suggested that the benefits of maintaining positive illu-
sions presuppose certain cognitive or motivational tendencies
that might be specific to particular cultures. To the extent that
such processes (a) are culturally variant (see Markus & Kitay-
ama, 1991b, for a review) and {b) support and sustain sef-en-
hancing biases, cultural variance of these biases would be more
understandable.

Independent Versus Interdependent Construals of Self

Markus and Kitayama { 1991b; see also Triandis, 1989) pro-
vided a model that integrates much of the cross-cultural re-
search conducted thus far. They argued that the various cultures
of the world differentially emphasize two tasks relevant to ev-
eryday life: independence (i.e., tasks related to agency and
autonomy} and interdependence (i.e., tasks related to commu-
nion and affiliation; Kitayama, 1993). Cultures in which the
former process is primary are said to foster an independent con-
strual of self, whereas cultures in which the latter process is
dominant are said to foster ant interdependent construal of self,

Markus and Kitayama ( 1991b} defined the independent con-
strual of self as characterized by a bounded and autonomous
sense of self that is relatively distinct from others and the envi-
ronment. Those with an independent construal of self strive to
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assert their individuality and unigueness and stress their sepa-
rateness from the social world. This view is best exemplified by
North American and Western European cultures.

In contrast, the interdependent construal of self is character-
ized by an emphasis on the interrelatedness of the individual to

others and to the environment, It is only within the contextual’

fabric of individuals’ social relationships, roles, and duties that
" the self has meaning. This construal of self is most representa-
tive of Asian cultures.

Markus and Kitayama (1991b) argued that because the seif
is central to many psychological processes, any phenomenon
that implicates the self will be shaped accordingly by that cul-
ture’s dominant construal of self. Hence, cultures characteristic
of the independent construal of self will show evidence of moti-

 vations, cognitions, and emotions that affirm the independence
and autonomy of the self. Psychological processes within cul-

tures representative of the interdependent construal of self, on -

the other hand, will affirm the interrelatedness and belong-
ingness of the self.

Self-Enhancement and Construal of Self

The psychological processes that sustain seif-enhancing bi-
ases appear more in line with the independent self. The inde-
pendent self is motivated to maintain the autonomy of the sac-
rosanct self, thereby confirming to the individual that he or she
is a self-sufficient and worthy person. By engaging in seif-en-
hancing biases (i.e., viewing the self in unrealistically positive
terms), the individual promotes the image that he or she is a
strong person, fully capable of taking care of him- or herself.
Self-enhancing biases might be seen as ways in which individu-
als bolster their independent selves. -

- However, self-enhancing biases might net provide the same
- palliative reassurances for the interdependent self. Lebra
(1976) referred to Japanese individuals as “fractions” who do
not become whole until they have fit in and occupied their
proper place within social units. Hence, we would not expect
Japanese to be motivated to separate themselves from their se-
cure position in the group, even in a seemingly positive way.
Such separation might actually imply alienation from the inter-
dependent self. Kitayama, Markus, and Kurckawa (1994)
found that whereas for Americans feelings of pride and sense of
achievement were positively correlated with their sense of well-

being, for Japanese these feelings were not associated with their -

sense of well-being. Rather, a sense of acceptance from others
was what correlated the strongest with feelings of well-being for
Japanese. Self-enhancement (e.g., distinguishing oneself as bet-
ter than others) might actually be in opposition to the well-being
of Japanese. Self-¢ffacement, in the form of seeing oneself as
average, however, would more likely serve their cuitural man-
date of maintaining interpersonal harmony. Therefore, one
would not expect self-enhancing biases to be as common for
Japanese as they are for North Americans.

At present, researchers lack a thorough understanding of the
cultural specificity of self-enhancing tendencies. Taylor and
Brown (1988) outlined three distinct domains of self-enhanc-
ing biases: overly positive views of the self, illusions of control,
. and unrealistic optimism. Thus far, cross-cultural studies of

self-enhancing biases have examined only the first domain. For
example, the false uniqueness bias {Markus & Kitayama,
1991a), the tendency to internalize success and externalize fail-
ure {Chandler, Shama, Wolf, & Planchard, 1981; Kashima &
Triandis, 1986; Yamauchi, 1990), and the tendency to have
more confidence in information that is favorable to the self than
that which is unfavorable { Takata, 1992 ) have all been shown to

 be either absent or reversed for Japanese sarples. These studies

present consistent evidence that overly positive views of the self
are not culturally universal.

Unrealistic Optimism

Unrealistic optimism is the tendency for people to believe
that they are more likely to experience positive events, and less
likely to experience negative events, than similar others
(Weinstein, 1980). Studies with North Americans have consis-
tently shown a robust unrealistic optimism effect ( Alioy & Ah-
rens, 1987; Weinstein, 1980). Taylor and Brown (1994} re-
ported that at least 121 studies have demonstrated this phenom-
enon. This effect is particularly strong for megative evenmts
(Kirscht, Haefner, Kegeles, & Rosenstock, 1966; Perloff, 1983;
Perloff & Fetzer, 1986; Weinstein, 1982, 1984) and is consistent
across age and socioeconomic classes { Weinstein, 1987).

Weinstein’s (1980) extensive study of unrealistic optimism
revealed that two constructs in particular—psychological con-
trol and an availability of stercotypes—are highly implicated
in unrealistically optimistic judgments for negative future life
events. He found that people reporied greater refative invulner-
ability for negative events (a) that they perceived to be more
under their control and {b) for which they could more easily
visualize the type of person likely to experience them. These
two constructs suggest ways in which people are able to ra-
tionally justify their unrealistic perceptions of invulnerability,

Unrealistic optimism also appears to be motivated by threat.
In general, if a negative future life event is perceived to be par-
ticularly serious, it is more likely that the individual will feel
relatively invulnerable toward that event (Kirscht et al., 1966;
Taylor et al., 1992). People appear, then, to be motivated to
counter the perceived threat of potential negative events with
unrealistically optimistic assessments of their futures. Tradi-
tionally, susceptibility, along with severity, has been viewed asa
component of threat (e.g., Kunda, 1987; Lehman & Taylor,
1987). When focusing on estimates of relative susceptibility to
threatening events, however, it does not make sense to include
susceptibility in the operationalization of threat.

We examined whether cultural differences would be found in
unrealistic optimism, particularly with respect to negative fu-
ture life events. If such cultural differences do exist, we would
expect similar cultural differences in the constructs underlying
the optimism bias, namely, psychological control and an avail-
ability for stereotypes. We anticipated that Japanese would re-
port that future life events are less under their control and are
less associated with stereotypes than would North Americans.

Unrealistic optimism has been argued to serve a self-protec-
tive function for North Americans (e.g., Taylor et al,, 1992).In
the face of threatening events, self-enhancing evaluations that
place the individual in a favorable position appear to relieve




—yows w

or,

ing
iil-
re-
are

ec-
In
hat
eve

CULTURE AND UNREALISTIC OPTIMISM 597

the independent self of some of the stress associated with these
events. Markus and Kitayama (1991a) argued that self-en-
hancement does not bring the same kind of psychological satis-
faction to the interdependent self. - Self-enhancing evaluations
may serve only to isolate the interdependent self from its collec-
tivist network and, in the face of threat, this isolation could
hardly be seen as a coping mechanism. Rather than aiding the
interdependent self in coping with threat, self-enhancement
might actually exacerbate the negative consequences of the
threatening event. Hence, although we anticipated a positive re-
lation between perceived threat and unrealistic optimism for
North Americans, we did not expect Japanese to self-enhance
more in the case of particularly threatening events.

Study 1

Study 1 examined fevels of unrealistic optimism exhibited by
a sample typical of an independent construal of self
(Canadians) and a sample typical of an interdependent con-
strual of self (Japanese). To provide a more fine-tuned analysis
of cultural differences in this bias we also examined constructs
found to be associated with unrealistic optimism for negative
future life events: perceived control and availability of stereo-
types (Weinstein, 1980) and perceptions of threat (Kirscht et
al., 1966; Taylor et al., 1992). We anticipated that (a) Canadi-
ans would show significantly more unrealistic optimism than
Japanese; (b) constructs that have been shown to sustain the

.optimism bias, namely control and availability of stereotypes,

would be more pronounced in Canadians than in Japanese; and
(¢) Canadians’ unrealistic optimism would increase with per-
ceived threat, whereas Japanese’s optimism judgments would

. be less strongly related to threat.

Method

' Respondents

A total of 510 respondents participated in Study 1. They came from

'four different sources: (a) a class of introductory psychology students

from Nagasaki University, a public university in southwestern: Japan (#
= 112%; (b) a class of introductory research methods students from
Ritsumeikan University, a private university in Kyoto, in western Japan
(n = 84); (c} a class of introductory social psychology students from
thie University of British Columbia (UBC; r = 174); and (d) students

. “enrolled in a UBC introductory psychology course who were contacted
~through the subject pool (2 = 140).

- Asour primary aim was to compare levels of unrealistic optimism for

.-+ people of eastern and western cultures, we segregated the samples by
" -¢uitural background. Respondents in the Japanese sample were all be-
_, tween the ages of 18 and 25. Apart from 2 students born in other East

- Asian countries, the rest of the sample was Japanese-born. A total of
.. 196 students (130 women and 66 men ) composed the Japanese sample,

ot VThe Canadian sample was reduced so that the homogeneous Japanese

sample could be contrasted with a homogeneous western sample. To

~ obtain mernbership in the westernized Canadian sample, respondents

had to meet each of the following criteria: (a} the respondent had to be
born in ejther Canada or the United States; (b } both of the respondent’s

. barents had to be born in Canada, the United States, or in a European

ountry; {¢) the respondent had to declare his or her ethnic descent to

be that of a European culture; and (d) to keep the age range of the

Canadian sample comparable to that of the Japanese sample, the re-

spondent had to be between the ages of 18 and 25. Demonstrating the
cultural diversity of the UBC student body, only 90 (56 women and 34
men) of the 314 respondents satisfied all four criteria and formed the
“Canadians of European descent” sample, or “Canadians,” for short.

Materials

All respondents completed a questionnaire packet that included 15
potential future life events. The list of future events included a subset of
the events that Weinstein (1980, 1982, 1987) used in his studies, some
modified versions of his events (e.g., switching starting salary “greater
than $15,000” to “greater than $30,000), plus a few additions that

. were of particular interest for the present study (see Appendix A). Al

of the events adapted from Weinstein’s studies had produced significant
unrealistic optimism effects in his past research. In addition to the 10
negative events that composed our measure of perceived invulnerability
to future hife events, we included 5 positive future life events for investi-
gation. Unrealistic optimism was measured for both negative and posi-
tive events in two ways.

Within-groups measure.  First, we used a within-groups design iden-
tical to that of Weinstein (1982). Respondents were asked, “‘compared
to other (UBC/Ritsumeikan/Nagasaki) students—same sex as you—
what do you think are the chances that the following events will happen
to you?” Beneath the description of each event, respondents were pre-
sented with a 7-point rating scale with the following choices: much be-
low average, below average, slightly below average, average for other
(UBC/Ritsumeikan /Nagasaki) students of your sex, slightly above av-
erage, above average, and much above average. For purposes of analysis,
these seven responses were assigned the values —3 (much below average)
through 3 (smnch above average). An optimism or pessimism bias was
noted whenever the estimates for a pamcular event de\qatcd signifi-
cantly from zero.,

Between-groups measure. So that we could measure the between-
groups optimism bias, respondents received one of two different ver-
sions of the questionnaire. In the first version, beneath each future life
event for which respondentis made a relative-likelihood estimate, re-
spondents were also asked to estimate the absolute percentage chance
that this event would happen to them. In the second version of the ques-
tionnaire, beneath each future life event, respondents were asked to es-
timate the absolute percentage chance that this event would happen to
the average same-sex student from their university. We calculated an
optimism or pessimism bias in this between-groups design whenever the
self-estimates were significantly different from the corresponding other-
estimates.

Respondents were also questioned about (a) the controllability of the
event, {b) the availability of stereotypes for the event, and (c) the sever-
ity of negative future life events and desirability of positive future life
events. We used the same methods used by Weinstein (1980) to assess
control and availability of stereotypes. Respondents were asked to rate
on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all controliable)1o 5 (very controliable)
how controllable they felt each event was, and they were asked to rate
on a scale from 1 (no image at all) to 3 (very clear image) the extent to
which they could imagine a typical person likely to experience each
event. We measured severity and desirability by asking respondents to
rank the 5 positive events in order of their perceived desirability and to
rank the 10 negative events in order of their perceived severity. Finally,
respondents were asked a series of demographic questions to determine
their cultural background.

Transtation of materials. Questionnaires were produced in both
English and Japanese, and respondents completed them in their native
language. The original English version was translated into Japanese and
then back-translated into English by a second translator to ensure com-
parability and equivalence in meaning (Brislin, 1970).
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Results and Discussion
Comparability of the Samples

A { test revealed that the average age of the Japanese was sig-
nificantly younger than that of the Canadians {Ms = 20.97 and
19.43 for Canadians and Japanese, respectively), {(284) =

-4.74, p < 001, A correlational analysis, however, indicated that
there was no significant relation between age and the within-
groups optimism bias for either Canadians or Japanese (rs =
.13 and —.09, respectively, n.s for both), and thus the age differ-
ence did not confound a comparison of unrealistic optimism

- between cultures.

The Canadian sample consisted of 62.2% women (n = 56)

compared with 66.3% (n = 130} for the Japanese sample. These
proportions were not significantly different, x2(1, N = 286) <
1, ns. We conducted all analyses with both sex and culture as
factors. Only one sex difference emerged, and because it did not
affect our interpretations of the cultural differences, it is not
discussed in the text.! -

Unrealistic Optimism

For the within-groups analyses, respondents indicated
whether they felt that their likelihood of experiencing the indi-

vidual future life events was greater than, less than, or about the-

same as that of their peers. An event that had a mean value that
was significantly less than zero demonstrated an optimism bias;
that is, respondents felt that they were less likely than their peers
to experience the negative event or more likely than their peers
in the case of positive events (respondents’ estimates for positive
events were reversed {0 make them comparable to their esti-
mates for negative events). An event that had a mean value sig-
nificantly greater than zero demonstrated a pessimism bias; that
is, respondents felt that they were more likely than their peers to
experience the negative event (or less likely to experience the
positive event). :

With respect to the between-groups design, an optimism bias
was demonstrated when respondents receiving the self-estimate
version estimated that their likelihood of experiencing a nega-
tive event was significantly lower (or higher in the case of posi-
tive events) than the estimates of the respondents receiving the
other-estimate version.

We aggregated the 15 future life events by their valence ( 10
negative and 5 positive iterns) and checked the reliability of the
within-groups optimism bias for each aggregate (ws = .75 and
.33 for negative and positive events, respectively }. Given the het-
erogeneous nature of the events in Appendix A and the smail
number of positive events, these values justified aggregation for
subsequent analyses. A Bonferroni reduction was applied to sets
of analyses in each table to protect against inflated error rates.

Canadians showed a strong bias for all four of the unrealistic
optimism measures. They exhibited the bias across the within-
groups and between-groups analyses and across the positive and
negative events (see Table 1). Hence, as expected, the unrealis-
tic optimism effect documented by Weinstein (1980, 1982,
1984, 1987) in his series of studies with U.S. respondents was
replicated with Canadians. That the bias was present in the be-
tween-groups analyses reveals that it did not require direct com-

parisons of self versus other. Canadian respondents did not sim-
ply operate with an unrealistically optimistic social comparison
heuristic that dictates that one’s future is relatively better than
that of a given comparison other. Their absolute-likelihood esti-
mates were similarly formatted to fit an unrealistically optimis-
tic terplate.

Japanese, however, showed a significant bias for only one of
the four unrealistic optimism measures. For the within-groups
analyses, they demonstrated an optimism bias for the negative
aggregate, but they showed no bias for the positive aggregate. In
the between-groups analyses, they showed no bias for either the
positive or the negative events.

The main hypothesis of Study 1—that Japanese would show
less unrealistic optimism than Canadians—was strongly sup-

‘ported. Canadians showed a significantly greater optimism bias

compared with Japanese in all instances, regardiess of item va-
lence or survey methodology used.

An examination of respondents’ actual percentage estimates
for themselves and others revealed an interesting pattern. Cana-
dians, relative to Japanese, reported that positive events were
more likely to happen both to themselves and to others. Hence,
the positive events chosen for this study were seen as subjectively
more likely to occur by Canadians than they were by Japanese,
In contrast, Canadians reported that the negative events were
nonsignificantly less likely to happen to themselves and signifi-
cantly more likely to happen to others, compared with Japa-
nese. Thus, for negative events, Canadians’ self-estimates were
slightly kinder, and their other-estimates were significantly less
kind, than those of the Japanese.

Control and Availability of Stereotypes

Respondents indicated on a S-point scale the extent to which
they felt that each event was under their control, For both posi-
tive and negative events, Canadians reported feeling signifi-
cantly more control than Japanese. Means for positive events
were 3.78 and 3.07 for Canadians and Japanese, respectively,
F(1, 277) = 93.00, p < .001; means for negative events were
3.71 and 3.19 for Canadians and Japanese, respectively, F(1,
277)=52.04, p < .001. This attenuated internal sense of agency
on the part of Japanese corroborates findings from other cross-
cultural studies on psychological control (Bond & Tornatzky,
1973; Mahler, 1974).

The availability of stereotypes was measured by asking re-
spondents to indicate on a 3-point scale the extent to which they
could imagine a typical person likely to experience the event.
Canadians showed a significantly greater tendency to imagine
stereotypical people for both positive and negative events.
Means for positive events were 2.35 and 1.84 for Canadians and
Japanese, respectively, F(1, 275) = 91.18, p < .001; means for
negative events were 2.05 and 1.69 for Canadians and Japanese,
respectively, F(1, 273) = 55.35, p < .001. This finding is con-
sistent with other differences between those with independent

! In Study 1, there was a main effect for sex with respect to availability
of stereotypes for negative events. Men were more likely to imagine vul-
nerable others than were women (Ms = 1.75 and 1.91 for women and
men, respectively), F( 1, 276) = 11.67, p < .01.
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Table 1
Optimism Bias for Study 1
Events Canada Japan Between-culture analyses
) Within-groups measure
Positive® . —{().77%* ~0.01 F(1,279)=93.59, p < 001
Negative —1.32%* —{(),84%* (1, 280) = 26.61, p < .001
Between-groups measure
Positive _
Self-estimates 67.60 47.07 F(1,139) = 110.54, p < .001
Other-estimates 52.81 43.46 F(1,133)= 1721, p < 001
Difference between groups 14.79%* 3.61 F(1,272)=14.06, p < .001
Negative o
Self-estimates o 18.06 20.68 1,139)=180,p>.15
Other-estimates 25.29 20.39 (1, 136) = 6.85, p< .01
Difference between groups —7.23* 0.29 F1,275)=1.73,p <.01

and interdependent construals of self. Markus and Kitayama
(1991b) argued that the interdependent self is more other-di-
rected and consequently has a relatively more refined concep-
tion of others than does the independent self. Kitayama, Mar-
kus, Tummala, Kurckawa, and Kato (1991, Study 1) provided
support for this by showing that Hindu Indians have more elab-
orate knowledge of others than do Americans, Perhaps Japa-
nese similarly possess a surplus of information about others
compared with Canadians and, thus, are less likely to impose
stereotypes over this elaborate image (see Study 2 of Nisbett,
Krantz, Jepson, & Kunda, 1983; Quattrone & Jones, 1980).
Further research is necessary to explore this finding in more
detail. B

Correlations of Severity With Unrealistic Optimism,

- Control, and Stereotypes

We used a within-respondent design 1o correlate the rankings
of severity with unrealistic optimism, perceived controllability,
and stereotype availability for the negative itemns.2 The average
within-respondent correlations for each culture were compared
(see Table 2). Japanese showed no significant correlations be-
tween the ranking of severity and any of the other measures. In
conirast, the correlations for Canadians, although modest, were
significant for unrealistic optimism, perceived control, and ste-
Teotype availability. These indicate that as perceived threat in-
cr(_iased, Canadians, but not Japanese, showed a greater opti-
mism bias, felt more control over the events, and were more
likely to visualize a vulnerable other, The differences between
the correlations for the two cultures were also significant for all
three measures, :

The obtained cultural difference in the correlations between
unrealistic optirism and perceived severity sheds some light on
the function of unrealistic optimism for the two cultures. Taylor
and Brown (1988) argued that the optimism bias is adaptive

* The values for the within-groups measure for the positive events were reversed to make them comparable
with those of the negative events. * Items were responded to in a pessimistic manner.

* Within-culture optimism bias significant at Bonferroni-reduced alpha, p <.01. ** Within-culture opti-
mism bias significant at Bonferroni-reduced alpha, p < .001.

and that it aids the ability to cope effectively with stress (see also
Taylar, 1989). Unrealistic optimism has been linked to effective
coping, in part because the bias is related to the degree of threat
of the event. Taylor et al. (1992 ) stated that *“while illusions of
invulnerability may be generally adaptive and protect peopie
from the minor negative experiences of daily life, illusions may
become especially important and exaggerated in people facing
severe threats as a method of dealing with the threat” (pp. 469
470). The optimism bias has thus been argued to be a defense
mechanism—being able to imagine that one’s future is better

“than that of the average other means that one will not be struck

by the same calamities as the average other. Although the mag-
nitude of the correlation for Canadians between the ranked se-
verity of a negative event and its corresponding optimistm bias
was modest, it does provide supportive evidence for the argu-
ments of Taylor and her colleagues that the optimism bias is
a means of coping with threat. That the Japanese correlation
between severity and the optimism bias was virtually nil sug-
gests that the bias is not activated by threat for Japanese and is
less likely to serve as a defense mechanism for them..

The correlations of severity with perceived control and ste-
reotype availability provide additional support for the notion
that unrealistic optimism is more likely to be a means of coping
with threat for Canadians than it is for Japanese. As perceived
severity increased, Canadians were more likely than Japanese
to state that the event was under their control. Perhaps by pos-
sessing illusions of control over threatening events, westerners
are able to dispel the anxiety that they are potentially vulnera-
ble to these events. Also, as perceived severity increased, Cana-
dians were more likely than Japanese to imagine stereotypical
people associated with future negative life events. Threat is ap-

2 As our primary interest was in the self-protective role of unrealistic
optimism in reaction to threatening events, the correlations with desir-
ability (for the positive events) are not discussed here.
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Table 2

Analysis of Variance for Average Within-Respondent
Correlations With Severity, Optimism Bias,
Control, and Stereotypes

Correlations

of ranked :
severity with: Canada Japan Between-culture analyses
Optimism bias =0.16* —0.02 F(1,269=8.22,p<.01
Controt -029%  —0.07 F1,274)=24.68,p<.01
Stereotypes ~0.19* —0.05  F(1,259)=10.99,p<.01

Note. Average within-respondent correlations are reported in their
original form; however, the between-ciilture analyses were conducted on
correlations that have been converted into Fisher’s z scores.

* % (), at Bonferroni-reduced alpha, p < .001.

parently a sufficient motivator for priming Canadians to con-
jure up images of vuinerable others. Japanese do not appear to
seek vulnerable others in the face of threat.

" Taken together, the significantly greater size of the Canadian
correlations relative to those for the Japanese suggests that Jap-
anese do not respond to threat in the same manner as Canadi-
ans. Japanese are not as likely to view threatening events as con-
troilable incidents that only happen to stereotypical victims.
Apparently, relative to Canadians, threat is less likely to induce
Japanese 1o engage in a defensive, self-protective way of
thinking.

Limitation of Study I

One potential confounding issue in Study 1 deserves com-
ment at this point. The obtained cultural differences in unreal-
istic optimism might have stemmed from a difference in the
perceived importance of the fiture life events. It could be ar-
gued that these events, by and large, were directed at individuals
and, hence, are more meaningful to those with independent
construals of self, The negative events used in Study ! might not
have been as threatening to the interdependent self, Perhaps this
is why Yapanese did not demonstrate as much self-enhancement
as Canadians. This alternative account suggests that the Japa-
nese would engage in more self-enhancement if their sense of
belongingness to the group was threatened. To address this al-
ternative explanation, unrealistic optimism should be studied
with events that are more important to the interdependent self.
If Japanese are no more likely to exhibit the optimisim bias for
interdependent events, the plausibility of this alternative ac-
count would be reduced. ‘

Study 2

Study 2 sought to confirm the findings of Study 1 and extend
them by addressing this confounding issue. Because of our pri-
mary interest in the self-protective role of unrealistic optimism,
Study 2 examined only negative future life events. We examined
whe_ther Japanese would self-enhance more in cases in which
their interde'pe_ndence is threatened. We did this by including
two subsets of future life events that we believed would be par-

ticularly threatening to people with independent and interde-
pendent construals of self, respectively, We anticipated that in-
dependent events would be more threatening than interdepen-
dent events for Canadians and that intérdependent events would
be more threatening than independent events for Japanese. If
true, and if Japanese self-enhance significantly more for the in-
terdependent events, then this would suggest that they possess a
self-enhancement generator similar to that of North Americans
but activated by different kinds of events. Alternatively, if Japa-
nese show no difference in unrealistic optimism between event -
types, or if they self-enhance less for interdependent events, this
would suggest that the cultural differences in unrealistic opti-

- mism found in Study 1 were not simply due to a biased selection

of future events but, in fact, indicate self-effacing tendencies (or
a lack of self-enhancement) for Japanese. This latter possibility -
represents our own anticipations.

Study 2 also included two methodological refinements; First,
we measured severity by means of an absolute measure, as op-
posed to the ranking scale used in Study 1. This absolute mea-
sure enabled a comparison of the perceived threat of events
across cultures, Second, we measured the optimism bias calcu-
lated by the difference between self- and other-estimates within,
as opposed to between, respondents. That is, rather than divid-
ing our sample into two groups, all respondents provided both
self and other likelihood estimates for each event, This allowed
both measures of unrealistic optimism to be included in the
within-respondent analyses.

Method
Respondents

Study 2 included-a Japanese sample of 105 introductory psychology
students (96 women and 9 men)} from Nagasaki University. All mem-
bers of this sample were Japanese born and of Japanese parentage.. The
Canadian sample was obtained from students in introductory psychol-
ogy classes through the participant pool (n = 69),* or in introductory
social psychology classes at UBC (n = 210), The Canadian sample was
again segregated by cultural background according to the same criteria
as in Study 1. Of the original 279 students from the Canadian sample,
110 {73 women and 37 men) met all the criteria to be included in our
sample of Canadians of European ancestry, or Canadians, for short.

Materials

All respondents completed a questionnaire packet that contained de-
mographic items and questions about 10 negative independent future
life events and 10 negative interdependent future life events (see Appen-
dix B). We selected events to be either independent or interdependent
based on the reasoning that independent events should pose a direct
threat to the individual, whereas the interdependent events should pose
a threat to the individual’s refations with close others, generally in one’s
workplace or family.

3 In an effort to reduce the total number of respondents participating
in Study 2, respondents contacted through the participant pool were
preselected on the basis of their names. Only respondents with western-
sounding names were contacted, and therefore a greater proportion of
the Canadian respondents in Study 2 met our criteria for the Canadians
of European Ancestry sample.
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For each of the future life events, respondents were questioned about
the following:

1. Respondents were asked whether the event had ever happened to

them. If the respondent answered yes, they were told to skip the rest of
the items associated with that particular life event. This was done to

prectude the chance that respondents were not responding to the event ’

as a potential future life event.* :

2. All other respondents next made estimates of their relative likeli-
hood of experiencing the event compared with other sameé-sex students
from their university in a manner identical to that in Study 1,

3. Respondents were then asked to estimate their absolute percentage
chance of experiencing the evenit at some point in their lives.

4, Following this, respondents were asked to rate how serious it would
be if the event actually happened to them on a scale ranging from 1 (not
at afl @ concern to me) to 100 (about the most terrible thing that I could
imagine).

5..Respondents then indicated their perceived control of the event in
a manner identical to Study 1. .

6. Finally, respondents indicated their availability for stereotypes for

the event in a manner identical to Study I, .
 Afer completing all of the future life events items, respondents were
asked on a separate page for their population estimates for all 20 events.
That is, they were asked for their estimates of the percentage of same-
sex students from their respective universities who would experience
each of the evenis at some point in their Lives.

We again used two measures for assessing the optimism bias. The
first, the relative-likelihood measure, was identical to the within-groups
measure used in Study 1. The second, the absolute-likelihood measure,
was similar to the between-groups measure in Study 1 as unrealistic
optimism was calculated by subtracting the respondents’ other-esti-
mates from their self-cstimates. However, unlike Study 1, this design
was within-subjects, as all respondents provided both self- and other-
estimates.

Results and Discussion
‘Comparability of the Samples

- The average age of the Japanese sample was again signifi-
- cantly younger than that of the Canadian sample (Ms = 20,16
-and 18.63 for Canadians and Japanese, respectively), ((211)
=197, p < .001. Correlating age with the relative-likelihood
optimism bias revealed that there was no relation for either Ca-
nadians or Japanese (rs = —.01, and .03, respectively, ns for
-both), and thus the age difference did not confound a compari-
“son-of the relative-likelihood optimism bias between cultures.
With respect to correlations between age and the absolute-like-
- lihood optimism bias, although Canadians did not demonstrate
a significant refation (r = .08, ns), the correlation within the
Japanese sample was significant (r = .24, p < .05). However,
-this correlation indicated that the younger the Japanese are the
- ore unrealistically optimistic they are in their absolute-likeli-
“hood estimates. Because the Japanese sample was significantly
- Younger than the Canadian sample, this indicated that, if any-
- thing, we overestimated the absolute-likelihood optimism bias
.. for Japanese relative to Canadians, and thus differences between
) Calnadians and Japanese on this measure are likely to be
- tonservative,
= The Canadian sample had a significantly larger proportion of
en than did the Japanese sample (Ms = 33.6% and 8.6% for
‘Canadians and Japanese, respectively, x2(1, N = 215) = 20.2,

p < .001. We conducted all analyses with both sex and culture
as factors. A number of sex differences emerged; however, as
none of them altered the significanice of the obtained cultural
differences, they are not discussed in the text.’

Independent Versus Interdependent Events

Reliability checks for the relative-likelihood optimism bias
indicated that events were responded to sirnilarly within the in-
dependent and interdependent event aggregates (as = .72 and
-83 for independent and interdependent events, respectively).
We then compared respondents’ responses to the 20 events to
determine whether our selection of independent and interde-
pendent events was successful. We expected that independent
events would be more threatening than interdependent events
for Canadians and that interdependent events would be more
threatening than independent events for Japanese, Again, we
applied a Bonferroni reduction to each set of analyses to pro-
vide protection against Type I errors, Table 3 shows that our
selection of items was indeed successful. A significant interac-
tion emerged between event type and culture, F(1, 218) =
42.18, p < 001, Simple effects analyses reveal that Canadians
found independent events to be more severe than interdepen-
dent ones, F(1, 119) = 41.05, p < .001, whereas Japanese
viewed interdependent events as more severe than independent

4 A number of respondents skipped certain events, and thus we do
not have data for all the events for every respondent. A priori we deter-
mined that respondents had to answer a minimum of 90% of the events
for any given measure for their results to be included in the analyses for
that particular measure.

% In Study 2, there was a main effect for sex with respect to perceived
severity for the independent events: Women found these events to be
more threatening than men {Ms = 76.31 and 71.38), F(1,216) = 7.67,
P < .01, Three other sex differences emerged for the Japanese sample
within Sex X Culture interactions. However, because there were only 9
men in the Japanese sample, these sex differences should be treated with
caution. A Sex X Culture interaction emerged for the relative-likelihood
estimates for independent events, F(1, 219) = 7.88, p < .0l. Simple
effects analyses reveal that Japanese women were more unrealistically
optimistic than Japanese men (Ms = —0.65 and —0.10 for women and
men, respectively), F(1, 101) = 6.81, p < .05, whereas there was no
significant difference for Canadians (Ms = —0.94 and —1.12 for women
and men, respectively), F(1, 128) = 1.91, p > .15. This suggests that
the underrepresentation of men in the Japanese sample resulted in a
conservative estimate of the difference between Canadians and Japanese
with respect to the relative-likelihood optimism bias. There was also a
Sex X Culture interaction for perceptions of control for independent
events, F(1, 219} = 5.03; p < .05. Simple effects analyses revealed that
Japanese men perceived more control than did Japanese women { Ms =
3.52 and 3.16 for men and women, respectively), F(1, 101) = 5.05,p <
.05, whereas there was no difference for Canadians { Ms = 3.66 and 3.72
for men and women, respectively, F < 1). Last, there was a Sex X Cul-
ture interaction for availability of stereotypes for the independent
events, F(1, 220) = 5.38, p < .05. Simple effects analyses reveal that
Japanese women were more likely to visualize stereotypes associated
with independent events than were Japanese men (Ms = 1.67 and 1.33
for women and men, respectively), F(1, 101) = 8.83, p< .01, whereas
there was no difference for Canadians (Ms = 2.07 and 2.06 for women
and men, respectively, F < 1}.
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Table 3

Comparisons of Independent and Interdependent Events
Measure Canada Japan Between-culture analyses

Severity .

Independent evenis T75.40%* 75.14* 1,218y <1

Interdependent events 69.04%* 77.87* K(1,218)=25.07, p < .00t
‘Control

Independent events 370 3.2 (1,221 = 18.70, p < .001

Interdependent events 3.73 3,50 F{1,221)=8.28, p < .01
Stereotypes

Independent events 2.06%* 1.64 F(1,222) = 69.29, p < 001

Interdependent events 1.85%* 1.62 F(1,222)=19.15,p < .001 ~

* Within-culture differences significant at Bonferroni—reduced'a!pha, p < .05 ** Within-culture differ-

ences significant at Bonferroni-reduced alpha, p < .01,

ones, F(1,99) = 8.00, p < .01. Comparing across cultures we
found that although there was no difference in the perceived
severity for independent events, Japanese found the interdepen-
dent events to be more severe than did Canadians.

We were also interested to see how these independent and
interdependent events would be rated in terms of control and
stereotypes. With regard to control, there was a significant in-
teraction between event type and culture, F(1, 221) = 18.70, D
< .001 (see Table 3). Although there was no difference in the
perceived controllability of the two event types for Canadians,
F(1, 121) < 1, Japanese found interdependent events to be
more controllable than independent events, F(1, 100) = 42.72,
p <.001. Comparing across cultures, we found that Canadians -
reported that both interdependent and, especially, independent
events were more controllable than did Japanese. This cuitural
difference in perceived. controllability parallels the findings

" from Study .

A significant interaction emerged for availability of stereo-
types as well, F(1,222) = 18.61, p < .001. Siraple effects anal-
yses revealed that Canadians were more likely to imagine ste-
reotypical people associated with independent events than they
were with interdependent events, F(1, 122) = 42,70, p < 001,
whereas Japanese showed no significant difference, F(1, 100) <
1. Between-culture comparisons demonstrated that Canadiang
were more likely to imagine stereotypical people likely to expe-
rience both interdependent and, especially, independent events
than were Japanese. This tendency for Canadians to report that
they had clearer images of vulnerable others than did Japanese
replicates the findings from Study 1. '

Taken togethes, this pattern of severity, controllability, and
availability of stereotypes ratings suggests that the events were
perceived differently by the two cultures. Canadians viewed in-
dependent events as more severe and more associated with ste-
reotypes than interdependent. events. In contrast, Japanese
found interdependent events to be more severe and more con-
trollable than independent events. -

Unrealistic Optimism

] We aggregated the items by' event type (independent vs,
interdependent) and conducted ¢ tests to determine the

presence of unrealistic optimism (see Table 4). Although
Canadians and Japanese showed unrealistic optimism for the
relative-likelihood estimates for both independent and inter-
dependent events, Canadians were more unrealistically opti-
mistic than Japanese for both independent and, especially, in-
terdependent events. For the absolute-likelihood estimates,
whereas Canadians demonstrated significant unrealistic opti-
mism for both independent and interdependent events, Japa-
nese actually showed significant unrealistic pessimism for
both types of events, : :

The two measures of unrealistic optimism were significantly
correlated within each culture (rs = .42 and .50 for Canadians
and Japanese, respectively, ps < .001). Those who were most
unrealistically optimistic in the relative-likelihood measure
tended to be most unrealistically optimistic in the absolute-like-
lihood measure as well. These correlations suggest that the two
measures assessed the same general phenomenon, even though
the relative-likelihood measure resulted in a larger optimism
bias than the absolute-likelihcod measure for both Canadians
and Japanese. : ’

Respondents’ actual percentage estimates for themselves and
others reveal that for both independent and interdependent
events Canadians, relative to Japanese, reported that the events
were significantly less likely to happen to themselves and more
likely to happen to others. Relative to Japanese, then, Canadi-
ans’ estimates were both self-enhancing and other-derogating.

Optimism Bias for Independent Versus Interdependent
FEvents '

The pattern of optimism bias differed between the two types
of events. For the relative-likelihood estimates, a significant in-
teraction emerged between event type and culture, F(1, 197) =
33.06, p < .001. Simple effects analyses showed that, interest-
ingly, Canadians demonstrated significantly more unrealistic
optimism for interdependent events than for independent
events, F(1, 97) = 21.72, p < .001 (see Table 4). In contrast,
Japanese showed significantly less unrealistic optimism for in-
terdependent compared with independent events, F(1, 100) =
11.17, p < .01, A significant interaction also emerged for the
absolute-likelihood estimates, F( 1, 194) = 4.74, p < .05. Here,
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Table 4
Optimism Bias for Study 2
Measure Canada Japan Between-culture analyses
Relative-likelihood measures
Independent events —1.05% —0.60* F(1,208)=22.04, p < 001
Interdependent events —1.36* —0.45* K1, 197) = 106.66, p < .001
Absolute-likelihood measures
Independent events
Self-estimates 22.66 3192 £(1,206) = 37.63, p < .001
Other-estimates 30.05 19.26 F(1, 206) = 43.39, p < .001
Difference . —7.39* 12.66% F(1,206)=122.10, p < .001
Interdependent events
Self-estimates 16.16 31,97 (1, 195) = 97.75, p < 001
Other-estimates 20.58 13,16 K(1,195) = 25.33, p < .001
Difference —4.42% 18.81* F(1,195)= 177,01, p < .00]

® Items were responded to in a pessimistic manner.

* Within-culture optimism/pessimism bias significant at Bonferroni-reduced alpha, p < 001,

Canadians showed more unrealistic optimism for independent
events, F(1, 95) = 16.28, p < 001, and Japanese showed more
unrealistic pessimism for interdependent events, F(1, 99) =
75.25, p < .001. The Canadian unrealistic optimism pattern
was thus inconsistent for the two types of events. In the relative-
likelihood measure they were more unrealistically optimistic
" for interdependent events, and in the absolute-likelihood mea-
sure this pattern was reversed. The Japanese, in contrast,
showed less unreafistic optimism for interdependent events
across both measures. .

~ Correlations With Severity

Asthe correlations of severity with the relative-likelihood op-
timism bias, control, and stereotypes demonstrate, in general
the findings from Study 1 were replicated (see Table 3; note
however that the correlations between severity and the absclute-
likelihood optimism bias did not reach significance for either
culture). In the face of greater perceived threat, Canadians were
more likely than Japanese to demonstrate more unrealistic op-
timism for relative-likelihood estimates, as well as to. feel more
control, and to visualize more stereotypes. However, in contrast

Table 5

to Study 1 in which Japanese demonstrated no correlation be-

tween severity and the relative-likelihood optimism bias, in
Study 2 Japanese also demonstrated a significant, albeit mod-
est, correlation between these measures. Perhaps the different
events used in this study, or the use of an absolute measure of
severity (as opposed to the ranking measure used in Study 1),
account for this difference. :

General Discussion
Cultural Differences in Unrealistic Optimism

Study 2 successfully replicated the basic findings of Study 1
with respect to cultural differences in unrealistic optimism,
control, availability of stereotypes, and, to a lesser extent, the
correlations of these constructs with perceived severity. The cul-
tural differences in unrealistic optimism for the relative-likeli-

. hood estimates in Study 2 were similar in magnitude 1o the

findings in the within-groups design in Study 1. For the abso-
hute-likelihood estimates, although the Japanese demonstrated
no bias for the negative events in Study 1, they demonstrated a
highly significant pessimism bias in Study 2. In sum, in contrast

Analysis of Variance for Average Within-Respondent Correlations With Severity, Both Relative-
and Absolute-Likelihood Optimism Biases, Control, and Stereotypes

Correlations with

perceived severity Canada Japan Between-culture analyses
Relative optimism bias —0.22%* —0.12%* F(1,197y=5.36,p= .02
Absolute optimism bias -0.04 0.04 F(1,200) = 3.83,p= .05
Control 0,27 —0.13*=* F(1,201) = 13.07, p < .01
Stereotypes ~0,[6** —-0.07* 1,195y =627, p= .01

Note.  Average within-respondent correlations are reported in their original form; however, the between-
culture analyses are conducted on correfations that have been converted into Fisher's Z scores.
* r # 0, at Bonferroni-reduced alpha, p <.05. **r+# 0, at Bonferroni-reduced alpha, p < .001.
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¢

to the consistent optimism bias for all measures and all types of
events exhibited by Canadians across the two studies, Japanese
showed unrealistic optimism in only one specific domain: rela-
- tive-likelihood estimates for negative events.

In interpreting the meaning of this specific pocket of
optimism for Japanese, it is first instructive to revisit the
correlations in Study 2 between the optimism bias for the
relative- and absolute-likelihood measures. These reason-
ably strong correlations suggest that the different pattern of
responses for Japanese (i.e., unrealistic optimism for rela-
tive-likelihood measures and unrealistic pessimism for ab-
solute-likelihood measures), rather than being due to the
measurement of two distinct phenomena, might be the re-
sult of a methodological artifact. Although speculative, the
manner in which the relative-likelthood guestiions were
processed may lead people from both culiures to appear to
self-enhance more.S That is, because most people assumed
that the negative events used in these studies were unlikely
to happen to them (see Tables I and 4), when answering the
relative-likelihood items they were anchored at this point.
In addition to self-serving motivations, it may be cognitively

. difficult to entertain the notion that although an event is
subjectively unlikely to happen to oneself, one may still be as
likely, or even more likely, to experience the event compared
with the average other. Unrealistically optimistic judgments
in response to the relative-likelihood question might be in-
flated as a result of the difficulty involved in shifting one’s
perspective from personal-likelihood to relative-likelihood
estimates { because the absolute-likelihood estimates do not
involve any such conflict between personal- and relative-
likelihood estimates, they. do not share this potential
confound). We reasoned that if this is true there should be
pronounced correlations between respondents’ self-esti-
mates and their relative-likelihood estimates. Events that re-
spondents think are extremely unlikely to happen to them
should be the very events that show the largest relative-like-

- lihood optimism bias. Indeed, the correlations for both cul-
tural groups across both studies ranged from .66 10 .91.

That the only indication of a Japanese optimism bias oc-

curred for these potentially inflated relative-likelihood esti-
mates (and that the Japanese were unrealistically pessimistic
for the absolute-likelihood estimates in Study 2) suggests that
the optimism bias may, for the most part, be absent from their
motivational repertoire. The self-effacing manner of viewing
their futures as about average, or sometimes even worse than
average, appears more characteristic of Japanese.

Consideration of Alternative Interpretations

Two alternative accounts for the pattern of résults across
Studies 1 and 2 must be addressed. First is the possibility of
divergent response styles between the two cultures. An argu-
ment could be made that the obtained cultural differences in
unrealistic optimism were due to a self-effacing response style
among Japanese. That is, perhaps privately Japanese were as
unrealistically optimistic as Canadians but cultural norms of
modesty prevented thém from presenting themselves as such.
There are three reasons to doubt this interpretation. First, we

are not aware of any evidence showing easterners to be less
honest than westerners on anonymous self-report guestion-
naires. For example, using Paulhus’s { 1991} Balanced Inven-
tory of Desirable Responding, Lai and Linden (1993} found no
differences in self-deception and impression management
scores between Asian and Caucasian respondents. Similarly, al-

. though we did not include the inventory in the present studies,

we did include it in a separate study of Japanese and western-
jzed Canadians (Heine & Lehman, in press). We too found no
differences on either of Paulhus's subscales as a function of
culture. _ )

Second, Takata’s (1992) recent experimental research has

_demonsirated a similar self-effacing tendency in the behaviors

of Japanese. Japanese searched for more information before
concluding that their performance on a task was better than av-
erage than they did before concluding that their performance
was worse than average. This indicates that self-effacement (or
modesty) by the Japanese is not limited to self-reports and as
such weakens the response-style interpretation.

Finally, if the cultural differences in unrealistic optimism re-
ported here are simply the result of a self-effacing response style
on the part of Japanese, then we would expect Japanese to show
less unrealistic optimism for the relative-likelihood measures,
in which they are directly asked to compare their futures with
another than in the case of the absolute measures (in which the
comparison is more unobtrusive in the within-subjects design
and nonexistent in the between-subjects design). In fact, the
opposite pattern emerged. Taken together, all of the aforemen-
tioned data converge on the suggestion that our findings repre-
sent real differences between Canadians and Japanese, and not
merely a response-style difference.

The second alternative account is that, owing 1o our efforts at
securing a homogeneous western sample, the strong optimism
exhibited by Canadians may reflect accuracy rather than bias.
That is, in both studies the small subset of (European
Canadian) UBC students who met the strict selection criteria
may have, in general, been advantaged relative to the excluded
UBC students. Yet our optimism questions targeted the overall
UBC student population and not this more restricted subset.
Additional evidence renders this interpretation less plausible.
The implication of this alternative account is that the UBC stu-
dents not included in our final Canadian samples would exhibit
significantly reduced levels of optimism than those included in
the final samples. Presumably, this would be because a group of
“relatively disadvantaged™ persons would be comparing their
futures to a larger group, including “relatively advantaged” per-
sons. When we examined the optimism scores for the excluded
UBC students in both Studies I and 2, we found that they did
not differ from the included UBC students.”

¢ Canadians also showed more unrealistic optimism for the relative-
likelihood estimates than for the absolute estimates. Although thisis not
evident in Tables 1 and 4 (because the optimism bias for Canadians was
consistently so pronounced), an examination of the magnitude of the ¢
statistics (and square-rooted F values for the between-groups measure }
reveals that they were always at least twice as large for the relative as
compared with the absclute measure.

? A comparison of the two groups of Canadians (those included and
those excluded from the final samples) revealed no differences for any
of the unrealistic optimism measures across the two studies. In Study 1,
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Finally, we also considered the possibility that the Japanese
- showed less unrealistic optimism than Canadians in Study !
- pecause the events used in Study 1 were directed at the indepen-
dent self. This possibility was not supported in Study 2 in which
the Japanese did not self-enhance more for interdependent
events, even though they found them more threatening, In fact,
for both measures in Study 2 the Japanese showed less unreal-
istic.optimism { or more unrealisti¢ pessimism) for interdepen-
dent events. .

Concluding Remarks

Taken together, these studies indicate that, similar to the cul-
taral differences found for overly positive construals of self,
there are pronounced cultural differences with respect to unre-
alistic optimism. People from cultures representative of an in-
terdependent construal of self do not self-enhance to the same
extent as people from cultures characteristic of an independent
self. In contrast to what Western social psychological literature
has shown for North Americans, self-enhancing biases are not
typical for Japanese.

This cultural difference suggests that the “normality” of self-
enhancing biases might be specific to Western cultures. Perhaps
the relation between positive iliusions and well-being forwarded
by Taylor and Brown (1988) can be interpreted differently
across cultures, It might be the case that, to a certain extent,
well-being is achieved when the individual satisfies the cultural
criteria of selfhood. For people with an independent construal
of self, realization of the cultural ideal requires that one believe
that one is competent as an individual. Without any objective
standards of competence, social comparison theory suggests
that people determine their worth by sizing themselves up to
others (Festinger, 1954). Hence, believing that one is better than
average (or in the present article’s case, believing that one’s fu-
ture is rosier than average) is tantamount to believing that one
has self-worth in an independent culture. Self-enhancing biases
may serve to buttress sagping egos by raising the individual’s
self-assessments to a level that approaches the standards valued
by an independent culture. In this way, self-enhancing biases
can be seen as the necessary tools to construct the sense of self
favored by Western culture.

In contrast, the cultural criteria of seifhood for the interde-
pendent self appear to require the individual to be immersed in
‘his or her group. As Takata { 1992 ) stated, the Japanese individ-
ual is motivated to perceive him- or herself “not as a ‘figure’ but
as a ‘ground’ ” {p. 5). In cultures characteristic of an interde-
pendent construat of self, well-being is not associated with feei-
ings of individual competence, but with feelings of belong-

for the within-groups design, Fs(1, 308) < 1 and 2.70, ps > .10, for
Positive and negative events, respectively, and for the between-groups
design, F([, 294} = 1.79, p > .15, and F(I, 294) = 1.48, p> .20, for
positive and negative events, respectively. In Study 2, for the relative-
likelihood measure, F(1, 227) = 2.54, p > .10, and F(1, 227y < 1 for
independent and interdependent events, respectively; for the absolute-
likelihood measure, F( I, 227) < 1 for both independent and interde-
pendent events,

ingness (Kitayama et al., 1994), Self-enhancing assessments of
individuals’ competence or futures, then, woyld not receive the
same kind of cuttural validation that they appear to in indepen-
dent cultures, Perhaps individvals in interdependent cultures
come closer to realizing their cultural ideals by self-cffacing,
thereby removing their distinguishing and potentiaily alienating
features and allowing them to maximize their sense of belong-

ingness. We might find that positive illusions in interdependent

cultures are illusions of averageness rather than illusions of
grandeur, and that these illusions are associated with increased
psychological well-being.
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Appendix A

Future Life Events in Study 1

Negativé Events

. Sometime in the future you will become an alcoholic:

. Sometime in the future you will attempt suicide.

. Sometime in the future you will develop skin cancer.

. You will get divorced a few years after marriage,

Sometime in the future you will have a nervous breakdown.

. Sometime in the future you witl get AIDS.

. Before graduating you will drop out of university.

. Sometime in the future you will do something to make your family
ashamed of you.

R Y O N

9. You will have a heart attack before the age of 50.
10. You will become senile with old age.

Positive Events

. You will enjoy your career,

. You will live past the age of 80.

. Sometime in the futare you will own your own home. _

. Sometime in the future you will leave your job for a better offer.

. Your starting salary of your first postgraduation job will be greater
than $30,000/2,500,000 yen a year.

L
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~ Appendix B

Future Life Events in Study 2

Independeﬁt Events

. Sometime in the future you will become an alcohotlic,

. Sometime in the future you will attempt suicide,

. You will come to hate your chosen career.

. Sometime in the future you will get Tung cancer.

. After growing old, you will find out that you never realized your

most important dreams.

. Sometime in the future you will get AIDS.

. In the future you will not be able to own your own home.

. You will have a heart attack before the age of 50.

. After graduating, it will take you at least 6 months of job-hunting

until you are able to find a job.

. Sometime in the future you will have a nervous breakdown.

Interdependent Events

. Sometime in the future you will do something that will make your

family ashamed of you.

2

10.

In the future you will not be able to help to provide a decén; stan-
dard of living for your family.

. In your future career, most of your fellow workers will not like you.
- In the future, in some way, you will become a heavy burden on your

family or friends..

. In your future career, you will not be promoted as quickly, nor to

as high a level, as your fellow workers,

- Sometime in the future a member of your Jamily will be convicted

of an embarrassing crime.

- Inyour future career, your fellow workers will think of you as some-

one who is not responsible.

. In the future, your family will be disappointed in you because of

the career you chose.

. You will be forced to resign from your career because of your in-

volvement in some kind of improper conduct.
Sometime in the future a member of your family or a friend will be

seriously harmed because of your negligence,
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