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A recent survey found that among all the papers ever published in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92% of them had a first author who was affiliated with a North American institution, and only 1% had first authors affiliated with a non-Western institution (Quiñones-Vidal, Lopez-García, Peñarañda-Ortega, & Tortosa-Gil, 2004).  This fact severely limits what we can conclude about social psychological research and human nature.  Whether the psychological processes that have been investigated are specific to North Americans or are true of humans more generally is thus a question to which the social psychological database remains largely mute.  To go about answering this question, it is necessary for researchers to seriously consider the ways in which they can differentiate those aspects of our psychology that are tethered to particular cultural practices from those that are common to people from all cultures (Norenzayan & Heine, in press).


In recent years there have been an increasing number of studies conducted outside of Western cultural contexts, especially in Japan and other East Asian cultures.  These studies have revealed the extent to which a number of fundamental psychological phenomena emerge in dramatically different forms across cultures.  A good example of this is the research program of Nisbett and colleagues on cultural influences on cognition (e.g., Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan, 2001; Peng & Nisbett, 1999).  This line of research has demonstrated that some basic cognitive processes, such as perception, attention, memory, and reasoning are culturally influenced; Easterners tend to engage in more holistic ways of perceiving and attending to objects, whereas Westerners tend to engage in more analytical processes.  Furthermore, East Asians have been shown to engage in more dialectical reasoning strategies than Westerners, in which contradictions are accepted, and the world is perceived to exist in flux (e.g., Ji, Nisbett, & Su, 2001; Peng & Nisbett, 1999).  These pioneering efforts have demonstrated how a number of fundamental psychological processes do not emerge reflexively, regardless of context, but are importantly shaped by engagement in the particular scripts, practices, and situations that each culture provides. 


This chapter explores the ways in which the notion of a “good self” is constructed differently across cultures. Toward this objective, we review cross-cultural studies on self-enhancement and suggest the limitation of self-enhancement as a psychological construct in describing East Asians’ striving for becoming a “good self.”  Then, the chapter discusses East Asian way of being a “good self” namely through self-criticism in the context of “face maintenance.”

Universality of Self-Enhancement?


The idea that North Americans and East Asians might differ in how they see themselves has been introduced repeatedly by anthropologists (e.g., Bachnik, 1992; Lebra, 1976). This observation is particularly relevant for social psychology, as the topics of how people see and evaluate themselves are central to the discipline. The observation that one’s understanding and evaluation of the self might differ across culture is provocative, and a number of studies have been conducted in recent years to explore this question. As a result, we now have better insights into how East Asians see and evaluate themselves and how these are similar and different from the ways that North Americans do.

One focus of research on how the self is shaped by cultural processes has been to explore whether Westerners and East Asians are similar in their motivations to view themselves positively, that is, to self-enhance. Many studies have explored this question over the past decade, using a variety of different measures. We have recently investigated this literature by conducting a meta-analysis of all the studies that have compared Westerners and East Asians in terms of their self-enhancement motivations (Heine & Hamamura, 2005). We briefly summarize the main findings here.


The meta-analysis consisted of a total of 89 independent comparisons involving over 28,000 participants and 31 different methods of assessing self-enhancing motivations.  First, we explored the question of whether East Asians and Westerners self-enhanced to a similar degree.   For 30 of the 31 methods in the meta-analysis (the exception being measures of self-esteem using the Implicit Associations Measure (Kitayama & Uchida, 2003; Kobayashi & Greenwald, 2003), Westerners self-enhanced significantly more than East Asians. The average effects of these cultural comparisons were large, d = .84  (.95 CI = .67, .95), and consistently found.  Second, we considered the question of whether people from each culture showed evidence for self-enhancement.  Not surprisingly, given the attention that the topic of self-enhancement has received in the West, the evidence for self-enhancement among Westerners was strong: average d = .86 (.95 CI = .66, 1.07).  In contrast, the evidence for self-enhancement among people of Asian descent living in the West was considerably weaker, d = .33 (.95 CI = -.05, .72).  More strikingly, the evidence for self-enhancement among East Asians living in Asia was overall lacking: average d = -.02 (.95 CI = –.20, .17).  Self-enhancing motivations, although routinely observed among Western samples, are difficult to identify among East Asian samples.


However, there were several comparisons in which East Asians showed evidence of self-enhancement, albeit weaker than that of Westerners (e.g., Brown & Kobayashi, 2002; Heine & Lehman, 1995; Sedikides, Gaertner, & Toguchi, 2003).  Further analysis has revealed that these instances are limited to two methods, both of which ask participants to compare themselves to the average other, namely the “better than average effect” (BAE) and the “one’s future is better than average effect” (FBAE).  In fact, studies involving these two methods showed clear evidence for East Asian self-enhancement (d = .25 and .29 for the BAE and the FBAE, respectively) whereas the weighed average effect size for all the other methods in the meta-analysis was negative, d = -.22, providing evidence for self-criticism.  Interestingly, the self-enhancement effects from these two methods were also larger for Westerners (average d = 1.31, .98 for the BAE and FBAE, respectively) than those from the other methods (average d = .66).  Hence, this analysis shows that the self-enhancement effects reported from BAE and FBAE methods are inconsistent with the effects reported from studies utilizing many other methods.  Why might this be the case?


We have suggested that the reason for this inconsistency is because the effect sizes reported from the BAE and FBAE are conflated with a cognitive bias that has little to do with self-enhancement (Heine & Hamamura, 2005).  Klar and Giladi (1997) have suggested that in making a comparative judgment between a singular target (e.g., the self or a randomly chosen other) and a generalized target (e.g., average others), people fail to adequately consider the qualities of the generalized target, and their comparison come to reflect their evaluation of the singular target in absolute terms.  For example, when students are asked to compare a randomly chosen student from their university to most other students of the same university, they come to see even a randomly chosen student more positively than most other students.  Viewing a random other as better than average is a finding parallel to what is seen in the BAE, yet it could not be driven by self-enhancing motivations as the self is not being assessed.

This cognitive bias of failing to consider the qualities of generalized target is applicable to the comparisons involving the self as well, as the self is another example of a singular target.  Thus, what this line of research suggests is that self-enhancement effects reported from the BAE and FBAE
 methods are actually consisting of two components: people’s motivation to view themselves positively (self-enhancement) and their cognitive bias stemming from comparing a singular target with a generalized target.

Following this rationale, we conducted studies to revisit effect sizes reported from the BAE and FBAE methods in the light of this cognitive bias, what Klar and Giladi (1997) referred to as the “everybody is better than their groups’ average effect” (EBTA) (Heine & Hamamura, 2005).  In two studies, we asked participants to (a) compare themselves with average others from their university, and  (b) compare themselves with a fictitious other from their university, and participants’ two types of evaluations were contrasted in an attempt to assess the self-enhancement effect while circumventing the effect driven by the cognitive bias.  The findings revealed that both European-Canadians and Japanese evaluated themselves more positively than they did average others (weighted average effect sizes of 1.35 and .53 for European-Canadians and Japanese, respectively), which is consistent with the pattern that has emerged from previous studies (e.g., Brown & Kobayashi, 2002).  On the other hand, when people’s evaluations of their selves were compared with their evaluations of a random other, a contrast that circumvents the EBTA effect, the magnitude of the bias was much smaller.  European-Canadians still showed evidence for self-enhancement (d = .94), in that they viewed themselves more positively than they viewed the random other.  In contrast, Japanese showed evidence for self-criticism (average d = -.27), in that they evaluated themselves more negatively than they evaluated a random other.  In sum, these studies show that the methods of BAE and FBAE are conflated with the EBTA effect and when this is circumvented methodologically, East Asians no longer show evidence for self-enhancing motivations.  Combined with our meta-analysis, these studies seem to indicate that self-enhancement motivations are largely absent among East Asians.

Self-Criticism and Face


If East Asians are not motivated to self-enhance, how are they trying to view themselves?  Heine and his colleagues (e.g., Heine, 2001; 2005; Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, 1999) have articulated how self-criticism plays a key role for East Asians’ striving to becoming a “good self.” Rather than restate these arguments here, in this section we will take a slightly different approach by focusing on the constructive role of self-criticism in the context of East Asians’ concern for face. 

Face is a key concept for understanding social interactions among East Asians.  It can be defined as: 

the respectability and/or deference which a person can claim for himself from others by virtue of the relative position he occupies in his social network and the degree to which he is judged to have functioned adequately in that position as well as acceptably in his general conduct… (p. 883, Ho, 1976). 


What we suggest here is that although self-esteem and face are universally familiar (they are existential universals; Norenzayan & Heine, in press), face is prioritized among East Asians and self-esteem is prioritized among Westerners. We suggest that East Asians utilize a number of psychological processes to gain and maintain face, just as Westerners make use of various psychological processes in order to have and maintain their self-esteem. But before launching a discussion of the psychological processes related to face, we further clarify the concept of face.


Face can be understood as a “communal property” that is loaned from societies to individuals who happened to occupy particular positions in the social network (Mao, 1994).  As a communal property, face differs from personal attributes such as reputation in an important way.  For example, a CEO’s reputation is determined by her personal achievements and past behaviors as an individual, but a CEO’s face is determined solely by her position in the organizational hierarchy.  For this reason, two CEOs of similar size corporations might have different reputations, but they would have the face of equal size (Kim & Nam, 1998).


Face comes with a position that one occupies in society, and as each person occupies a number of social roles, each person possesses a number of different faces. For example, someone might have face as a mother, a wife, a neighbor, in addition to her face as a CEO.  These faces are not equal in size or prestige.  That is, one’s face as a CEO is probably larger or more prestigious than one’s face as a neighbor, because a CEO occupies a much higher position in the social network and has influence on the lives of a greater number of people.


The maintenance of face hinges on others’ evaluation of it.  One’s face is safely protected so long as the occupant is seen as adequately performing what is required of their position.  If one fails to live up to the minimal standards associated with their role, one’s face is lost.  In other words, one is successful in maintaining face only to the extent that his or her performance as an occupant of face is favorably evaluated.  Hence, the fate of one’s face hinges on others’ evaluations, and individuals do not have much control over it, aside from making efforts to ensure that they’re meeting the minimal standards associated with their role.  This is a key point regarding face and the role of self-criticism, upon which we elaborate in following sections.

Furthermore, the more prestigious the face, the more difficult it will be to successfully maintain it.  For instance, one’s face as a CEO and neighbor differs in their prestige because duties and obligations of a CEO are much more impactful throughout one’s social networks than the duties and obligations of a neighbor.  The broader the social network within which one’s face is implicated, however, means that there is a greater chance that some will judge the individual to be failing to live up to their role expectations.  Roles with more prestigious face mean that a greater number of people have a say in evaluating the occupant of the face.  For example, on a typical day as a CEO, one might participate in meetings with subordinates, board members, and bankers, all of whom have at least some say in the evaluation of her performance as an occupant of a CEO’s face.  When the evaluations are bad enough, her face is in jeopardy.  In describing the processes of face loss, Ho (1976) uses the analogy of overloading a ship.  A ship does not sink immediately with overloading, not until the load meets a critical point; however, once the load passes the threshold, the ship sinks.  Analogically, one’s face is lost only after evaluations of his or her transgress the minimal standards associated with their role. 


Losing face might not result in the direct and immediate loss of a position. But it will result, for example, in obligations not being reciprocated. Hence, a CEO who has lost face might not be able to make her subordinates respect their duties and obligations, which will certainly make her job as a CEO difficult. Some scholars have noted that the experience of face loss sometimes triggers intense negative consequences such as feelings of shame, anti-social behavior, and withdrawal from social activities, making the experiences of face loss an important topic in understanding the psychological well-being of East Asians (Kim & Nam, 1998; Zane & Yeh, 2002).

Cultural Practices of Face Maintenance


East Asian face maintenance is sustained by a number of cultural practices. In this section, we focus on three of these: socialization, communication, and social stability. 

Research on East Asian socialization alludes to the idea that East Asian children are socialized with various cultural practices related to face maintenance from early on.  For example, Japanese parents and teachers encourage children to identify with socially shared images of ideal person of the same gender and age group, essentially a “face” of good child (Heine et al., 1999).  This suggests that Japanese children are brought up to live up to the expectations associated with being a “good child.” Similar emphasis on “proper” codes of conduct during socialization is observed in China as well (Ho, 1986; Stover, 1974).


Another characteristic of East Asian socialization is to discourage deviations from what is regarded as appropriate.  An example of this can be seen in school rules.  Many Japanese school rules have strict regulations regarding school uniforms (e.g., the length of skirt can not be too short or long, shoelaces have to be white), hairstyles (e.g., no long hair for boys, no coloring), and how students should spend their after school hours (e.g., mandatory participation in club activities, no part time jobs). Sometimes the discouragement of deviation takes place even amongst students in the form of bullying, which in Japan is especially targeted towards those who are perceived to be different (Crystal, 1994). With these mechanisms of discouraging deviants, children are brought up to stick to what is considered as good and appropriate for them. This evidence suggest that East Asian children are familiarized and encouraged to participate in face related cultural practices from early on. 

Another place where East Asians’ prioritizing of face maintenance can be seen is in daily communication.  Two aspects of East Asian communication that seem particularly relevant here are public modesty and debate. Public modesty is perhaps one of the more visible practices that make East Asian cultures appear different from Western cultures. Japanese language, for example, consists of very complex rules of modesty and respect for hierarchy that determine how people refer to themselves. For instance, a student would refer to himself differently depending on who he is interacting with (e.g., teacher vs. best friend). When used properly, modesty can display one’s deference to others (e.g., a student showing respect to a teacher), and also it serves the purpose of concealing any qualities that could be perceived as inappropriate for the face that they occupy. For the similar reason, when individuals’ private needs and wants are in conflict with what is considered to be appropriate for their face, the rules of modesty prescribes individuals to restrain expressing those.  In this way, the proper use of modesty works as a shield against the negative evaluation for one’s face performance (Hall & Noguchi, 1995). 

Debate is another characteristic of East Asian communication that is relevant to face maintenance. Debate creates a forum in which individuals are to express, exchange, justify and critique opinions making use of formal logic, with the idea being that the best decisions will be made with this process. This is an important social practice of Western civilization, and as such, Western individuals learn to engage in debate type communication from early on. However, a number of cross-cultural researchers have noticed that debate, for example in business meetings or among politicians, is less frequent in East Asian societies (e.g., Becker, 1986; Feldman, 1997; Minami, 1953). 


East Asian’s concern for face maintenance seems important in understanding why debate might be relatively absent there. Some scholars have suggested that debate is infrequent in East Asia because it necessitates public confrontations that are something to be avoided as much as possible (e.g., Becker, 1986; Minami, 1953). Consistent with this idea, cross-cultural studies of conflict resolutions find that East Asians prefer techniques that would allow easier restoration of harmonious relations after disputes such as mediation and bargaining (Hamilton & Sanders, 1992; Leung, 1987). The underlying rationale here is that East Asians’ priority in conflict resolution is not to damage the faces of the people involved.  For this reason when a conflict involves two individuals with unequal faces, those with the lower prestige face are expected to yield to those with more prestigious face. For instance, when a conflict involves a manager and his subordinate, the manager’s face as someone who makes a decision and make his subordinates respect it would be threatened when the subordinate challenges the decision and tries to resolve it with debate.  Instead, in this situation subordinates are expected to yield to the manager’s decision.  In fact, not yielding to those with higher face might result in negative repercussions (Redding & Wong, 1986). As illustrated in this example, East Asians’ concern for face seems to play an important role in accounting for why debate might be relatively absent in East Asia.


Social stability is another characteristic of East Asian society that seems relevant in the discussion of face. One key requirement of face maintenance is for individuals to have an understanding of what is required of their face, and social stability seems to favor this process.  Social networks that individuals find themselves in might be very complex, but as long as they are stable, the individual will be able to learn slowly and gradually what is required of particular positions in that social network. However, in a less stable social network, finding out what is required for a particular face would be more difficult. For example, in a corporation that goes through periodic restructuring, people could very well be assigned to a position that nobody else has held before, and finding out what is required of that face, then, would be more difficult.  


A few characteristics of traditional East Asian workplaces such as life long employment and seniority based evaluation system seem to reflect the emphasis placed on social stability.  In fact, a study on presidential succession of Japanese and American corporations finds that the succession in Japanese companies had caused little changes while the changes were more dynamic in American companies (Sakano & Lewin, 1999).  One psychological construct that seems relevant is uncertainty avoidance, or tolerance for unstructured situations (Hofstede, 1991).  To the extent that East Asians’ face maintenance could be carried out more smoothly in more stable social network where uncertainties and unstructured situations are controlled and integrated into the existing system, uncertainty avoidance of East Asians should be relatively high, and this is what has been found in this line of research (Hofstede, 1991; Shuper, Sorrentino, Otsubo Hodson, & Walker, 2004).  Hence, social stability seems to be another aspect of East Asian cultures’ orientation toward face maintenance.


This section reviewed three East Asian cultural practices, socialization, communication, and social stability that seem to foster and sustain the environment where East Asians face maintenance is practiced.  In the next section, we will review some psychological processes, especially focusing on self-criticism, that are implicated by East Asians concerns for face

Psychological Processes for Face Maintenance

We believe that a variety of psychological processes are implicated in the maintenance of face just as a number of psychological processes are implicated in efforts to enhance and maintain self-esteem (see Heine 2001, 2005).  Among a potentially long list of face-related psychological processes, in this section, we focus our discussion on three main areas: (1) individuals’ awareness of social expectations associated with a particular face, (2) awareness of other’s evaluation of their face, and (3) self-criticism and self-improvement, or individuals’ attempts to focus on their shortcomings and put on efforts to improve them in order to secure favorable face from others.

For East Asians to be able to successfully maintain face, it is crucial that they become aware of what is expected of them as an occupant of a particular position.  However, although there usually exist a general consensus about what is expected of each position, the boundaries of those standards typically vary enough so that there is a certain amount of uncertainty for a new occupant.  The new occupant must go about determining, to the best of their ability, where the expectations are potentially most vulnerable.  One strategy for doing this might be to learn from someone who has occupied that position before.  For instance, one might talk to a predecessor to find out more about the expectations of one’s new position.  Alternatively, one might be able to discern what is appropriate and inappropriate for the position on a trial and error basis.  In any case, what is required of individuals is to be a keen observer of cues indicating what is and is not appropriate as an occupant of a particular role.


This rationale predicts that when East Asians encounter a new environment where they don’t have clear knowledge of what is expected of them (e.g., a new neighborhood, or workplace), they should be particularly sensitive and attentive to social cues that are signaling the norms of the new environment.  One line of research that sheds light on this is the study of flexible self-concepts where several studies have found that East Asians’ self-concepts are more context-specific compared to the more cross-situationally stable North American self-concept (Cousins, 1989; Kanagawa, Cross, Markus, 2001; Suh, 2002).  Kanagawa et al (2001), for example, manipulated the situations in which participants completed a self-description task (e.g., alone in a lab, with another participant, with professor in office, in a group) and found that Japanese self-concepts were affected more by this manipulation than were those of Americans.  This line of research suggests that East Asians are more aware of what is required of them in particular social settings and adjust themselves accordingly. 


Another psychological process that is implicated by East Asians’ concern for face would be their attentiveness to others’ points of view.  The rationale is that to the extent that one’s successful face maintenance hinges on others’ having favorable evaluation of him or her, East Asians should be particularly attentive to the perspectives of others.

A few studies have found support for this idea.  For example, cross-cultural studies have been conducted on objective self-awareness, or individuals’ awareness of how they appear to others (Duval & Wicklund, 1972).  The reasoning from this line of research is that to the extent East Asians are especially attentive to the perspective of others’, they should be more likely to be in a state of objective awareness compared to North Americans.  Hence, experimental manipulations for inducing objective self-awareness (e.g., putting oneself in front of a mirror) should have little effect for East Asians.  One study compared Japanese and Americans’ self-evaluations that were completed either in front of a mirror or not (Heine, Takemoto, Lasaleta, & Moskalenko, 2005).  Replicating past research, Americans were more self-critical in front of a mirror than they were when no mirror was present.  In contrast, Japanese self-evaluations were unaffected by the presence of the mirror.  Furthermore, although Americans were far less self-critical than Japanese when no mirror was present, there were no cultural differences in self-evaluations that were completed in front of the mirror.  Perhaps, when Americans are in a position that Japanese find themselves more frequently, that is, considering themselves from the perspective of an audience, they start to evaluate themselves in ways more typical of Japanese as well.  Other research has found that although the likelihood that Canadians will cheat on a test is affected by the presence of a mirror (Diener & Wallbom, 1976), Japanese cheating behavior is unaffected by the mirror (Heine et al., 2005).  East Asians appear to habitually consider themselves from the perspective of others. 

Furthermore, when participants were asked to recall events in which they were the center of the attention (e.g., giving a presentation), the memories of Asian-Canadians were found to be more likely to be from a third-person perspective compared with European-Canadians (Cohen & Gunz, 2002).  That is, Asian-Canadians’ recollections were more likely to include imagery of how they might have appeared to others, something that was never accessible to them.  In sum, these studies support that East Asians are habitually sensitive and aware of how they might be appearing to others (also see Cohen & Hoshino-Browne, 2005).


In sum, these studies suggest that East Asians are habitually attending to how others are viewing them. Given that East Asians are also sensitive in detecting what is required of them in particular social settings, their habitual attention to others’ perspectives would help them obtain some important insights into others’ impressions of their face performance.  Nevertheless, in order for successful face maintenance, one also needs to act on others’ impressions of them, so that others would be more likely to form positive impressions. Hence, it is not enough that individuals know what others are thinking of them.  They also need to view themselves in a self-critical manner and make efforts to improve any shortcomings on their part which might make them vulnerable to a critical evaluation by others.


In the remaining section, we focus on the ways in which self-criticism and self-improvement are orienting East Asians’ focus toward negative social evaluation and toward improving their shortcomings for preventing potential critical evaluations.  Moreover, we discuss how self-criticism and self-improvement might work as overarching goals of East Asians’ psychological processes and how their emotions, cognitions, and behaviors are being coordinated accordingly.  For this purpose, we draw on the research on regulatory focus by considering its theoretical connection with East Asian self-criticism and face maintenance. 


One influential account of the ways in which goals regulate people’s emotions, cognitions, and behaviors is regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1996).  Two kinds of regulatory foci have been articulated: promotion and prevention foci.  A promotion focus is guided by a pursuit for the “ideal” view of the self, and a focus on advancement, accomplishments, and aspirations.  It is concerned with the presence or absence of positive outcomes.  In contrast, a prevention focus is guided by a pursuit for the “ought” self and a focus on safety, responsibilities, and obligations.  It concerns itself with detecting the presence or absence of negative outcomes (Higgins, 1996).  Regulatory foci can be situationally induced, and there are marked individual differences in chronic tendencies to favor one focus over the other.  For example, it has been suggested that a child brought up with a socialization characterized by the presence or absence of positive outcomes would increase the likelihood that he or she would be oriented towards a promotion focus, and the reverse pattern of socialization would lead to a prevention focus (Higgins, 1996).


Given the link between socialization and regulatory foci, it seems plausible to predict cultural differences in regulatory foci between East Asians and North Americans.  Some research suggests that East Asian children are more likely to have their attention directed towards the presence or absence of negative outcomes (e.g., Lewis, 1995; Miller, Wiley, Fung, & Liang, 1997).  One important distinction between face and self-esteem that might be particularly relevant here is face’s vulnerability for loss (Heine, 2005).  Compared to self-esteem, face is a resource that is easier to lose than it is to gain.  Face is hard to gain because the only way that one can do so is to move up in the social hierarchy.  On the other hand, it is vulnerable for loss because its maintenance hinges on how the individual is evaluated by relevant others.  To the extent East Asians are habitually concerned about protecting this vulnerable resource, it would seem that a self-critical focus would become a more adaptive strategy.  That is, East Asians’ face maintenance seems to be carried out more smoothly if their focus is oriented toward the presence or absence of negative evaluation by others.  In contrast, it seems that self-esteem does not suffer from this same asymmetry.  If anything, self-esteem might be easier to be gained than lost, because individuals are in the position to engage in self-deceptive strategies to protect them from self-esteem threats, and can also choose to selective elaborate upon and exaggerate their positive qualities.  Hence, if self-esteem is a prioritized resource for North Americans, they would benefit from adapting a greater promotion focus.

A number of recent studies seem to support this rationale.  Lee, Aaker, and Gardner (2000) found that East Asians viewed tennis games that were framed as opportunities to avoid a loss as more important than North Americans, whereas North Americans viewed the same games as more important when framed as opportunities to secure a win.  Elliot, Chirkov, Kim and Sheldon (2001) contrasted personal goals among Koreans and Americans and found that avoidance personal goals were more commonly identified among the Koreans than they were among the Americans.  Heine et al (2001) found that Japanese were more motivated by failure experiences, whereas North Americans were more motivated by success experiences. Lockwood, Marshall, and Sadler (2005) found that Asian-Canadians were more motivated by negative role models, whereas European-Canadians were more motivated by positive role models.  These studies converge in support of the idea that regulatory focus varies across cultures.

A theoretical advantage of drawing on the literature of regulatory focus in better understanding East Asians’ self-criticism and face maintenance is the fact that regulatory focus research has documented a divergent set of psychological processes.  For example, in one study prevention focused individuals were found to initiate tasks earlier than promotion focused individuals (Freitas, Liberman, & Salovey, 2002).  In another study, when prevention and promotion oriented individuals were assigned a proofreading task, prevention focused individuals were found to be slower but more accurate in detecting errors compared to promotion focused individuals who were faster but less accurate (Foerster, Higgins, & Bianco, 2003).  To the extent that these divergent psychological processes implicated by two regulatory foci are applicable to cultural differences between North Americans and East Asians, it adds greatly to our understanding of East Asians’ self-criticism and face related psychological processes.

In sum, East Asians and North Americans differentially prioritize the two resources of self-esteem and face, and these differences implicate a variety of other psychological processes that also vary across cultures. 

In the above discussion we have focused on an awareness of social rules, sensitivity to other’s perspectives, and self-criticism as three main areas of face related psychological processes.  This is not of course an exhaustive list of psychological processes that are implicated by the face maintenance of East Asians.  We anticipate that cultural differences in other psychological processes will emerge that are consistent with efforts to pursue self-esteem or face.

Complexities in Study of Face

In this section, we consider two issues of research on face that highlight the dynamic nature of this topic. One issue we consider here is the universality of face and the other issue is the extent to which changing cultural orientations affect East Asian’s concern with face. 

The idea that one’s concern for face is universal could be traced to Goffman’s influential work, in which face is defined as “an image of self delineated in terms of approved social attributes” (p. 213, 1955). Goffman’s theorizing of face is sometimes described in terms of individuals’ theatrical performance where individuals are to express themselves, maintain an image appropriate to the current situation, and secure a favorable evaluation from others by employing a range of tactics such as being polite or avoiding talking about a sensitive topic (Bond & Hwang, 1986). Essentially, In Goffman’s framework, face is gained and maintained through social interactions.  A number of researchers have asserted that this rather abstract conception of face is applicable across cultures; nevertheless, many of them have also pointed out the need for recognizing culturally specific aspects of face (e.g., Bond & Hwang, 1986; Ho, 1976, Kim & Nam, 1998). 

One important way in which East Asian’s concern for face, or facework, seems to differ from the facework observed in North American cultures has to do with the cultural differences in how the self is related to others.  Markus and Kitayama (1991) proposed that the self-concept among North Americans could be characterized as being largely independent whereas the self-concept among Eats Asians could be better described as interdependent.  Given this cultural difference in self-construal, the ways in which individuals engage in facework should differ across cultures as well.  For example, for those with independent views of self, one important purpose of social interactions is to express and assert their unique attributes, with others affording opportunities for people to reflect upon and affirm their self-concept. Stover (1974) proposes that a cocktail party is a prototype of North American social interactions. At a typical cocktail party, guests are tying to establish their place and create positive impressions for others, utilizing a number of tactics, and the manner in which individuals express themselves and manage their impression is up to themselves. As exemplified by this example, those with independent selves should have more control over the ways in which they express and present themselves.

While a cocktail party characterizes social interactions of people with independent selves, a Chinese dinner party would characterize social interactions of those with interdependent selves (Stover, 1974). Unlike at a cocktail party, at a Chinese dinner party, the guests are carefully chosen and seated according to a seating plan, and each guest would know his or her standing relative to everybody else, and would be expected to respect the relationships with appropriate verbal and behavioral rituals (e.g., modesty and bowing).  Hence, one’s choices for self-expression and impression management are largely determined by the situation.  As this example illustrates, face for those with interdependent selves is something over which individuals often don’t have much control.

We suggested earlier that face is a universally familiar construct, but as above analysis shows this does not mean the construct of face manifests similarly across cultures.  It seems that a fuller understanding of face takes researchers to focus both on cultural similarities and differences (Bond & Hwang, 1986; Kim & Nam, 1988; Ting-Toomey, 1994). 

A second issue of face research that we consider here is how East Asian’s concerns for face comes to accommodate changes in cultural realities. This is an important issue as recent years have seen some dramatic changes taking place in East Asian workplaces where facework plays a particularly crucial role. For example, in Japan lifetime employment that had characterized employment-employee relations in many firms is now quickly becoming a thing of the past, and more and more corporations have started adapting meritocracy-oriented performance evaluation rather than the seniority based systems of the past. Rapid economic development and a deluge of foreign capital to China seem to be having a similar impact there.

One might wonder whether these changes will have any lasting impact on East Asians’ concern for face.  For example, one key requirement of face maintenance, as we saw, is for individuals to have an understanding of what is required of the face that they occupy, and this process can be more smoothly carried out in a socially stable environment.  In a less stable social network, finding out what is required of a face would become more difficult.  Nevertheless, the changes and restructuring of the workforce in recent years has sometimes resulted in many positions being eliminated, and many new positions being created, making the process of finding out what is required of a particular face very difficult. 

East Asian cultures might accommodate these changes by replacing old strategies of facework with new ones. Alternatively, the changing cultural realties might have a more profound impact on the nature of facework. Future research on face seems to have much to learn by considering how cultures accommodate changing realities surrounding face maintenance.

Conclusion

Cultural psychological research on the topic of how East Asians see and evaluate themselves has largely focused thus far on self-esteem and self-enhancement strategies (or the lack thereof) among East Asians.  In this paper we explored the essential role of self-criticism and face maintenance in East Asians’ striving to secure a “good self,” and some of the cultural and psychological processes that are in place to serve face maintenance were introduced.  As the maintenance of face is likely to implicate a wide variety of psychological processes, our attempt here is only a first step.  We hope that future research efforts continue to explore the psychological processes associated with face maintenance as a window to more fully understood East Asian self-concepts. 
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