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Abstract 
Dominant theories assume that moral judgments reflect the individual’s personal beliefs, 
but cross-cultural findings on morality suggest that people in collectivistic and tight 
cultures may rely on social expectations to evaluate morally relevant actions. Moreover, 
moral attitudes are flexible, and people may adapt moral values in line with what the 
members of the host culture value. In the current research, self-construal, tightness-
looseness, and extrinsic moral motives (perceptions that moral acceptability of a given 
action is something that people are expected to go along with others) were investigated. 
Japan residents who had never been abroad (n=73) and Japanese sojourners in 
individualistic and loose cultures (the United States, Canada, France, Germany, and Italy; 
n=50) participated. Results showed that compared with Japan residents, Japanese 
sojourners reported lower extrinsic moral motives on morally relevant actions concerning 
communal values. Cultural tightness, but not self-construal, mediated the relationship 
between culture and extrinsic moral motives ratings. Among sojourners, assimilation and 
cultural tight- ness predicted higher extrinsic moral motives ratings, whereas length of 
residence negatively predicted the motives. These results show that people in tight 
cultures may make moral judgments based on what is perceived as socially appropriate, 
but not on what is personally important. Also, the research highlights the importance of 
considering the role of extrinsic moral motives in shaping moral judgments. 
Keywords: Morality, Cultural tightness, Social expectations  
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Introduction 
Within the context of globalization, an abundance of opportunities is available to 

live and work in another country. In 2017, 867,820 Japan nationals had been living 
overseas for more than 3 months as Japanese sojourners (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
Japan, 2018). One challenge for newcomers is to learn the culture-specific social rules 
and act accordingly (Fantini, 2000). Social rules differ by culture, and the following 
proverb often applies, “when in Rome, do as the Romans do.” Because breaking a rule 
may result in punishments with varying degrees of severity, including ridicule, 
condescension, or exclusion from the group (Graham et al., 2013), understanding moral 
values in the host culture is critical for successful cultural adaptation. 

Culture may exert an influence on one’s views of morality by pressing people to 
adapt certain values in the form of extrinsic motives (Bardi & Schwartz, 2003; Schwartz 
et al., 1997). An extrinsic motive is the individual’s perceived control he or she has over 
his or her own actions in a specific domain (Hofstede, 2001; Vauclair et al., 2015). In 
the moral domain, people may place moral value on a certain issue because it has been 
internalized as an important value (intrinsic moral motives). In contrast, they may 
follow a moral rule because they believe that society expects them to adapt that value 
(extrinsic moral motives). To reiterate, a moral value may be rated as personally 
important because it has been internalized or it has been associated with a positive 
valence by experience. Thus, moral judgments may differ with an extrinsic value motive 
because people may judge the permissibility of a moral violation in accordance with 
societal expectations. We set out this study to investigate the relationship between self-
construal, cultural tightness, and extrinsic moral motives. 
Cultural variations in moral judgments: the role of extrinsic moral motives 

In dominant morality theories, three moral systems are described as universal: 
autonomy, community, and divinity (Rozin et al., 1999; Shweder et al., 1997). The 
autonomy moral system concerns personal rights and freedom. The community moral 
system concerns maintaining social order and harmonious relationships. The third 
system, divinity (i.e., purity), prescribes a view that the body is a holy temple and must 
be kept pure. The three moral systems are discrete and activate distinctive emotional 
and behavioral responses when people evaluate the transgressions (Haidt et al., 1993; 
Rozin et al., 1999). 

Culture influences the extent to which people emphasize moral systems, such 
that some moral values are valued more than others. People in collectivistic cultures 
tend to show stronger emotional responses to transgressions of the community moral 
system than people in individualistic cultures (Laham et al., 2009). In many 
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collectivistic cultures, including Japan, respect for elders and authority figures are 
prescribed as a norm, and people acquire communal values during socialization 
(Graham et al. 2013). When asked to evaluate moral concerns, people in collectivistic 
cultures tend to focus on the community moral system (Miller et al. 1990). That is, 
people with an interdependent self-construal attach moral significance to the 
interpersonal obligation, promoting adherence to community rules. 

Furthermore, moral judgments may be influenced by extrinsic moral motives. 
Moral values may be upheld in one culture because members of the cultural group 
believe that the values are endorsed by other members (Vauclair et al., 2015). Under 
some circumstances, people may make moral judgments based on what seems socially 
approvable, not on their personal value system (Chiu et al., 1997). As a result, people 
adjust their judgments in accordance with what is perceived as moral. Considering that 
violations of a social moral value may entail an undesirable consequence (e.g., 
ostracism), people may attempt to act in line with social expectations (Chiu et al., 
1997). As social beings, people are concerned with how others evaluate them, and 
consequently, moral attitudes are partly maintained by an inclination to present oneself 
in a manner perceived favorably by others. 

Past findings have suggested that the Japanese are more susceptible to perceived 
desirability in moral judgments, and should show higher extrinsic moral motives than 
those in independent and loose cultures. Japanese university students showed higher 
compliance with social norms, compared with the US students (Fukushima et al., 2009). 
An indigenous Japanese moral value prescribes that in interpersonal situations, 
conformity is critical to avoid disharmony, and the Japanese tend to approve what is 
endorsed by others (Honda et al., 2017). In the process of socialization, Japanese 
mothers encourage their children to be compliant and non-assertive (Conroy et al., 
1980). Because Japanese children are taught to behave in manners that promote 
relational harmony, compared with children in individualistic and loose cultures, they 
are more concerned with acting in line with what others perceive as moral. 

To ascertain what causes the cultural variations in extrinsic moral motives 
among Japan residents and Japanese sojourners, two socioecological factors have been 
tested in this study: different modes of self-construal and cultural tightness/ looseness. 
Interdependent and independent self-construal 

People in collectivistic cultures tend to have an interdependent self-construal, 
and people in individualistic cultures tend to have an independent cultural self-construal 
(Kitayama & Markus, 1999; Singelis, 1994). An individual with an interdependent self-
construal perceives the self as part of a large social unit, and relational harmony, mutual 
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obligations, and respect for social rank are valued. In interdependent cultures, moral 
concern is related to promoting a collective goal sometimes by sacrificing a personal 
goal (Schwarz, 1990). By contrast, an individual with an independent self-construal 
perceives the self as autonomous and detached from others, and personal autonomy, 
self-fulfillment, and uniqueness are valued (Kitayama & Markus, 1999). In 
individualistic cultures, a morally relevant question is whether a personal right is 
protected rather than whether an interpersonal duty is fulfilled (Miller et al. 1990). 
Interdependent and independent self-construals influence attitudes, beliefs, values, and 
behaviors in different cultures (Haidt et al., 1993; Kitayama & Markus, 1999; Shweder 
et al., 1997) as well as values in the moral domain (Gollwitzer & Bȕcklein, 2007). 

Moral attitudes fluctuate as a function of self-construal (Gollwitzer and Bȕcklein 
2007; Graham et al., 2013; Haidt et al., 1993; Laham et al., 2009; Shweder et al., 1997). 
Violations of moral rules elicit more contempt and punitive judgments among people 
with a collectivistic (e.g., Indian) orientation than people with individualistic cultural 
orientations (e.g., Britain and the United States: Laham et al., 2009; Miller et al., 1990). 
People with an interdependent self-construal are sensitive to the moral rights of others 
and consider injustice unjust (Gollwitzer & Bȕcklein, 2007). By contrast, independent 
self-construal is associated with a weak or no sense of morality and selfish choices 
(Gollwitzer & Bȕcklein, 2007). However, the results are mixed for the link between 
independent self-construal and (un)ethical behavior (Cojuharenco et al., 2012). 
Investigations on culture, self-construal, and morality have revealed that for people with 
an interdependent self-construal, but not an independent self-construal, interpersonal 
responsibility (i.e., self-sacrifice for the well- being of others) carries moral 
significance. 
Cultural tightness–looseness 

Another socioecological factor that shapes morality is cultural tightness and 
loose- ness. In tight cultures, such as Japan (Gelfand et al., 2011; Uz, 2015), people 
perceive rules and prescriptions as definite, and strong compliance is normalized. 
Societal institutions and practices impose high constraints on social behavior, and 
people have higher self-control, a need for structure, and a cautious thinking style 
(Gelfand et al., 2011). By contrast, loose cultures perceive that social norms are flexible 
and show more tolerance for deviance compared with tight cultures. The tight–loose 
cultural variation originates from different ecologies, such as survival challenges (e.g., 
prevalence of human diseases, resource scarcity, and natural disaster: Gelfand et al., 
2011), and influences moral attitudes (Mrazek et al., 2013). 
Aim 
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In this study, self-construal, cultural tightness, and extrinsic moral motives 
among Japan residents and Japanese sojourners were investigated to test the hypothesis 
that societal differences in cultural tightness-looseness and self-construal would explain 
the relationship between culture and extrinsic moral motives. Studies have suggested 
that being immersed in a new culture changes an individual’s value system, including 
moral values, and personality traits (Güngör et al., 2013). Because morality is central to 
social life (Haidt, 2008), to fit in, people should absorb values accepted in the 
immediate environment. To investigate how living in a new culture shapes extrinsic 
moral motives, the effects of cultural assimilation, length of residence, and language 
proficiency on extrinsic moral motives among Japanese sojourners were also 
investigated. Based on the relevant theories, the following hypotheses were tested: 
Hypothesis 1a  

Compared with Japan residents, Japanese sojourners will be more 
individualistic. 
Hypothesis 1b  

Japan residents will perceive that Japanese society is tighter than Japanese 
sojourners. 
Hypothesis 2  

Cultural tightness and self-construal (independent, interdependent) will mediate 
the relationship between culture (place of residence) and extrinsic moral motives 
(perceived social desirability in moral judgment) in the community moral system. 
Hypothesis 3  

Among Japanese sojourners, length of residence, language proficiency, and 
assimilation to the host culture will predict higher social expectation ratings. 

Methods 
Participants 

Using Fritz and MacKinnon’s sample size guidelines (Fritz and MacKinnon 
2007), a minimum of 71 would be needed to detect a medium mediation effect with 
80% power with bias-corrected bootstrapping. Based on the results, we aimed to collect 
a total of 100 participants (50 for each group). 
Japan residents 

A total of 73 Japanese citizens who were registered in Lancers participated in 
exchange for 100 yen (approximately USD 1) as the reimbursement (Mage = 39.77, SD = 
7.69, female = 61.6%). Lancers is one of the major crowdsourcing services in Japan and 
considered a Japanese alternative to Amazon’s MTurk platform. Using one prescreening 
question (“Have you been abroad for more than 3 months?”), we recruited individuals 
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who had never been in contact with a different culture for longer than 6 months. If the 
individual failed to pass the screening question, he or she no longer had access to the 
survey page. 
Japanese sojourners 

A total of 50 Japan-born 
temporary or permanent residents in 
relatively more individualistic and loose 
countries (the United States, Canada, 
France, Germany, and Italy: Gelfand et al. 
2011; Uz 2015) participated for an 
opportunity to win an Amazon gift card 
(Mage = 41.04, SD = 9.48, female = 80%). 
Based on the tight- ness–looseness scores 
across nations (Gelfand et al., 2011; Uz, 
2015), we targeted temporary Japanese 
residents in Western countries 
characterized as having higher 
individualism and lower tightness scores 
than Japan. To collect data from Japanese 
residents in the target countries, we posted 
free ads on online Japanese community 
boards. 

All the sojourners were originally from Japan. The IP addresses were looked up 
to ensure that the sojourner participants were living where they indicated in the survey. 
Reasons for living in the other country varied (26% because a family member was 
transferred to another branch; 26% because of marriage; 22% because of study abroad 
program; 14% because of job transfer; and other was 12%). Table 1 presents sample 
characteristics. 
Materials 

After agreeing to participate, participants accessed a survey page online and 
answered the following psychological scales and demographic questions at their own 
paces. 
Self-construal 

The Independent and Interdependent Self-Construal scale (IIS-C: Takata, 2000) 
was used to assess the level of independence and interdependence of an individual’s 
self- concept. The 20-item scale comprised two subscales, independent and interdepend- 
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Materials

After agreeing to participate, participants accessed a survey page online and 
answered the following psychological scales and demographic questions at their 
own paces.

Table 1  Sample characteristics 
by group

Q2 = median
Comparison countries include: The United States, Canada, France, 
Germany, and Italy that have been described as individualistic and 
loose (Gelfand et al. 2011; Uz 2015)

Japan (n = 73) Comparison countries
(n = 50)

Mean age 39.77 (SD = 7.69) 41.04 (SD = 9.48)
Female (%) 100 (61.6) 69 (54.3)
Religion
 Christian 1 (1.4) 4 (8.0)
 Buddhist 20 (27.4) 11 (22.0)
 Shinto 0 (0) 3 (6.0)
 Nothing in particular 44 (60.3) 21 (42.0)
 Atheist 7 (9.6) 10 (20.0)
 Other 1 (1.4) 1 (2.0)

Annual income
 Under $20,000 6 (8.2) 9 (18.0)
 20,000–40,000 24 (32.9) 8 (16.0)
 40,000–60,000 20 (27.4) 8 (16.0)
 60,000–80,000 9 (12.3) 4 (8.0)
 80,000–100,000 6 (8.2) 4 (8.0)
 100,000–150,000 3 (4.1) 5 (10.0)
 150,000–200,000 1 (1.4) 7 (14.0)
 Over 200,000 0 (0) 3 (6.0)
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ent self, and a seven-point Likert scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). 
Example scale items of the independent subscale were as follows: “I enjoy being unique 
and different from others in many respects,” “I do my own thing, regardless of what 
others think,” and “I feel it is critical to act as an independent per- son.” Example items 
of the interdependent subscale were as follows: “I will sacrifice my self-interest for the 
benefit of the group I am in,” “I should take into consideration my parents’ advice when 
making education/career plans,” and “My happiness depends on the happiness of those 
around me.” 

We used this scale instead of Singelis’ (1994) scale because the latter scale has 
been found to be low in convergent validity (Levine et al. 2003) and culturally 
inappropriate for East Asian samples (Takata, 2000). By contrast, the IIS-C scale is 
suitable for both Western and Eastern samples, and this has been validated cross- 
culturally using Australian, Canadian, and Japanese samples as well as Asian inter- 
national students in Japan (Takata, 2000). Cronbach alphas were .81 (independent self-
construal) and .83 (interdependent self-construal) for Japan residents and .86 and .90 for 
Japanese sojourners. 
Cultural tightness 

A six-item scale (Gelfand et al., 2011) was used to assess the extent to which an 
individual perceives the numbers of social norms, overall compliance, and tolerance for 
deviance in his/her country of residence. Examples of the items are as follows: “There 
are many social norms that people are supposed to abide by in [country of residence],” 
“People in [country of residence] almost always comply with social norms,” and “In 
this country, if someone acts in an inappropriate way, others will strongly disapprove.” 
Cronbach alphas were .61 for Japan residents and .70 for Japanese sojourners. 
Extrinsic moral motives 

A scale was adapted from the literature to measure the extent to which 
participants perceived societal pressure on their moral judgments related to community 
rules (Kristiansen & Hotte, 1996; Vauclair et al., 2015). Three community moral system 
items that depicted moral transgressive actions, from Shweder et al. (1997), were 
presented (“Leave work an hour early on a daily basis when no one else is around”, 
“Refuse to give up your seat on the bus to a disabled old lady”, and “Speak to your 
supervisor in the same way you talk to your friend.”). The instructions were as follows: 
“Please decide whether it is your free choice or societal expectation that deter- mines 
how morally desirable each action is in [country name].” The country name “Japan” or 
“[Country of residence]” was matched to the participant sample to avoid reference bias. 
The response anchors were adapted from Vauclair et al. (2015) and ranged from 0 
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(something that is my free choice) to 5 (something that I am expected to go along with 
others). Higher scores indicated that participants perceived stronger influences of social 
expectations on moral choices. Cronbach alphas were .72 for Japan residents and .73 for 
Japanese sojourners. 
Demographics 

Both Japan residents and Japanese sojourners responded to questions on 
conservativeness (1=very liberal; 9=very conservative), perceived SES (10=the lowest 
ladder; 1=the highest ladder), their religiosity (1=religion is extremely important; 9=not 
at all important), and frequency of religious activities (1=several times a week; 
9=never). The three demographic factors (political conservativeness, perceived SES, 
and religiosity) have been found to influence morality (Graham et al., 2013; Haidt et al., 
1993). 
Cultural assimilation 

For Japanese sojourners, a subscale of the East Asian Acculturation Measure 
(Barry 2001) was included to assess the extent to which Japanese residents have 
assimilated to a host culture. Assimilation is one acculturation strategy, namely, 
newcomers voluntarily abandon their old cultural selves and absorb new values of the 
host culture (Berry and Sam 1997). Because the process of moralization involves 
transforming non-moral issues into the morally significant (Rozin et al. 1999), the 
assimilation subscale was used. Examples of the items are as follows: “I write better in 
English than Japanese,” “I get along better with native speakers than Japanese,” and 
“Most of my friends at work/school are native speakers.” Responses ranged from 1 
(disagree strongly) to 7 (agree strongly). Additionally, participants were asked to 
indicate the length of stay (in years) and self-rated language proficiency (1=very fluent; 
10 = not fluent at all). Cronbach alpha was 0.82. 

Results 
Preliminary analyses 

Table 2 presents means, standard deviations, and reliability coefficients 
(Cronbach alphas) of constructs among Japanese residents and sojourners. First, 
correlations between variables were computed. Theoretically consistent (Gelfand et al. 
2011), cultural tightness was also significantly correlated with perceptions that moral 
actions are influenced by social pressure, r = .28, p < .01. Interdependent, but not 
individualistic, orientation was significantly correlated with tightness and social 
expectations (tightness: r = .37, p < .001; social expectations: r = 0.24, p < .01). 

For demographic variables (religiosity, frequency of religious activities, 
conservativeness), Spearman’s correlations were computed. Consistent with findings in 
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the literature on political ideology and moral judgments (Graham et al. 2013), cultural 
tightness showed a significant correlation with conservativeness, r = 0.34, p < .001. 
Lower SES was positively correlated with tightness scores, r = .39, p < .001. Table 3 
presents intercorrelations for key constructs. 

 
Table 2 
Means, Standard Deviations, Cronbach Alphas of Key Variables Among Japan 
Residents and Sojourners 
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= .46; SES: Z = 3.19, p < .01, r = 0.29). As shown in Table 1, more than half of Japan 
residents and Japanese sojourners indicated their religion as “nothing in particular” or 
“other”. the two groups did not significantly differ in religiosity and the frequency of 
religious activities (religiosity: Z = −1.07, p = .29; frequency of religious activities: Z 
= −1.08, p = .28). In the subsequent analyses, conservativeness and SES were entered 
as covariates to control the effects. 
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frequency of religious activities (religiosity: Z =  − 1.07, p = 0.29; frequency of reli-
gious activities: Z =  − 1.08, p = 0.28). In the subsequent analyses, conservativeness 
and SES were entered as covariates to control the effects.

Table 2  Means, standard deviations, Cronbach alphas of key variables among Japan residents and 
sojourners

F one-way ANOVA comparing means between Japan residents and Japanese sojourners, S-C self-con-
struals
*p < .01, **p < .001

Japan residents Sojourners F

M (SD) α M (SD) α

Perceptions of social 
expectations

8.85 (5.25) .72 6.08 (5.92) .73 7.27*

Cultural tightness 25.10 (3.43) .61 20.96 (4.62) .70 32.46**
Independent S-C 41.97 (7.81) .81 49.16 (11.12) .86 17.61**
Interdependent S-C 49.55 (7.18) .83 45.18 (10.80) .90 7.20*

Table 3  Intercorrelations for 
key variables

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

1 2 3 4

1. Perceptions of social 
expectations

.28**  − .12 .23*

2. Cultural tightness  − .05 .37***
3. Independent S-C  − .20*
4. Interdependent S-C
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Table 3 
Intercorrelations for Key Variables 

 
Note. p* < .05, p** < .01, p*** < .001. 
 

Mediation analyses 
To test Hypothesis 2, mediation analyses were run, using the PROCESS Macro 

program developed by Preacher and Hayes (2004). Because mediating variables should 
be correlated with the predictor (culture) and outcome variables (extrinsic moral motives), 
independent self-construal was not included in the model. For interpretation, the 
mediation effect was significant if the 90% confidence interval did not include zero. 
Hypothesis 2 was supported for cultural tightness as a mediator. The results showed that 
cultural tightness mediated the relationship between culture and extrinsic moral motives, 
bootstrap = −0.563, SE = 0.352, CI [−1.403, −0.035]. Interdependent self-construal 
was not a significant mediator, bootstrap = −0.231, SE = 0.222, CI [−0.761, 0.091]. 
Figure 1 depicts the results. 
Predicting extrinsic moral motives among Japanese residents overseas 

To test Hypothesis 3, hierarchical regression analyses were run. In the first step, 
subjective SES and conservatism were entered as covariates. In the second step, language 
proficiency, length of stay (in years), cultural tightness, and assimilation were entered. 
Given the results of correlation and mediation analyses, independent and interdependent 
self-construals were not included in the model. 

Hypothesis 3 was partially supported. In the final model, length of stay, cultural 
tightness, and assimilation emerged as significant predictors. Cultural tightness and 
assimilation positively predicted higher extrinsic moral motives (cultural tightness: β = 
0.29, SE = 0.12, p = .04, 95% CI [0.013, 0.493]; assimilation: β = 0.40, SE = 0.07, p = 
0.01, 95% CI [0.044, 0.323]). By contrast, length of stay negatively predicted the outcome. 
The final model was significant, F(6, 41) = 2.77, p = .02 with R2adjusted = .18. Results are 
provided in Table 4. 
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Culture and extrinsic moral motives: comparisons of Japan…

Lower SES was positively correlated with tightness scores, r = 0.39, p < 0.001. 
Table 3 presents intercorrelations for key constructs. 

Group comparisons

To test Hypothesis 1a and 1b, a series of t tests were performed. Results showed 
that Japan residents (M = 49.55, SD = 7.18) were significantly more collectivistic 
than Japanese sojourners (M = 45.18, SD = 10.80), t(76.25) = 2.49, p = 0.02, d = 0.48. 
By contrast, Japanese sojourners (M = 49.16, SD = 11.12) were more individualistic 
than Japan residents (M = 41.97, SD = 7.81), t(79.25) =  − 3.92, p < 0.001, d = 0.75. 
These results supported Hypothesis 1a and 1b.

For demographic variables (political conservativeness, SES, and religiosity), 
Mann–Whitney tests were run. Compared with Japanese sojourners, Japan residents 
were more conservative and lower in SES (conservativeness: Z =  − 5.12, p < 0.001, 
r = 0.46; SES: Z = 3.19, p < 0.01, r = 0.29). As shown in Table 1, more than half of 
Japan residents and Japanese sojourners indicated their religion as “nothing in par-
ticular” or “other”. the two groups did not significantly differ in religiosity and the 
frequency of religious activities (religiosity: Z =  − 1.07, p = 0.29; frequency of reli-
gious activities: Z =  − 1.08, p = 0.28). In the subsequent analyses, conservativeness 
and SES were entered as covariates to control the effects.

Table 2  Means, standard deviations, Cronbach alphas of key variables among Japan residents and 
sojourners

F one-way ANOVA comparing means between Japan residents and Japanese sojourners, S-C self-con-
struals
*p < .01, **p < .001

Japan residents Sojourners F

M (SD) α M (SD) α

Perceptions of social 
expectations

8.85 (5.25) .72 6.08 (5.92) .73 7.27*

Cultural tightness 25.10 (3.43) .61 20.96 (4.62) .70 32.46**
Independent S-C 41.97 (7.81) .81 49.16 (11.12) .86 17.61**
Interdependent S-C 49.55 (7.18) .83 45.18 (10.80) .90 7.20*

Table 3  Intercorrelations for 
key variables

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

1 2 3 4

1. Perceptions of social 
expectations

.28**  − .12 .23*

2. Cultural tightness  − .05 .37***
3. Independent S-C  − .20*
4. Interdependent S-C
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Figure 1 
Mediation Model Predicting Extrinsic Morality Values 

 
Note. Culture was coded as Japan residents = 0 and Japanese sojourners = 1. 
p† < .1, p* < .05, p** < .01, p*** < .001. 

 
Table 4 
Regressions Predicting Perception of Social Expectations Among Japanese Sojourners 

 

 
Discussion 

This research aimed to investigate the relationships between two modes of self- 
construal (interdependent and independent), cultural tightness, and extrinsic moral 
motives (perceived social pressure on moral choices) under the assumption that people 
adapt moral values in line with what is valued in the immediate context. Specifically, the 
aim was to show that unlike the assumption that moral judgments are based on personal 
values, people living in a collectivist culture make moral judgments based on extrinsic 
moral motives, that is, what is perceived as morally acceptable by others. For this purpose, 
Japan residents who had never been abroad and Japanese sojourners in individualistic and 
loose countries (the United States, Canada, France, Germany, and Italy) participated. 
Japan resi- dents and Japanese sojourners differed significantly in the number of 

 R. Takamatsu 
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Mediation analyses

To test Hypothesis 2, mediation analyses were run, using the PROCESS Macro 
program developed by Preacher and Hayes (2004). Because mediating variables 
should be correlated with the predictor (culture) and outcome variables (extrinsic 
moral motives), independent self-construal was not included in the model. For 
interpretation, the mediation effect was significant if the 90% confidence interval 
did not include zero.

Hypothesis 2 was supported for cultural tightness as a mediator. The results 
showed that cultural tightness mediated the relationship between culture and 
extrinsic moral motives, bootstrap =  − 0.563, SE = 0.352, CI [− 1.403, − 0.035]. 
Interdependent self-construal was not a significant mediator, bootstrap =  − 0.231, 
SE = 0.222, CI [− 0.761, 0.091]. Figure 1 depicts the results.

Predicting extrinsic moral motives among Japanese residents overseas

To test Hypothesis 3, hierarchical regression analyses were run. In the first step, 
subjective SES and conservatism were entered as covariates. In the second step, 
language proficiency, length of stay (in years), cultural tightness, and assimilation 
were entered. Given the results of correlation and mediation analyses, independ-
ent and interdependent self-construals were not included in the model.

Hypothesis 3 was partially supported. In the final model, length of stay, cul-
tural tightness, and assimilation emerged as significant predictors. Cultural 
tightness and assimilation positively predicted higher extrinsic moral motives 
(cultural tightness: β = 0.29, SE = 0.12, p = 0.04, 95% CI [0.013, 0.493]; assimi-
lation: β = 0.40, SE = 0.07, p = 0.01, 95% CI [0.044, 0.323]). By contrast, length 
of stay negatively predicted the outcome. The final model was significant, F(6, 
41) = 2.77, p = 0.02 with R2

adjusted = 0.18. Results are provided in Table 4.

Fig. 1  Mediation model predicting extrinsic morality values. Culture was coded as Japan residents = 0 
and Japanese sojourners = 1. †p < .1, *p < .01, **p < .001

Author's personal copy

Table 3 
Regressions Predicting Perceptions of Social Expectations among Japanese 
Sojourners/Immigrants 
 Step 1 Step 2 
 β CI β CI 
SES −.10 −.976, .479 −.25 −1.367, .127 
Conservativism −.17 −.894, .237 −.24† −.992, .075 
Language proficiency   .27 −.102, .887 
Length of stay   −.29* −.232, −.005 
Cultural tightness   .29* .904, 1.106 
Assimilation   .40* .044, .323 
R2 −−− .25* 

Note. p† < .1, p* < .05, p** < .01, p*** < .001 
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constructs, including independent and interdependent self-construals, cultural tightness, 
and extrinsic moral motives. Additionally, cultural tightness explained the relation- ship 
between culture (country of residence) and extrinsic moral motives in the community 
domain. 

The results confirmed findings in the literature on acculturation that sojourners 
become more like the members of the host culture (Güngör et al., 2013). In this study, 
compared with Japan residents, Japanese sojourners in individualistic and loose cultures 
reported higher levels of individualism and lower extrinsic moral motives in the 
community moral system. Given that more than half of the Japanese sojourners indicated 
that they had migrated to another country with no choice (e.g., a family member was 
transferred to another branch), it could be likely that they have become individualistic 
and to perceive that moral judgments are based on personal choices, rather than social 
expectations. This result supports a brain study demonstrating that engaging in a scripted 
set of cultural practices for a prolonged time changes the brain circuits, and over time, 
and the individual becomes acculturated to the host culture (Kitayama & Uskul, 2011). 
This study suggests that living in a different culture may affect an individual’s self-
construal and perceptions of social pressure on how they behave in the context concerning 
the moral domain of community. Thus, Japanese sojourners have been accustomed to the 
local culture to fit into the immediate context, and behaving in line with the cultural values 
may have gradually changed their self-construal and moral extrinsic moral motives. 

This study also showed that cultural variations in one aspect of moral attitudes are 
explained by cultural tightness. Partially supporting Hypothesis 2, cultural tight- ness, 
which is the perceived strength of social norms and the degree of compliance, explained 
the relationship between culture and extrinsic moral motives. A traditional approach to 
human morality assumed that morality is a personal matter, and the individual makes 
moral judgments based on personal beliefs. However, results of this study showed that 
people in tight cultures may evaluate moral transgressions based on what is perceived as 
socially acceptable, but not on what is personally valuable. This is in line with past 
findings that in non-Western cultures, morality is interconnected with cultural mores and 
values (Laham et al., 2009; Miller et al. 1990). This result suggests that people cultivate 
moral values in accordance with how they perceive that social norms are sanctioned in 
the culture. 

Cultural tightness, but not interdependent self-construal, mediated the link 
between culture and social expectations in the community domain. We proposed two 
explanations for this. One explanation is that cultural tightness directly relates to morality. 
In each cultural context, people confront unique ecological challenges, and cultural 
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tightness is one strategy for managing social order (Gelfand et al., 2011). Another 
explanation is that the measure used in this study did not capture two versions of 
collectivism: North American and East Asian collectivism. People in individualistic and 
collectivistic cultures are gregarious but in different manners: they are both collectivistic 
to some extent but use different strategies to maintain a sense of the collective self (Yuki 
2003). At this point, no psychological scales measure the two versions of collectivism. It 
could be that Japanese sojourners may have shifted their collectivistic orientation to the 
North American from the East Asian version. Future studies should focus on the third 
dimension of self-construal to clarify its role in shaping not only the cognitive component 
of moral attitudes, but also the affective and behavioral components. 

Among Japanese sojourners, cultural assimilation with the host culture predicted 
higher social expectation ratings. Participants who attempted to assimilate with the host 
culture tended to perceive that morality-related actions were influenced by social 
expectations, rather than personal choices. Considering cultural assimilation is linked to 
few interpersonal difficulties (Ward & Rana-Deuba, 1999), it may be that adaptation of 
new values in the moral domain helps individuals oriented toward assimilation avoid 
interpersonal conflicts that arise from deviations from a norm in the new cultural context. 

By contrast, length of stay negatively predicted outcome. In this study, length of 
stay in the host country, but not self-reported language proficiency, predicted lower social 
expectation ratings. This result suggests that Japanese sojourners may begin to make 
moral choices based on personal values, rather than on social expectations as the duration 
of their residency in the host culture increases. Further research should investigate the 
process through which sojourners replace the existing moral value system with the new 
one in the host culture by using a longitudinal research design. Clarifying how sojourners 
adapt new moral attitudes in the process of acculturation is important for understanding 
how a conflict between old and new moral values may be resolved and the individual 
makes a smooth transition to the new cultural context. 
Limitations and future directions 

To further clarify the effects of socio-cultural adaption on the malleability of moral 
values, particularly moralization of certain issues, two limitations are note- worthy. First, 
further research should investigate how types of acculturation influence adaptation of new 
moral values. There are large variations in which people acculturate themselves in a new 
culture, and acculturation patterns predict diverse outcomes in adaption (Berry and Sam 
1997). Does successful adaption of moral values in the host culture increase well-being? 
Because a specific type of cultural adaption predicts higher subjective well-being, we 
expected that in the moral domain, too, a pattern of adapting moral values would be 
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associated with perceived intercultural competence and well-being. 
Second, variations in moral judgments are found between and within nations 

(Haidt et al., 1993). This research focused only on cultural variations, but further research 
should also focus on within-nation factors that influence individuals’ moral attitudes. 
Demographic variables, such as age, social class, and political preference, have been 
found to also influence the extent to which people embrace the three moral codes. 
Moreover, the extent to which demographic variables influence moral judgment may 
depend on culture. In North America and many parts of Europe, political preference is a 
strong predictor of attitudes toward various social and moral issues (Graham et al., 2013). 
By contrast, liberal and conservative orientations have little to say about an individual’s 
opinions on social and moral issues in many parts of the world, including Japan. Similarly, 
we expect that religious beliefs may exert great impacts on judgments and behavior in 
many regions, but not so where many people describe themselves as non-religious or even 
atheists. Notably, one of the divinity items constructed by Shweder et al. (1997) is 
immoral in Islamic cultures, where females are prohibited from touching a non-relative 
of the opposite sex. Given the complex structure of morality with the various factors 
affecting how individuals construe the moral world, we suggest that further research 
should include several collectivistic and individualistic cultures and use culturally 
sensitive moral items to measure morality. 

Lastly, future studies should use a longitudinal research design to investigate the 
process through which sojourners/immigrants adapt moral values sanctioned in the host 
culture and its relation to subjective wellbeing. Adaptation of new moral values may lead 
to successful social functioning in a new culture. How- ever, it does not necessarily imply 
that holding onto old values should be avoided. Within the context of globalization, an 
individual may attempt to embrace moral as well as non-moral values of two cultures. 
Further research should investigate not only the process of moralization but the process 
through which an individual integrates new moral values into the existing moral system 
without compromising one for another. 
Concluding Remarks 

This study shows that cultural variations in extrinsic moral motives (perceived 
desirability in moral judgment) are explained by cultural tightness. This finding suggests 
that people in tight cultures, including Japan, make moral judgments by evaluating 
societal acceptability rather than personal beliefs. There may be some aspects of morality 
in the non-Western context missing from the dominant theories of morality that are based 
on the premise that moral judgments reflect the individual’s moral values.  
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