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Abstract: Two studies were conducted to analyze how individuals feel and express
their happiness in shared versus non-shared events. We hypothesized that the
Japanese (interdependence-fostering culture), unlike Americans (independence-
fostering culture), would show higher levels of happiness in shared situations than in
non-shared situations. Study 1: participants were asked to describe two types of happy
events (shared and non-shared) they had experienced, and then indicate how strongly
they had felt and expressed happiness. Results suggest that the Japanese felt and
expressed higher degrees of happiness in shared situations than non-shared situations,
while Americans did not report this difference. Study 2: participants read the descrip-
tions generated in Study 1 and answered how they would feel and express happiness.
Japanese respondents scored higher in feeling and expressing happiness in shared sit-
uations than in non-shared situations. Americans showed the same pattern, but with a
smaller difference. While the Japanese tend to experience more happiness in shared
situations than in non-shared situations, Americans experience happiness similarly in
both situations. These results may be related to the function of emotions in each
culture.
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Imagine that you are alone watching a funny
comedy show. Your thoughts might turn to
someone, such as a romantic partner or a room-
mate, with wishes that he or she might also be
there. Would thinking about this person make
you feel less happy? Some people experience
difficulty in enjoying such a situation without
the presence of others, while other people may

enjoy and laugh at the comedy show regardless
of their absence.

In the present research, we examine cultural
differences between participants from Japan
and the United States regarding the effects of
sharing a happy situation. Here we define a
shared situation as when individuals experience
events with other people, usually individuals
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with whom they share some kind of relation-
ship, such as friends or relatives. The interaction
usually happens in person, but it can occur
through a call or online communication, as well.
In these situations, people may share their emo-
tions with others directly and simultaneously
when the event takes place (shared emotions).
In contrast, a non-shared situation would be
defined as one when individuals experience
events by themselves, without the presence of,
or interaction with, other people.

Culture and Positive Emotion in Shared

Situations

It has been shown that what people feel and how
they express what they feel can differ across cul-
tures. Markus and Kitayama (1991) argued that
whether self-construal is more independent or
interdependent has an influence on how people
feel and express emotions.

Some cultures are oriented towards the collec-
tive and interdependence with others, while others
are oriented towards the individual and autonomy;
this affects how people interact within the culture
as well as their own thoughts, behaviors, and emo-
tions (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Uchida,
Townsend, Markus, & Bergsieker, 2009). In
interdependent cultural contexts, whether or not
an emotion is shared matters more than in inde-
pendent cultural contexts. In the case of happiness,
since Japanese culture is oriented towards
interdependence, it is expected that shared positive
situations aremore likely tobe related tohappiness
than non-shared situations; on the other hand, in
North American culture, the magnitude of the
influence of shared and non-shared situations on
happiness is likely to be similar.

Similar to the importance of shared versus
non-shared situations for emotional experience,
Kitayama, Markus, and Kurokawa (2000) pro-
posed a disengaging–engaging dimension of
emotions. Engaging emotions, such as friendly
feelings and respect, are defined as emotions
focused on connectedness with others in social
relationships, whereas disengaging emotions,
such as pride, relate to emotions focused on
individual agency and separation from others.
They found that Japanese participants were
more likely to associate good feelings with

engagement and social relationships, placing a
higher value on these emotions and situations
than American participants (Kitayama, Mes-
quita, & Karasawa, 2006).
In another study, Uchida et al. (2009) found

that emotion is experienced and understood as
an interpersonal or “between-people” concept
in the Japanese cultural context, while in North
American cultural contexts, emotion is under-
stood as a primarily individualized or “within-
people” concept. In a cross-cultural comparison
of television interviews with Olympic athletes,
Markus, Uchida, Omoregie, Townsend, and
Kitayama (2006) found that Japanese athletes
used significantly more emotion-related words
than American athletes when replying to ques-
tions about their relationships. Also, after read-
ing an athlete’s self-description, Japanese
participants inferred more emotions when the
athlete mentioned relationships, whereas
American participants inferred more emotions
when the athletes focused only on themselves.
Lastly, it has been shown that Asian Ameri-

can participants were more likely to experience
and express emotion after thinking about a
close other than European American partici-
pants (Chentsova-Dutton & Tsai, 2010). In
Chentsova-Dutton and Tsai’s (2010) study, par-
ticipants were shown emotion-evoking video
clips (e.g., amusing films). Prior to seeing the
films, half the participants were induced to be
self-focused, being asked to think about them-
selves and to write a few sentences describing
their personality and recent events in their lives.
The other participants were induced to be
family-focused, by being asked to think of their
family members and to describe their family,
as well as recent family events. The results
suggested that European Americans experi-
enced and expressed more positive emotion in
response to the film than Asian Americans,
after they were self-focused, but Asian Ameri-
cans experienced and expressed more positive
emotions than European Americans after they
were family-focused. Related to this finding, in
a study with Japanese participants, Matsunaga
et al. (2017) showed that the presence of a friend
experiencing positive or negative feelings
influenced participants’ ratings of their own
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positive or negative feelings. The same study
also suggested that this experience had some
influence on their salivary serotonin levels.

The meaning and predictors of positive emo-
tions, such as happiness, also differ across cul-
tures. The Japanese tend to feel happy when
they are in harmonious relationships with
others, and the meaning of happiness is more
related to relationships in this culture; thus,
expressing personal emotions may hinder rela-
tionships and also jeopardize happiness. Con-
versely, North Americans may not necessarily
associate happiness with relationships; thus,
personal achievement, free choice and emo-
tional expression are common themes in happy
events in this culture (Hitokoto &
Uchida, 2015; Uchida, Norasakkunkit, &
Kitayama, 2004). A study conducted by Oishi,
Scollon, Diener, and Biswas-Diener (2004)
showed that Japanese people tend to feel more
positive emotions, including happiness, when
with friends or a romantic partner than when
alone, while Americans did not show such a
difference.

This effect can probably be explained by the
fact that, in Japan, individuals are encouraged
to adjust their own needs and behavior to fit into
their environment. To accomplish this, they sub-
due and regulate their emotions, so as not to dis-
turb or harm the harmony in the group. On the
other hand, individuals in North American con-
texts are encouraged to influence, change, and
have an impact on their environment to achieve
their needs and desires, and consequently, they
tend to be assertive and expressive (Morling,
Kitayama, & Miyamoto, 2002). This tendency
also reflects the emotions that are idealized in
each culture. In East Asian cultures, affective
states, such as being calm and serene
(e.g., low-arousal positive states), are valued
since these emotions facilitate paying attention
to others and do not interfere with harmony in
the group. On the other hand, in North Ameri-
can cultures, affective states, such as being
elated and excited (e.g., high-arousal positive
states), are valued because they facilitate stand-
ing out and influencing others (Tsai, 2007).

Matsumoto, Yoo, and Fontaine (2008)
showed that culture influences emotion-

regulation in terms of expression—not feeling
itself—implying that cultural differences in
emotion merely follow emotion-expression
norms and that internal emotional experiences
do not vary across cultures. However, some evi-
dence has suggested that internal emotional
experience itself also varies across cultures
beyond culturally reinforced expressive norms
(Murata, Moser, & Kitayama, 2013). In this
paper, we examine cultural differences, both in
feeling and expression, to test this prediction.

Current Research

To date, there are no direct cross-cultural com-
parisons regarding the effects of shared versus
non-shared emotions on happiness. Therefore,
we conducted two studies comparing an East
Asian culture (Japan) and a Western culture
(the United States).

Based on previous studies, indicated above,
we predicted that Japanese people would feel
and express higher degrees of happiness in
shared situations than in non-shared situations,
since interdependence is prevalent in Japanese
society. Americans, in contrast, would have high
degrees of happiness in non-shared situations
(because their society fosters independence),
as well as in shared situations, as previous
research shows.

We expect this hypothesis to hold true for
both feeling and expressing emotions. In the
studies presented here, we analyze the differ-
ences between feeling and expression of happi-
ness in shared versus non-shared situations in
Japanese and American cultures.

Study 1

In Study 1, we asked participants in the
United States and Japan to describe shared
and non-shared happy situations, and then
investigated the intensity with which they felt
and expressed emotions in each situation.

Method

Participants comprised 29 European Americans
in the United States (12 females and 17 males,
Mage = 19.1 years, SD = 0.9 years), and 31
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Japanese in mainland Japan (10 females and 21
males,Mage = 18.6 years, SD = 0.8 years).2

Theywere recruited from the available subject
pool of a university psychology class and reim-
bursed with course credit. Data were collected
individually in the laboratory. Participants were
asked to describe two happy events they had
experienced in the past: one in a shared and
one in a non-shared situation. The shared situa-
tion was a situation in which they felt happy
when they were with other(s). The non-shared
situation was one in which they felt happy when
they were alone. Afterward, participants were
requested to indicate how strongly they had felt
and expressed happiness in each situation on a
7-point scale (1= Just a little; 7= Very strongly).

Two participants from the Japanese sample
were excluded from the analysis because they
did not follow the instructions regarding the
types of situations to be described. Japanese
(American) situations were translated into
English (Japanese) and back-translated in order
to check the consistency of the translation. Two
US coders and two Japanese coders coded the
same 10 situations (five US situations and five
Japanese situations). The reliability between
all coders was checked and established based
on these 10 situations. The two US coders then
coded the rest of the US situations, and the
Japanese coders coded the rest of the Japanese
situations. Descriptions of events were classified
into situation type (i.e., shared or non-shared);
type of event (i.e., “achievement,” “interaction
with other people,” “unexpected event,” and
“ordinary things”); and company (i.e., “friend,”
“group member,” “romantic partner,” “senior,”
and “other”).We obtained over 85% consistency
between all coders. Inconsistent cases were dis-
cussed until both coders reached an agreement.

Results

There was no cultural difference in the type of
events in the shared situation χ2(3, N = 58) =

2.18, p = .535, Cramer’s V = .18, the most com-
mon situations being “interaction with other

people” (Japanese sample = 62.1%, US sample
= 86.2%) and “achievement” (Japanese sam-
ple = 20.7%, US sample = 20.7%). There was
also no significant difference in the type of events
in the non-shared situation χ2(6, N = 58) = 3.29,
p= .771, Cramer’s V= .23, themost common sit-
uations being “achievement” (Japanese sam-
ple = 41.4%, US sample = 48.3%) and
“ordinary things (weather, food, etc.)” (Japanese
sample = 27.6%, US sample = 20.7%).
The samples did not differ regarding who

shared the situations with the participants in
shared situations χ2 (4, N = 58) = 5.76,
p = .218, Cramer’s V = .03, “friends”
(Japan = 72.4%, US = 75.9%) being the most
mentioned, followed by “groupmember” (Japa-
nese sample = 37.9%, US sample = 34.5%).
Shared feeling and shared expression were

significantly correlated (r(56) = .56, p < .001)
and of different magnitudes (feeling M = 5.1,
SD = 1.0; expression M = 4.4, SD = 1.5, t
(57) = 4.5, p < .001). Non-shared feeling and
non-shared expression were also correlated (r
(56)= .75, p < .001) and of different magnitudes
(feelingM = 4.9, SD = 1.5; expressionM = 3.5,
SD = 2.2, t(57) = 6.96, p < .001).
In order to analyze each culture’s influence

on how individuals feel and how they express
emotions, we conducted a mixed model 2 (cul-
ture: European American and Japanese) � 2
(situation: shared and non-shared) ANOVA
for each dependent variable (intensity of feeling
of happiness and intensity of expression of hap-
piness). For intensity of feeling, the interaction
term was significant (F(1, 56) = 4.19, p = .045,
ηp2 = .07). Bonferroni p-value-adjusted post-
hoc tests showed that Americans felt the same
intensity of happiness in both shared (M = 5.3,
SD = 1.1) and non-shared situations (M = 5.4,
SD = 1.3)—a non-significant difference
(p = .639). On the other hand, Japanese partici-
pants reported stronger intensity of happiness in
the shared situation (M = 4.9, SD = 1.0) than in
the non-shared situation (M = 4.3, SD = 1.5,
p = .034) (see Figure 1).
Additionally, we identified a main effect of cul-

ture (F(1, 56)= 7.82, p= .007, ηp2= .12) showing
that, in general, American participants (M = 5.4,
SD = 1.2) reported feeling higher degrees of

2Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, it was not possible
to expand the sample of Study 1 and Study 2.
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happiness than Japanese participants (M = 4.6,
SD= 1.3). Themain effect of situationwas not sig-
nificant (F(1, 56) = 2.14, p = .149, ηp2 = .04).

For the intensity of expression of happiness,
we found a slightly different pattern. The inter-
action term was not significant (F(1,
56) = 1.54, p = .219, ηp2 = .03). However, there
was a main effect of culture (F(1, 56) = 8.77,
p = .004, ηp2 = .14), as American participants
(M = 4.5, SD = 1.8) reported expressing higher
degrees of happiness than Japanese participants
(M = 3.4, SD = 2.0); and of situation (F(1,
56) = 7.37, p = .009, ηp2 = .12), as participants
reported expressing higher degrees of happi-
ness in shared (M = 4.4, SD = 1.6) than non-
shared situations (M= 3.5, SD= 2.2) (Figure 2).

Study 2

Study 2 was a follow-up study to examine
whether the findings of Study 1 were derived
from the differences in types of situations that
commonly occur or are socially desirable in
each culture, or from the differences in the cog-
nition of people from each culture. It was possi-
ble to confirm the results of Study 1 utilizing the
situation sampling method (see Kitayama, Mar-
kus, Matsumoto, & Norasakkunkit, 1997;
Morling et al., 2002), in which the generated sit-
uations obtained in Study 1 were shown to a
new group of participants. For example, when
asked to produce happy shared and non-shared

situations, Japanese individuals might be biased
towards producing shared situations that elicit
higher degrees of happiness than non-shared
situations, while Americans might be biased to
produce shared and non-shared situations that
elicit similar degrees of happiness. This method
is used to examine whether cultural differences
are inherently present in individuals’ psycholog-
ical tendencies or also found in situations
reproduced within certain cultural contexts.

Method

Participants comprised 62 European Americans
(undergraduate students in the US, 15 males
and 47 females, Mage = 22.3 years and SD = 2.8
years) and 60 Japanese (undergraduate students
in Japan, originally from Japan, 34 males and 26
females,Mage = 19.2 years and SD = 1.1 years).
They were recruited from the available subject
pool of psychology classes and reimbursed with
$5 for Americans and 500 yen for Japanese.
Due to missing data, only 59 Americans were
included in the data analysis.

We presented situations obtained from Study
1 and asked participants to judge how strongly
they would feel and express happiness if they
were in each of the described situations. Data
were collected individually in the laboratory,
and the presentation order of each type of situ-
ation was counterbalanced and randomly
ordered.

Figure 1 Intensity of feeling of happiness of Study 1.
Error bars indicate standard error of the mean.

Figure 2 Intensity of expression of happiness of
Study 1. Error bars indicate standard error of
the mean.

174 I. De Almeida, Y. Uchida, and P. C. Ellsworth

© Japanese Psychological Association 2022.



In order tomaximize the number of situations
presented to each participant, without over-
loading them, 16 situations collected in Study
1 (see Table 1 for examples) were randomly
selected for this study. They consisted of four
shared situations generated by the Japanese;
four non-shared situations generated by the
Japanese; four shared situations generated by
Americans; and four non-shared situations gen-
erated by Americans. The shared/non-shared
situations were confirmed to be matched to the
categories by the coding employed in Study
1. During the selection, if two or more situations
were too similar to each other (e.g., all involving
parties), then another situation was selected to
avoid having similar kinds of situations in each
category.

The following instructions were given to the
participants: “Below are situations that under-
graduate students like you have experienced
and described. There are various kinds of situa-
tions, and all the descriptions were written by
undergraduates about their actual experiences.
We would like you to tell us how you would feel
if you were to experience each situation. Please
read each situation carefully and imagine that
you are in the situation. Some of the situations
are easy to imagine, whereas some others are
difficult to imagine. In either case, try to imagine
as clearly as possible how you would feel if you
were in each situation.”

After this, the situations and instructions for
the items were presented. For each situation,
the following instruction was presented: “Please
indicate how much you agree or disagree with
the statement by circling a number below.”
Feeling and expressing happiness were each

measured with a 7-point scale (1 = Not at all,
7 = Strongly).
Participants read each situation and

answered according to their feelings. For each
participant, this procedure was repeated for
16 situations in total.

Results

For situations generated by Japanese partici-
pants, shared feeling and shared expression
were significantly correlated (r(117) = .65,
p < .001) and of different magnitudes (feeling
M = 5.8, SD = 0.8, expression M = 5.0,
SD = 0.9, t(118) = 12.44, p < .001), and so were
non-shared feeling and non-shared expression
(r(117) = .59, p < .001; feeling M = 5.7,
SD = 0.9, expression M = 4.5, SD = 1.2, t
(118) = 12.99, p < .001). The same pattern was
found for situations generated by Americans:
shared feeling and shared expression (r
(117) = .71, p < .001; feeling M = 5.7,
SD = 0.9, expression M = 5.1, SD = 0.9, t
(118) = 9.19, p < .001), and non-shared feeling
and non-shared expression (r(117) = .67,
p < .001; feeling M = 5.2, SD = 1.0, expression
M = 4.2, SD = 1.2, t(118) = 11.52, p < .001).
In order to investigate differences in culture,

sharedness and origin of situations in their rela-
tionship to happiness, we performed a 2 (partici-
pants’ culture: Japanese and US; between
subjects) � 2 (situation’s culture of origin:
Japanese-made vs. American-made; within sub-
jects) � 2 (situation sharedness: shared vs. non-
shared; within subjects) mixedANOVA for each
of the dependent variables, feeling of happiness
and expression of happiness (see Figures 3 and
4 for mean comparisons).

Table 1 Examples of situation categories

Japanese-made situations American-made situations

Shared “I went out for a meal with other people.
During the meal, a person behaved in a
friendly way towards me.”

“I went shopping for a friend’s birthday
with my friend.”

Non-shared “I received the result of the exam I had
taken a week ago. The score was
above that required to pass.”

“When I went for a walk, theweatherwas
gorgeous and sunny.”

Note. The complete list of situations can be obtained upon request.
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Feeling of Happiness

The main effect of the participants’ culture was
significant (F(1, 117) = 11.11, p =. 001,
ηp2 = .09), as American participants reported
they would feel a higher degree of happiness
(M = 5.8, SD = 0.7) than the Japanese
(M = 5.4, SD = 1.0), corroborating Study 1.
The main effect of the origin of the situation
was also significant (F(1,117) = 33.14, p < .001,
ηp2 = .22), as participants reported feeling
higher degrees of happiness in Japanese-made
situations (M = 5.7, SD = 0.9) than in Ameri-
can-made situations (M = 5.5, SD = 1.0). The
main effect of sharedness of the situation was
also significant (F(1, 117) = 38.25, p < .001,
ηp2 = .25), as shared situations elicited greater
feelings of happiness (M = 5.8, SD = 0.8) than
non-shared situations (M = 5.4, SD = 1.0). In
addition, the interaction between the partici-
pants’ culture and the origin of the situation
was significant (F(1,117) = 12.66, p < .001,
ηp2 = .10), as well as culture and sharedness
(F(1,117) = 16.54, p < .001, ηp2 = .12), and
sharedness and origin (F(1,117) = 14.72,
p < .001, ηp2 = 11). The three-way interaction
was significant (F(1,117) = 11.44, p < .001,
ηp2 = .09). Bonferroni p-value-adjusted post-
hoc tests showed that Japanese participants rated
the Japanese-made shared situations the most
happiness-inducing (M = 5.8, SD = 0.9), and
the American-made non-shared situations the
least (M = 4.9, SD = 1.1, p < .001), while
American participants rated theAmerican-made

shared situations (M = 6.0, SD = 0.7) and the
Japanese-made non-shared situations (M = 6.0,
SD = 0.7) the highest, and the American-made
non-shared situations the lowest (M = 5.5,
SD = 0.7, p < .001 and p < .001, respectively).

Considering only sharedness and the partici-
pants’ culture, results from Study 1 were par-
tially replicated. Bonferroni p-value-adjusted
post-hoc tests showed that the Japanese rated
shared situations as more happiness-inducing
(M = 5.6, SD = 0.9) than non-shared situations
(M = 5.1, SD = 1.0, p < .001), as expected, and
Americans also showed a significant difference
between shared (M = 5.9, SD = 0.7) and non-
shared (M = 5.8, SD = 0.8, p = .025) situations.

Considering only sharedness and the
cultural origin of the situations, Bonferroni
p-value-adjusted post-hoc tests showed that
there was no significant difference between
Japanese-made (M = 5.8, SD = 0.8) and Amer-
ican-made shared situations (M= 5.7, SD= 0.9,
p = .370), but Japanese-made (M = 5.7,
SD = 0.9) non-shared situations were rated as
more happiness-inducing than American-made
non-shared situations (M = 5.2,
SD = 1.0, p < .001).

Japanese participants reported feeling higher
degrees of happiness in Japanese-made shared
situations (M = 5.9, SD = 0.9) than in Japa-
nese-made non-shared situations (M = 5.4,
SD= 0.9, p < .001), and presented the same pat-
tern in American-made shared situations
(M = 5.4, SD = 0.9) compared to American-

Figure 3 Intensity of feeling of happiness of Study
2. Error bars indicate standard error of the mean.

Figure 4 Intensity of expression of happiness of
Study 2. Error bars indicate standard error of
the mean.
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made non-shared situations (M = 4.9, SD = 1.1,
p < .001). Conversely, American participants
reported feeling higher degrees of happiness in
American-made shared situations (M = 6.0,
SD = 0.7) than in American-made non-shared
situations (M = 5.5, SD = 0.7, p < .001), but did
not differ significantly regarding Japanese-made
shared situations (M = 5.7, SD = 0.7) and Japa-
nese-made non-shared situations (M = 6.0,
SD = 0.9, p = .335).

Expression of Happiness

The main effect of the participants’ culture was
significant (F(1, 117) = 4.93, p = .028,
ηp2 = .04), as American participants reported a
greater expression of happiness (M = 4.9,
SD = 1.0) than Japanese (M = 4.5, SD = 1.2).
The main effect of the origin of the situation
was not significant (F(1,117) = 0.97, p = .326,
ηp2 = .01). However, the main effect of
sharedness was significant (F(1,117) = 99.45,
p < .001, ηp2 = .46), as participants reported
expressing higher degrees of happiness in
shared (M = 5.0, SD = 0.9) than in non-shared
situations (M = 4.4, SD = 1.2).

The interaction between the participants’ cul-
ture and the origin of the situation was signifi-
cant (F(1,117) = 10.99, p = .001, ηp2 = .09), as
were those between culture and sharedness (F
(1,117) = 21.00, p < .001, ηp2 = .15), and
sharedness and origin (F(1,117) = 16.09,
p < .001, ηp2 = .12). The three-way interaction
was significant (F(1,117) = 9.09, p = .003,
ηp2= .07). Regarding the origin of the situation,
Bonferroni p-value-adjusted post-hoc tests
showed that Japanese participants rated the
Japanese-made shared situations the highest
(M = 5.1, SD = 0.9), and the American-made
non-shared situations the lowest (M = 3.9,
SD = 1.2, p < .001), while American partici-
pants rated the American-made shared situa-
tions (M = 5.3, SD = 0.9) the highest, and the
American-made non-shared situations the low-
est (M = 4.6, SD = 1.1, p < .001).

Similarly to the feeling of happiness, consid-
ering only sharedness and participants’ culture,
results from Study 1 were, again, partially repli-
cated. Bonferroni p-value-adjusted post-hoc
tests showed that Japanese rated shared

situations as more happiness-inducing
(M = 5.0, SD = 0.9) than non-shared
(M = 4.0, SD = 1.2, p < .001) situations, and
Americans also showed a significant difference
between shared (M = 5.1, SD = 0.9) and non-
shared (M = 4.7, SD = 1.1, p < .001) situations.
Considering only sharedness and the cultural

origin of the situations, Bonferroni p-value-
adjusted post-hoc tests showed that there was
no significant difference between Japanese-
made (M = 5.0, SD = 0.9) and American-made
shared situations (M = 5.1, SD = 0.9, p = .131),
but Japanese-made (M = 4.5, SD = 1.2) non-
shared situations were rated as more happi-
ness-inducing than American-made non-shared
situations (M = 4.2, SD = 1.2, p = .009).
Japanese participants reported expressing

higher degrees of happiness in Japanese-made
shared situations (M = 5.1, SD = 0.9) than in
Japanese-made non-shared situations
(M = 4.2, SD = 1.2, p < .001), and presented
the same pattern in American-made shared sit-
uations (M= 4.9, SD= 0.9) compared toAmer-
ican-made non-shared situations (M = 3.9,
SD = 1.2, p < .001). Meanwhile, American par-
ticipants reported expressing higher degrees of
happiness in American-made shared situations
(M = 5.3, SD = 0.9) than in American-made
non-shared situations (M = 4.6, SD = 1.1,
p < .001), but did not differ significantly regard-
ing Japanese-made shared situations (M = 4.8,
SD= 0.9) and Japanese-made non-shared situa-
tions (M = 4.8, SD = 1.1, p = 1).

Discussion

Through the completion of two studies using a
situation-sampling method, we found that for
Japanese participants, whether the emotional
situation was shared with others was highly
important for feeling and expressing happiness.
These findings are consistent with past studies
on cultural differences concerning happiness,
which suggest that in the Japanese culture, hap-
piness is less individualized and more likely to
be connected with other people’s happiness
(Hitokoto & Uchida, 2015; Uchida et al., 2004).
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American participants, on the other hand,
showed a complex pattern. In Study 1 they
reported no significant difference in intensity
between shared and non-shared situations in
either feeling or expressing happiness, albeit
scoring slightly higher in shared situations. In
Study 2, they scored higher in shared than in
non-shared situations. These results show that
Americans may experience a happiness boost
in shared situations just as much as (Study 1)
and sometimes more (Study 2) than in non-
shared situations. On average, Americans
scored higher than the Japanese on both expres-
sion and feeling of happiness in each study as
suggested in the previous literature. One possi-
ble explanation for Americans rating both
expressed and felt happiness higher than the
Japanese is that during the random selection of
eight situations from each culture in Study
2, the more intense shared situations of the
Japanese might be selected by chance, and as a
consequence, shared situations generated hap-
piness even for the Americans. Other possibili-
ties include cross-cultural differences in
response styles (see Heine, Lehman, Peng, &
Greenholtz, 2002) and general attitudes to seek-
ing positive emotions and happiness (Uchida
et al., 2004; Uchida&Kitayama, 2009). Further-
more, in East Asian cultures, even positive emo-
tions can be suppressed when they are too
intense and could negatively affect others. In
this case, moderation, leaning towards neutral
emotions, is preferred. On the other hand, par-
ticipants in the United States tend to prefer pos-
itive emotions even if they are highly intense
and this does not seem to affect their social rela-
tionships (Miyamoto & Ma, 2011). Another
related example is the case of “capitalization,”
which refers to an individual telling others
about positive events they have experienced as
a way to maximize their positive experience
(see Gable, Reis, Impett, & Asher, 2004;
Langston, 1994). Koreans are less likely to cap-
italize than Americans because in East Asian
cultures individuals might be concerned about
the potential negative consequences of talking
about (sharing) a positive event one has experi-
enced, while in Western cultures individuals
tend to be rewarded for talking about such

positive events (Choi, Oishi, Shin, &
Suh, 2019). Future research could also explore
the relationship between suppressing positive
emotions and social consequences.

The feeling and the expression of emotions
were highly correlated in both studies, showing
that there is a direct connection between feeling
and expressing happiness. However, scores of
feeling were significantly higher than scores of
expression, showing that participants did not
express emotions to the same extent that they
felt them, which can indicate the operating of
an emotional regulation mechanism
(Matsumoto et al., 2008). Future studies can fur-
ther investigate the relationship between feeling
and expression of emotions and how this rela-
tionship might be mediated by culture.

From the situation sampling method, we
could confirm that there was a cultural differ-
ence regarding non-shared situations, as
Japanese-made situations tended to elicit higher
degrees of happiness than American-made situ-
ations. However, there was no significant differ-
ence regarding the origin of the situation for
shared situations. Thus, the observed cultural
difference between the samples was not merely
the consequence of the cultural differences in
the nature of the situations that participants
described; rather, it might be related to how
emotions work in each of the studied cultures.

The results of Study 1 suggest that, in the two
studied cultures, there is little difference
between descriptions of happy situations, either
shared or non-shared. However, there was a dif-
ference in how people feel and express happi-
ness in these situations across cultures. In
Study 2, from the situation sampling method,
we could confirm the observed cultural differ-
ence between the samples was not merely the
consequence of the cultural differences in the
nature of the situations that participants
described; rather, it might be related to how
emotions work in each of the studied cultures.
In other words, this result suggests that the emo-
tions that a description of a situation elicits in a
participant is influenced by the participant’s cul-
tural background.

In Study 2, the Japanese participants showed
stronger emotional reactions to shared
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situations, which were generated by both
Japanese and American participants in Study
1, than they did to non-shared situations. How-
ever, Americans did not particularly differenti-
ate between situations made by Japanese
participants, but they scored higher in both
experiencing and expressing happiness in
American-made shared situations than in
American-made non-shared situations. For the
Japanese sample, these results correspond to
the hypothesis and the theory discussed above:
it is clear that shared situations elicit stronger
emotions than non-shared situations. In the sec-
ond study there was possibly a culturally specific
component of the Japanese-made situations,
since they elicited stronger emotions than the
American-made situations. For the American
sample, the feeling of happiness in the experi-
ments can be explained by the above-
mentioned hypothesis, but regarding the
expression of happiness, these participants
showed a higher score in response to
American-made shared situations than to other
situations, showing that here, too, there might
be some cultural component to these social
events. Finally, it is puzzling that, on average,
participants from both cultures rated Japanese-
made situations as more happiness-inducing,
which was expected for Japanese participants,
but not for American participants. Future
research could study how situations created in
one culture elicit higher levels of happiness in
individuals from that culture than from another
culture.

A future study could use the same paradigm
with different emotional expressions, such as
other positive emotions (e.g., calmness, awe),
negative emotions (e.g., sadness, envy), or
ambiguous emotions (e.g., pride).

A major limitation of the studies presented
here is that the sample was composed of univer-
sity students from each country, which can limit
the generalizability of the results (see Henrich,
Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010). For instance, the
situations generated by the participants may be
notably different to situations experienced by
people in other age groups, or those not attend-
ing university. Also, compared to other studies
in psychology, the samples studied here can be

considered small. Future research can explore
situations created by samples from other age
groups and main occupations.
In the studies presented here, we assumed that

independence/interdependencewas themain fac-
tor that distinguished the cultures we compared.
Although it is well known that the social orienta-
tion of a culture influences how emotions are
developed, felt, and expressed in that context,
there are other factors underlying this issue. For
example, Latin Americans prefer high-arousal
positive affective states, while East Asians prefer
low-arousal, positive emotions, despite both cul-
tures being collectivist (Ruby, Falk, Heine,
Villa, & Silberstein, 2012). According to each cul-
ture’s specific environment, some emotions will
be fostered so individuals can fit in and function
well, while other emotions will not be accepted.
Future research could address how other mecha-
nisms influence people’s emotional experience in
shared and non-shared situations in cultures with
similar social orientations. Also, we assumed the
social orientation of each studied culture based
on previous research; we did not measure inde-
pendence or interdependence in the present
studies.
In conclusion, the current research presented

evidence suggesting that there are pertinent dif-
ferences between how participants from differ-
ent cultural backgrounds experience and
express happiness in shared and non-shared
situations.
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