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Cultural pathways of identity formation have been largely unexplored. In many Asian
cultures, youth are expected to concentrate on adaptation to their groups or
relationships rather than pursuing their own uniqueness. Then, how do they develop
a sense of identity while considering groups or relationships to be important? The
purposes of this study were (a) to examine relationships between cultural self-
construction (i.e. independence and interdependence) and identity processes (i.e.
commitment, in-depth exploration, and reconsideration of commitment) in both
societal and relational domains, and (b) to analyze the relationships of self-construction
and identity processes with well-being, using a sample of Japanese emerging adults
(i.e. university students and workers) aged 18–25 years. The findings indicated that
relational identity was related to both independence and interdependence, whereas
societal identity was mainly related to independence. Moreover, independence and
identity in both societal and relational domains was positively related to well-being.
Furthermore, the patterns of relationships among self-construction, identity, and well-
being were found to be similar between university students and workers. These
findings imply that while Japanese emerging adults have developmental needs to
express one’s own uniqueness, they are also directed to form a sense of identity
emphasizing the maintenance of harmonious relationships with others.

Keywords: identity; cultural self-construction; employment; higher education; emer-
ging adulthood; Japan

Identity formation occurs at the intersection of individual development and culture
(Erikson 1950; Phinney and Baldelomar 2011). According to the symbolic interaction
theory (Mead 1934), self and identity emerge through the communications with others.
Communications imply specific sets of symbols underlying the conversations and
gestures, and they convey the meanings of self and identity that fit with the cultural
contexts. Thus, identity is not an entity within individual persons. Rather, it is a culturally
constructed product which emerges from the interactions between the persons and the
contexts in which they participate.
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Models of identity formation in cultural contexts have implied that cultural values
direct and constrain the process of identity formation (e.g. Phinney and Baldelomar
2011). It has been suggested that the process of identity formation of Japanese youth is
different from the process of Western youth (cf. Sugimura and Mizokami 2012, for
review). Specifically, to develop a sense of identity, Japanese youth must carefully deal
with others’ perspectives and, in some cases, merge themselves into relationships and
groups rather than pursuing their own uniqueness (e.g. Sugimura 2007; Tani 1997; Tatara
1974). If so, how do Japanese youth focus on their own needs and interests while
considering relationships or groups to be of importance? This question has been largely
unexplored. Therefore, the first aim of this study was to address this issue by examining
the relationships between cultural self-construction (i.e., independence and interdepend-
ence; Markus and Kitayama 1991) and identity formation (Crocetti, Rubini, and Meeus
2008) in Japanese youth.

Moreover, contemporary young people in Japan are required to internalize not only
interdependent but also independent cultural values, in addition to developing a sense of
identity (Matsumoto 2002). In fact, Japan’s educational council has revised the teaching
guidelines in schools to more strongly emphasize the development of agency and
individuality among children and adolescence in this era of globalization (Central Council
for Education 1996). In a sense, contemporary Japanese youth face the tension between
traditional and Western values, and engage in the process of developing an integrated
sense of identity in which they make their own meanings of both values (Helms 2003).
Therefore, it is crucial to address the question of the degree to which self-construction
and identity processes are associated with adaptive psychological functioning among
Japanese young people. The second aim of the present study was to address this issue by
investigating how cultural self-construction and identity are related to well-being.

Identity

A model that is widely used in the identity field is Marcia’s (1966) identity status
paradigm. Marcia, drawing from Erikson’s (1950) theory, identified two core processes
involved in the identity formation task: exploration and commitment. Exploration entails
the active weighing of various identity alternatives before making decisions about one’s
values, beliefs, and goals. Commitment entails making a relatively firm choice about an
identity domain and engaging in significant activities geared toward the implementation
of that choice. Four identity statuses were derived by crossing exploration and
commitment: achievement (commitment following exploration), foreclosure (commit-
ment with little or no prior exploration), moratorium (ongoing exploration with no current
commitment), and diffusion (lack of commitment and exploration). Research has shown
inter-individual differences in psychological outcomes among youth classified into the
various identity statuses (Kroger and Marcia 2011, for review). For instance, achievement
is linked with high cognitive abilities and with positive interpersonal relationships,
whereas diffusion is linked with low well-being and with distant and uninvolved family
relationships. Research on identity formation in Japan has generally demonstrated that
Marcia’s identity status model is suitable for studying identity in Japanese youth
(Sugimura and Mizokami 2012).

Marcia’s model has inspired a large amount of research (Kroger and Marcia 2011),
and various extensions and expansions of this model have been proposed (cf. Meeus
2011, for review). In particular, several European scholars have focused on the multiple
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facets of the commitment and exploration dimensions and empirically unraveled identity
statuses not encompassed in Marcia’s original model (e.g. Crocetti, Schwartz et al. 2012;
Luyckx, Schwartz, Berzonsky et al. 2008). Within this line of research, Meeus, Crocetti,
and their colleagues (Crocetti, Rubini, and Meeus 2008; Meeus et al. 2010) have
expanded the identity status paradigm by proposing a three-factor identity model aimed at
capturing the dynamics by which identity is formed and modified over time.

This model takes into account three pivotal identity processes (Crocetti, Rubini, and
Meeus 2008): commitment, in-depth exploration, and reconsideration of commitment.
Commitment refers to enduring choices that individuals have made with regard to various
developmental domains and to the self-confidence they derive from these choices; it
serves as an indicator of identity consolidation and of successful identity development.
In-depth exploration represents the extent to which individuals actively think about the
commitments they have made, by reflecting on their choices, searching for additional
information, and talking with others about their commitments; it is associated not only
with curiosity but also with confusion. Reconsideration of commitment refers to the
comparison of present commitments with possible alternative commitments because the
current ones are no longer satisfactory; it is intertwined with disequilibrium and distress,
and assumes the character of an identity crisis.

In this model, identity can be studied both at a global level, combining multiple life
domains, and/or at a domain-specific level that analyzes identity domains separately. In
this study, we adopted this second strategy to understand which domain of identity would
be more related to independent/interdependent self-construction. We examined two
identity domains that are particularly relevant for young people (Crocetti, Scrignaro et al.
2012): societal identity (i.e. it refers to the domain that represents the role that people
have in the society; educational identity for university students and work identity for
young workers) and relational identity. Thus, we assessed three identity processes (i.e.
commitment, in-depth exploration, and reconsideration of commitment) in both the
societal and relational identity domains.

Independent and interdependent self-construction

Markus and Kitayama (1991) proposed two different cultural schemas about the ways in
which individuals relate to each other, or self-constructions, namely independence and
interdependence. According to them, in many Western cultures, achieving independence
from others and expressing one’s unique attributes is an imperative goal. This goal
requires an individual to be the one who controls his or her own behavior, which is
organized by one’s own internal thoughts and feelings. Thus, the self is construed as
separated from others. Conversely, in many Asian cultures, including Japan, maintaining
harmonious relationships among individuals is an imperative goal. This goal requires an
individual to be part of social relationships and, hence, to be the one whose behavior is, to
a large extent, organized by others’ feelings and expectations. Thus, the self is construed
as connected and interdependent with others.

Models of identity formation (Kroger and Marcia 2011) mainly fit with the concept of
independence, which emphasizes personal goals, individual uniqueness, and independent
relationships. However, results from studies using Japanese samples were not consistent
with the hypothesized association between independence/interdependence and identity,
although there have been few studies on this topic, to date. Two studies, which used
Markus and Kitayama’s conceptualization, found that (1) independence, not
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interdependence, was positively related to identity coherence in adolescence (Mori 2012),
and (2) independence and interdependence were both associated with identity coherence
in adulthood (Misugi 1998). Since the age groups that were studied were different, this
could account for the inconsistency of their findings.

More importantly, the measure of identity that was used assessed a global level of
identity (i.e. identity coherence) and, therefore, might not be sensitive for detecting
different relationships between the two dimensions of self-construction and identity.
Interdependence in Japan develops through the socialization practices to ‘fuse’ into
groups (Tatara 1974) or to adopt roles necessary to maintain the social system rather than
to achieve personal purposes (Azuma 2001). Adaptation to an environment, in which
individuals experience a sense of belonging and solidarity through close relationships
with others, precedes over emphasizing their own uniqueness. This type of self-
construction may be associated with the relational identity representing self-definition
by choosing one’s important relationships, rather than the societal identity representing
self-definition by selecting one’s own unique societal role. The three-factor identity
model (Crocetti, Rubini, and Meeus 2008) is particularly suitable for clarifying this issue
since it enables assessment of a domain-specific level of identity considering both societal
and relational identity domains.

Thus, in this study, we first examined associations between self-construction and
identity. Based on the above considerations, we hypothesized that societal identity
processes would be positively related to independence, not to interdependence, since
societal identity and independence share conceptualization of the self as one’s own
uniqueness and differentiation from others (Kroger and Marcia 2011; Markus and
Kitayama 1991). Relational identity processes may be positively related to both
independence and interdependence, because, similar to societal identity, there is the
conceptual affinity between identity in any domain and independence. In addition to this,
the feature of relational identity that embraces the volitional choices for constructing
stable relationships with others (Crocetti, Rubini, and Meeus 2008) also fits with
interdependence that considers relationships or groups to be of importance (Azuma 2001;
Tatara 1974).

Well-being

Considering that contemporary Japanese youth are required to develop both independ-
ence and interdependence, as well as identity (Matsumoto 2002), it is important to clarify
the role of self-construction and identity in well-being among them. We incorporated this
issue into the current study by examining the relationship of self-construction and identity
with self-esteem and satisfaction with life. Self-esteem represents the emotional
dimension of well-being and refers to a sense of confidence in one’s self (Rosenberg
1965). Satisfaction with life represents the cognitive dimension of subjective well-being
and refers to the global assessment of a person’s quality of life according to his or her
own chosen criteria (Diener et al. 1985).

In many Western societies, individuals are expected to be self-directed and to find
their own way of life during the transition to adulthood (Côté and Levine 2002).
Therefore, developing independence and identity has been regarded as the core factor
leading to a sense of well-being, and this view has been generally supported by empirical
studies (Kan, Karasawa, and Kitayama 2009; Schwartz et al. 2009). This is primary
because independence and identity share one’s own positive attitudes toward the
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individual self with well-being, whereas interdependence emphasizes less on these
attitudes (Kitayatna, Duffy, and Uchida 2007). Logically, it is assumed that the same
relationship also exists in Japanese samples. In fact, one study found a positive
correlation between independence, not interdependence, and self-esteem among Japanese
university students (Kiuchi 1996).

With regard to the role of identity in well-being, previous studies focusing on youth
from various nations in Europe have found that commitment and in-depth exploration
were positively, but reconsideration of commitment was negatively linked to well-being,
such as the satisfaction with life and the absence of internal and external symptoms
(Karaś et al. 2015; Luyckx et al. 2014). For Japanese youth, since it has been suggested
that they tend to struggle with the conflicts between individual desires and loyalty to
groups or relationships in identity formation (Sugimura 2007; Tani 1997), relational
commitment and in-depth exploration, which represent development and consolidation of
relational identity (Crocetti, Rubini, and Meeus 2008), might have positive impact on
well-being in Japanese youth. On the other hand, relational reconsideration of
commitment, which means relational identity crisis, may undermine youth’s well-being.

Emerging adulthood

In this study, we focused on the specific developmental period of emerging adulthood
(18–25 years), proposed by Arnett (2004). In identity research inspired by Erikson (1950)
and Marcia (1966), the period of adolescence had been traditionally recognized as being
important. However, on the basis of his research, Arnett described that identity formation
can be recognized as a core task also of the emerging adulthood period. This is because in
many developed countries including Japan recent socioeconomic and demographic
changes (e.g. longer time in education and late age to enter parenthood) delay the
transition to adulthood and provide youth with the opportunity to explore a large array of
alternatives before enacting enduring choices in vocational and relational domains
(Arnett, Žukauskienė, and Sugimura 2014).

Previous research focusing on emerging adulthood mostly has been done with
university students. However, because emerging adulthood is diverse across youth in
different phases of transition and circumstances (Arnett 2004), more studies on identity
processes are highly needed, especially in a segment of the youth population that is often
referred to as a ‘forgotten half that remains forgotten’ (e.g. Arnett 2000, 476). Thus, the
present study did not rely solely on university students but also include emerging adults
who had already entered the workforce. In doing so, we expected to shed light, for the
first time, on the relationship between self-construction and identity and their effects on
well-being in different populations of Japanese emerging adults.

University students

In Japan, approximately half (41.5%) of youth aged 18–24 are students (National Institute
of Population and Social Security Research 2011). Of these students, the majority
(74.6%) attend university and the rest receive other post secondary education, such as,
technical/junior college (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology
2012a). This high rate of university students corresponds to the fact that many of the high
school graduates (50.8%) attend a university (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science and Technology 2012a). Japanese university students are not economically
independent from their parents. For instance, a comparative study reported that in Japan
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73.7% of university students received all of their college fees from their parents, while in
the USA only 29.0% did so (Kakino, Hashinaga, and Nishimura 2013). In fact, in the
USA, it is more common that students pay their college fees by taking a student loan.
Additionally, whereas 58.1% of university students live with their parents in Japan
(Benesse Educational Research and Development Center 2009), the majority (75%) of
students lived on/off campus, not with their parents, in the USA (Horn and Nevill 2006).
Thus, university students in Japan are right in the middle of emerging adulthood, in
which they have freedom in social roles and opportunities to explore a wide range of life
options, but they may also experience instability. Finding their own lifestyle, as well as
their own place in society, is their central identity task (Côté 1997).

Young workers

The other major group of emerging adults consists of young workers. Young Japanese
workers account for 48.6% of youth aged 18–24, including high school/university
graduates and a small number of the dropouts (National Institute of Population and Social
Security Research 2011). Contrary to university students, young workers may experience
reductions in instability and transitional stress because they have committed to a career
(Luyckx, Schwartz, Goossens et al. 2008). Although the majority of young workers in
Japan do not take on adult roles other than work (i.e. marriage and parenthood) until their
late twenties or early thirties (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare 2010), their lives
are structured, in part, by their work roles. This is consistent with the notion that work (or
vocational/occupational) identity plays a key role in the overall identity development
among youth at least in industrialized countries, leading the process of transition to
adulthood (Porfeli et al. 2011). The central theme for workers is putting their identity to
the test of work-role demands (Kroger 2007).

Aims and hypotheses

Based on the evidence and reasoning summarized above, the first aim of the present study
was to examine the association between independent/interdependent self-construction and
identity processes (i.e. commitment, in-depth exploration, and reconsideration of
commitment) at a domain-specific level (i.e. societal and relational) in Japanese emerging
adults. We hypothesized that (1) societal identity processes would be positively related to
independence, and (2) relational identity processes would be positively related to both
independence and interdependence.

The second aim of the study was to examine the association of independent/
interdependent self-construction and societal and relational identity with well-being in
Japanese emerging adults. We expected that (1) independence would be positively related
to well-being, and (2) relational identity would be related to well-being. Specifically,
relational commitment and in-depth exploration would be positively related to well-being,
whereas relational reconsideration of commitment would be negatively related to well-
being.

We examined whether these associations applied to the whole sample, as well as to
the student and worker subsamples.
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Method

Participants and procedure

Participants were 787 Japanese emerging adults (588 university students and 199 young
workers) between 18 and 25 years old (Mage = 20.87, SDage = 1.68). The sample was
gender balanced (50.57% men).

The participants were recruited by a convenience sampling approach in public and
private universities and organizations. In order to obtain a diverse sample both for
students and workers, we contacted participants in a variety of university faculties (e.g.
education, business, and engineering) and of work contexts (e.g. factories, offices, and
schools). We also collected the data in different sized cities; main university and work
sites included one metropolitan city (i.e. Nagoya) and a number of medium- and small-
sized cities located mainly in the Center-West of Japan (e.g. Hiroshima, Fukuoka, and
Yamaguchi). By doing so, we obtained heterogeneous student and worker subsamples
including participants with various demographic characteristics, although this is not a
national representative Japanese sample. Students and workers were contacted by a
researcher, who provided them with information about the research aims, and asked if
they would participate in the study. They completed the study measures as an anonymous
self-report questionnaire.

The detailed information about the demographic characteristics for the student and
worker subsamples is reported in Table 1. The worker sample had a slightly higher rate of
men than the student sample (χ2(1) = 4.11, p < .05, φ = .07). Also, the workers were
significantly older than the students (t(270.56) = 8.46, p < .005, Cohen’s d = .55). With
respect to living status, there were no significant differences between the student and
worker samples. The distribution of paternal and maternal education slightly differed
between the social groups (χ2(2) = 21.46, p < .005, Cramer’s V = .17 for fathers; and
χ2(2) = 9.09, p < .05, Cramer’s V = .11 for mothers); the worker sample had a higher rate
of fathers/mothers with high school diploma and a lower rate of those with a bachelor or
master university degree than the student sample. This distribution of paternal/maternal
education in our sample was generally mirrored in the distribution that can be found in
the young population in Japan (see Table 1). Since we found these differences in the
demographic characteristics (i.e. gender, age, and parental education) of the student and
worker samples, we controlled for them in all the subsequent analyses.

Measures

In the present study, we used four scales. Items for each scale are shown in the Appendix.

Identity

Identity commitment, in-depth exploration, and reconsideration of commitment were
measured using the Utrecht-Management of Identity Commitments Scale (U-MICS;
Crocetti, Rubini, and Meeus 2008). The U-MICS consists of 26 items: 13 items index the
target processes in one societal domain (i.e. education for students and work for workers)
and 13 items index the target processes in one relational domain (i.e. participants could
choose which person – e.g. partner, father, and mother – to think about when completing
the items about relational identity). Specifically, participants rated 5 items for commit-
ment, 5 items for in-depth exploration, and 3 items for reconsideration of commitment,
for both the societal and relational domains, using a response format from 1 (completely
untrue) to 5 (completely true). For construct and convergent validity, see Crocetti, Rubini,
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the sample.

Current samples

Students (n
= 588)

Workers (n
= 199) Census data

Gender (% male) 48.5 56.8 58.1/50.0a/b

Mean age (SD) 20.54 (1.43) 21.83 (1.99) –
Living status (%)
Living with parents 46.9 40.2 58.1/65.4c/d

Living independently
or semi-independently
(e.g. with roommates/a
romantic partner)

52.9 59.8 41.9/34.6c/d

Paternal education (%)
Junior high school 3.2 4.5 −/9.7c/d

High school diploma 43.4 58.8 41.9/46.9c/d

Bachelor or master
university degree

50.7 30.7 51.8/36.4c/d

Maternal education (%)
Junior high school 2.2 1.5 −/5.8e/f

High school diploma 73.1 80.4 68.2/73.2e/f

Bachelor or master
university degree

23.5 13.1 26.0/14.8e/f

Occupational status
Students
Area of study (%)
Social sciences 82.3 – 61.0g

Engineer and technical
sciences

12.8 – 18.4g

Life sciences 3.9 – 14.0g

Workers
Type of contract (%)
Permanent job – 82.4 67.7h

Temporary job – 16.1 32.3h

Job classification (%)
Professional and
engineering

– 29.1 14.3d

Clerical – 20.1 13.7d

Manufacture – 37.7 20.0d

Sales or service – 6.0 36.1d

Net incomes per year (¥) Mean = 2,009,000i (approx. US$18,600)
~ 2,000,000 – 18.1 –
~ 4,000,000 – 59.8 –
~ 6,000,000 – 6.0 –

Education (%)
Junior high school – 0.5 2.7j

High school diploma – 70.4 46.3j

Bachelor or master
degree

– 29.1 40.7j
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and Meeus (2008) for the original U-MICS version, and Crocetti et al. (2015) and Hatano
and Sugimura (2014) for the Japanese one. In particular, Confirmatory Factor Analyses
highlighted the three-factor structure of the Japanese version of the U-MICS fit the data
very well and was invariant across gender groups. In the current study, Cronbach’s alphas
for the student sample were .83 and .79 for commitment, .80 and .82 for in-depth
exploration, and .84 and .82 for reconsideration of commitment in the societal and
relational domains, respectively; and for the worker sample .84 and .82 for commitment,
.81 and .85 for in-depth exploration, and .81 and .84 for reconsideration of commitment
in the societal and relational domains, respectively.

Independent/interdependent self-construction

Independent and interdependent self-construction was measured using the Independence/
Interdependence Scale (Kato and Markus 1992). This scale consists of 31 items (i.e. 15
items for independence and 16 items for interdependence) that are rated from 0 (doesn’t
describe me at all) to 9 (describes me very much). Reliability and validity data for the
Japanese version are provided by Kato and Markus (1993). In the current study,
Cronbach’s alphas were .79 and 77 for independence and .86 and 87 for interdependence
for the student and worker samples, respectively.

Self-esteem

This construct was measured by the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg 1965).
This scale comprises 10 items that are rated from 1 (completely disagree) to 5
(completely agree). Reliability and validity data for the Japanese version are provided
by Yamamoto, Matsui, and Yamanari (1982). In the present study, Cronbach’s alphas
were .87 and .82 in the student and worker samples, respectively.

Satisfaction with life

This construct was measured using the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al. 1985).
This scale consists of 5 items that are rated from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely
agree). Reliability and validity data for the Japanese version are provided by Sumino
(1994). In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha was .83 both in the student and in the
worker samples.

Note: The rates of unknown are not reported. For maternal and paternal education, the rate of persons who had
high school diploma includes the rate of those who had technical/junior college education. Significant
differences between students and workers were noted in bold.
Source of census data: aMinistry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (2012b) for university
students; bMinistry of Internal Affaires and Communications (2012a) for workers aged 20–24; cBenesse
Educational Research and Development Center (2009) for university students aged 18–24; dMinistry of Internal
Affaires and Communications (2012b) for workers aged 20–24; eCenter for University Management and Policy,
University of Tokyo (2008) for university students (Mage = 20.38); fJGSS (Japanese General Social Survey)
Research Center, Osaka University of Commerce (2010) for youth aged 20-25; gMinistry of Education, Culture,
Sports, Science and Technology (2012c); hMinistry of Internal Affaires and Communications (2014) for workers
aged 15–24: iMinistry of Health, Labour and Welfare (2013) for regular staff aged 20–24; jNational Institution of
Population and Social Security Research (2012) for youth aged 20–24.
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Results

Preliminary analyses

Multivariate analyses of covariance were conducted to examine whether the social groups
(i.e. students and workers) varied on any of the study variables. We conducted three
analyses: one on self-construction (with independent and interdependent self-construction
as the dependent variables), one on identity (with societal and relational identity
processes as the dependent variables), and one on well-being (with self-esteem and
satisfaction with life as the dependent variables). In each analysis, the social group
(students vs. workers) was the independent variables, and age, gender (dummy coded: 0
males, 1 females), and parental education (obtained summing up paternal and maternal
education) variables were entered in the analyses as covariates.

Results indicated a significant overall main effect of group on self-construction
(Wilks’ lambda = .99, F (2, 747) = 4.23, p < .05, η2 = .01), on identity (Wilks’ lambda =
.94, F (6, 743) = 7.46, p < .001, η2 = .06), and also on well-being (Wilks’ lambda = .99, F
(2, 747) = 3.40, p < .05, η2 = .01) variables. Estimated marginal means (obtained
controlling for gender, age, and parental education) are displayed in Table 2, along with
results of pairwise contrasts conducted with the Bonferroni correction for multiple
comparisons. As can be seen, students scored significantly higher than workers on
independence, relational reconsideration of commitment, and self-esteem, whereas
workers scored significantly higher than students on societal in-depth exploration and
relational commitment. It is important to note that, even when findings were statistically
significant, all the percentages of variance explained by group differences were very low
(≤1%), suggesting that group differences were small.

Associations between self-construction and identity

The first purpose of this study was to examine the association between independent/
interdependent self-construction and societal and relational identity processes. First, we
computed correlations on the entire sample. As can be seen in Table 3, we found that, in
the societal domain, commitment and in-depth exploration were positively correlated with
independence, whereas only in-depth exploration was positively correlated with
interdependence. In the relational domain, the three identity processes were positively
correlated with both independence and interdependence. Ancillary analyses indicated that
these correlations remained significant after controlling for gender, age, and parental
education.

Next, we computed partial correlations that controlled for gender, age, and parental
education on the student sample and then repeated this for the worker sample. Using
Fisher r-to-z transformations, we tested the statistical significance (p < .05) of the
difference between correlation coefficients. Pairwise comparison of the 24 pairs of
correlations revealed that none of them were significantly different between the social
groups. Thus, the patterns of correlations were found to be similar between the student
and worker samples.

Links between self-construction, Identity, and well-being

The second purpose of this study was to examine the association of independent/
interdependent self-construction and societal and relational identity with well-being. In
order to address this aim, we conducted structural equation modeling (SEM) analyses in
Mplus 7.2 (Muthén and Muthén 1998–2012). We tested a model in which self-
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construction dimensions (i.e. independent and interdependent) and relational and societal
identity processes (i.e. commitment, in-depth exploration, and reconsideration of
commitment) predicted well-being (i.e. self-esteem and satisfaction with life). Addition-
ally, we included as control variables gender, age, and parental education. Since the
covariates (i.e. gender, age, and parental education) were mainly unrelated to both well-
being facets (see Table 3), we tested the final model with covariates predicting only
independent variables (i.e. self-construction dimensions and identity processes).

The model was tested with the Maximum Likelihood estimation. We examined the
model fit through multiple indices. The Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and the Tucker-
Lewis Index (TLI) higher than .90 are indicative of an acceptable fit with values higher
than .95 suggesting an excellent fit; the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA) and the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) below .05 indicate
a very good fit with values less than .08 representing an acceptable fit (Byrne 2012).

Findings indicated that the model fit the data very well, χ2 = 8.106, df = 6, p = .230,
CFI = .998, TLI = .980, RMSEA = .022 [.000–.055], and SRMR = .010. Significant
paths are reported in Figure 1. As can be seen, both self-esteem and satisfaction with life
were positively associated with independence, societal and relational commitment.
Additionally, self-esteem was negatively related to relational reconsideration of commit-
ment, while satisfaction with life was negatively related to societal reconsideration of
commitment. Identity processes and self-construction dimensions explained 18% of the
variance in self-esteem and 14% of the variance in satisfaction with life.

We conducted multi-group analyses to test whether any of the paths from identity
processes and self-construction dimensions to well-being were significantly different in
students and workers. We compared a total of 16 paths (i.e. all the paths from identity and
self-construction to self-esteem and satisfaction with life) by means of the Wald test, and
we found that only one of them (the path from relational commitment to self-esteem) was
statistically significant (p = .016). More specifically, the association between relational

Table 2. Estimated mean scores of self-construction, identity dimensions, and well-being.

Students (n = 588) Workers (n = 199) F (1, 748) η2

Self-construction
Independence 4.79 4.52 8.44** .01
Interdependence 6.21 6.27 0.35 .00
Societal identity (educational/work identity)
Commitment 2.90 2.80 1.73 .00
In-depth exploration 3.24 3.48 10.84*** .01
Reconsideration of commitment 2.84 2.73 1.53 .00
Relational identity
Commitment 3.54 3.74 7.69** .01
In-depth exploration 3.22 3.24 0.03 .00
Reconsideration of commitment 3.11 2.90 5.68* .01
Well-being
Self-esteem 3.09 2.95 6.80** .01
Satisfaction with life 2.69 2.57 2.24 .00

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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Table 3. Correlations among all study variables for the entire sample.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

l. Gender (female) — −.04 .10** −.12** .06 −.01 .03 −.07* .17*** .19*** −.09* .01 .07*
2. Age — .06 .07 .00 −.07* .07* .00 −.08* −.09* .02 .07 .05
3. Parental education — .01 −.01 .01 −.06 −.10** −.02 −.07 −.05 .01 .01
4. Independence — −.15*** .24*** .21*** .06 .15*** .17*** .10** .38*** .24***
5. Interdependence — .05 .16*** .03 .17*** .11** .10** −.04 −.02
6. Societal commitment — .48** −.02 .26*** .22*** .13*** .23*** .28***
7. Societal in-depth
exploration

— .18*** .25*** .24*** .18*** .12** .14***

8. Societal reconsideration of
commitment

— .10** .19*** .24*** −.04 −.07

9. Relational commitment — .48*** .07 .19*** .22***
10. Relational in-depth
exploration

— .18*** .09** .15***

11. Relational reconsideration
of commitment

— −.05 −.01

12. Self-esteem — .57***
13. Satisfaction with life —

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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commitment and self-esteem was stronger in students (β = .20, p < .001) than in workers
(β = −.02, p = .759).

Discussion

The present study shed light on (1) the relationship of the self-construction dimensions
with identity in societal and relational domains, and (2) the relationship of self-
construction and societal and relational identity with well-being, in two major populations
of Japanese emerging adults: university students and young workers. The results added
new insights into the cultural pathways of identity formation, especially providing an
important contribution as to if and how cultural values are interwoven with the process of
identity formation.

Associations between self-construction and identity

The patterns of associations between self-construction and identity were found to be
similar between the student and worker samples. In the societal domain, identity
processes were linked mainly to independence. These results are generally aligned with
our expectations and indicate that Japanese emerging adults concentrate on pursuing
one’s own uniqueness more than adapting to an environment at least when they engage in
the task of development and consolidate their societal identity. Since societal identity and
independence share the concept of the self as one’s own uniqueness and differentiation
from others (Kroger and Marcia 2011; Markus and Kitayama 1991), the independent self-
construction may tend to be interwoven with societal identity formation.

Independence

Interdependence

Societal reconsideration of 
commitment

Societal commitment

Societal in-depth exploration

Relational reconsideration of 
commitment

Relational in-depth exploration

Relational commitment

Satisfaction
with life

Self-esteem

.33***
.14***

.21***

.16***

.14***

–.09***

.15***

–.08*
.51***Age

Gender
(female)

Parental education

–.08*

–.07*

.17***

.08*

–.09*

–.07*

.20***

–.13**

–.08*

Figure 1. Standardized estimates of the structural model for the entire sample. For sake of clarity,
correlations between identity processes and self-constructions are not reported.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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In the relational domain, identity processes were linked to both independence and
interdependence. These results are in line with our expectations and indicate that Japanese
emerging adults are likely to consider relational issues (e.g. group goals, others’ feelings,
expectations, etc.), particularly when they engage in the task of relational identity
formation. Thus, relational identity formation can be endorsed by the recognition of the
self as connected with others (Crocetti, Rubini, and Meeus 2008; Tatara 1974), as well as
of the self as separated from others (Kroger and Marcia 2011; Markus and Kitayama
1991). In the relational identity domain, these emerging adults may strike a balance
between a typical way of identity formation in Western cultures and a traditional pathway
of identity formation in Asian cultures.

Overall, these results indicate that identity processes are related not only to
independent self-construction but also to interdependent self-construction among emer-
ging adults in Japan. This point is particularly evident in the relational identity domain.
This suggests that the quality of the balance between the emphasis on the pursuit of one’s
uniqueness and the emphasis on adaptation to groups or relationships can vary across
different identity domains.

Links between self-construction, identity, and well-being

The results of the SEM analyses showed that independence rather than interdependence
predicted well-being in both populations. These results are consistent with our
expectations and with the theoretical notion that independence shares with well-being
the positive attitudes toward pursuing one’s personal goals and fully realizing one’s own
potential (Kitayama, Duffy, and Uchida 2007).

Moving to identity, we discovered that associations between identity and well-being
were found to differ from our expectations that relational identity would be more
important than societal identity in Japanese emerging adults. We found that higher
relational commitment and lower reconsideration of commitment predicted higher well-
being; in addition to this, surprisingly, higher societal commitment and lower reconsid-
eration of commitment also predicted higher well-being. These findings suggest that not
only relational identity but also societal identity have positive impact on well-being in
Japanese emerging adults. Thus, likewise Western youth (Karaś et al. 2015; Luyckx et al.
2014), developing both the societal and relational domains of identity is associated with
their positive psychological functioning in Japanese counterparts, even though they are
living within a culture that emphasizes harmonious relationships with theirs (Azuma
2001; Markus and Kitayama 1991; Tatara 1974).

Additionally, we compared findings from the student sample with the worker sample.
One difference we found was that the association between relational commitment and
self-esteem was stronger in students than in workers. This suggests that Japanese
university students may feel confident about their own self when they develop and
consolidate relational identity. A likely explanation for this result may lie in the specific
emphasis on constructing interpersonal relationships of university students in Japan. For
instance, one survey documented that many university students in Japan put particular
emphasis on social activities (e.g. club activities and other informal exchanges) with their
friends both on and off campus (Benesse Educational Research and Development Center
2009). Furthermore, such social activities predict their successful transition to adulthood
in Japan (Shirai et al. 2009). Therefore, relational commitment may be especially of
importance to enhance students’ self-confidence.
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Taken together, these findings show that independence and identity commitment in
both societal and relational domains are important to well-being emerging adults in Japan.
This implies that if youth lack a sense of independence and their own commitments to
important life choices, emerging adulthood may take the form of an unstructured and
uncertain period for them (Arnett 2004). In addition, the observed differences between
students and workers imply that the determinants of well-being are slightly different
among social groups, in accordance with the expectations provided by the social contexts
where each of the groups lives.

Limitations and suggestions for future research

The results of the present study must be viewed with some caution. First, although the
sample of the present study was highly heterogeneous, it was not a nationally
representative sample. For instance, the rates of young workers with temporary contract
and the rates of unemployed youth have been gradually increasing in Japan since the
economy went into the long-term recession in the 1990s. Therefore, future studies are
needed to test whether our results apply also to other segments of emerging adults in
Japan, such as youth who are unemployed.

Second, we relied only on self-report quantitative data. Cultural views of self are
constructed by integrating the cultural system in which an individual participates (Markus
and Kitayama 1991). This process may be implicit to a larger extent because it is
profoundly embedded in practices of socialization and social acts in everyday life (Mead
1934). Similarly, identity formation occurs within a context in which an individual
interacts in real time (Lichtwarck-Aschoff et al. 2008). Therefore, it may be valuable to
integrate quantitative with qualitative data, such as narratives, to gain a better
understanding of how self-construction and identity are interwoven with each other.

Third, we adopted a domain-level approach to identity processes, focusing on societal
(i.e. education and work) and relational domains, since they are the most important
realms for most emerging adults. Nevertheless, it would be interesting to study additional
domains. For instance, previous studies have found the domain of life philosophy is
particularly important in Japan (e.g. Takahashi 1988). Thus, a broader picture of
relationships between self-construction, identity, and well-being can be further illustrated
by investigating additional domains.

Conclusions

This article provides empirical evidence derived from two samples, university students
and young workers in Japan, about the relationships among independent/interdependent
self-construction, identity, and well-being. The results indicated that while Japanese
emerging adults have developmental needs to express one’s own uniqueness and agency,
they are also directed to form a sense of identity emphasizing the construction and
maintenance of harmonious relationships with others, fitting with the cultural demands.
This pattern is more evident in the relational identity domain and can be generalizable, to
large extent, across two different populations among emerging adults in Japan.
Consequently, the present study demonstrates the importance of studying relationships
between self-construction and identity in specific domains, and paying attention to the
characteristics of different populations. By taking these factors into account, we can see
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how the process of identity formation depends on the values provided by cultural as well
as social contexts.
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Appendix
Utrecht-Management of Commitments Scale (U-MICS)
Societal domain (Education for students/Work for workers)
Commitment:

(1) My education/work gives me security in life.
(2) My education/work gives me self-confidence.
(3) My education/work makes me feel sure of myself.
(4) My education/work gives me security for the future.
(5) My education/work allows me to face the future with optimism.

In-depth exploration:
(1) I try to find out a lot about my education/work.
(2) I often reflect on my education/work.
(3) I make a lot of effort to keep finding out new things about my education/work.
(4) I often try to find out what other people think about my education/work.
(5) I often talk with other people about my education/work.
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Reconsideration of commitment:
(1) I often think it would be better to try to find a different education/work.
(2) I often think that a different education/work would make my life more interesting.
(3) In fact, I’m looking for a different education/work.

Relational domain
Who is in this moment the most important person in your life that represents for you a reference
point? Please choose an option: Father, Mother, Brother/Sister, Best friend, Romantic Partner, Other
(please specify). Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements thinking to
the person we have indicated in the previous question.

Commitment:
(1) This person gives me security in life.
(2) This person gives me self-confidence.
(3) This person makes me feel sure of myself.
(4) This person gives me security for the future.
(5) This person allows me to face the future with optimism.

In-depth exploration:
(1) I try to find out a lot about this person.
(2) I often reflect on this person.
(3) I make a lot of effort to keep finding out new things about this person.
(4) I often try to find out what other people think about this person.
(5) I often talk with other people about this person.

Reconsideration of commitment:
(1) I often think it would be better to try to find a new person that could be my reference point.
(2) I often think that a new person that could be my reference point would make my life more

interesting.
(3) In fact, I’m looking for a new person that could be my reference point.

Independence/Interdependence Scale (*Reversed items)
Independence:

(1) I am special.
(2) Nothing can keep me from doing something if I want to do it.
(3) It is better to follow tradition or authority than to try to do something in my way.*
(4) I would rather not insist on it, if what I believe is right hurts other people’s feelings.*
(5) I am always myself. I do not act like other people.
(6) If other people do not like my idea, I tend to change it, even though I like it.*
(7) I do not care what other people would think of my idea, if I like it.
(8) Even though people around me may hold a different opinion, I stick to what I believe in.
(9) No matter what is the situation or setting, I am always true to myself.
(10) I can take care of myself.
(11) I have planned my future.
(12) I know my weaknesses and strengths.
(13) I usually make my own decisions.
(14) I always know what I want.
(15) I am unique –different from others in many respects.

Interdependence:
(1) When making a decision, I first consider how it will affect others before considering how

it will affect me.
(2) How I behave depends upon the people around/the situation/the people around in the

situation.
(3) I feel guilty when I say ‘No’ when someone asks me for help.
(4) It is important to maintain harmony in the group.
(5) If someone helps me, I feel strong obligation to return the favor sometime later.
(6) It is important to me that I remain in a group if the group needs me even though I am not

happy with the group.
(7) It is important to me that I am liked by many others.
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(8) It is important to me that I am a cooperative participant in group activities.
(9) I have difficulty saying ‘No’ when someone asks me for help.
(10) I automatically tune myself into other people’s expectation of me.
(11) Since other people’s business is not mine, I might feel bad but not guilty when I need to

say ‘No’ when I am asked for help.*
(12) It is important to me that I make a favorable impression on others.
(13) The most important thing to me is to have a sense of belonging to my own group(s).
(14) It is important to me to maintain a good relationship with everybody.
(15) I always care about what other people think of me.
(16) Before making a decision, I always consult with others.

Self-Esteem Scale (*Reversed items)
(1) I feel that I am a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others.
(2) I feel that I have a number of good qualities.
(3) All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure.*
(4) I am able to do things as well as most other people.
(5) I feel I do not have much to be proud of.*
(6) I take a positive attitude toward myself.
(7) On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.
(8) I wish I could have more respect for myself.*
(9) I certainly feel useless at times.*
(10) At times I think I am no good at all.*

Satisfaction with Life Scale
(1) In most ways my life is close to my ideal.
(2) The conditions of my life are excellent.
(3) I am satisfied with my life.
(4) So far I have gotten the important things I want in life.
(5) If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.
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