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Introduction
The inclination to consider oneself superior to others is a per-

vasive aspect of American life. Individuals exaggerate their posi-
tive qualities relative to others’ qualities. They claim to be more 
compassionate, generous, intelligent, and skilled than other peo-
ple [1-4]. For example, even though the national divorce rate hov-
ers around 50% (NCHS, 2007), parents still strongly believe that 
their child has a much greater chance than another child of re-
maining happily married [5]. Similarly, people rate themselves as 
less destructive and more constructive during conflict than their 
peers [6]. Likewise, though the risk of smoking is objectively great, 
many smokers estimate their own likelihood of developing seri-
ous health problems, such as lung cancer, to be much lower than 
that of the average smoker [7]. Within the medical field, people 
tend to underestimate their risk for side effects and overestimate 
their likelihood of experiencing benefits of medical treatment [8]. 
These statistics suggest that people, and in particular Americans, 
believe that their chances for success, health, and prosperity are 
superior to others’.

While pervasive in America, the magnitude of these types of 
self-superiority effects may be attenuated in other countries. For 
instance, some investigations find that unlike Americans, individ-
uals in China, Japan, Korea, and Thailand are less likely to over 

 
emphasize the superiority of their own positive traits in relation 
to others [9-11]. Indeed, one reason for such differences lies in the 
values endorsed among varying countries. For example, countries 
differ in the extent to which their citizens tend to espouse individ-
ualist versus collectivist values. Western countries, like America, 
value individualism. These countries foster a culture of indepen-
dence [11-13], competitiveness, and differentiation of one’s per-
sonal characteristics from others’ [11,14,15]. Other countries, like 
China, value collectivism. These countries foster a culture that en-
courages the development of interdependencies with others [16] 
and urge individuals to be similar to members of their group [17]. 
Because countries promote different cultural value systems, indi-
vidual members of these cultures may also personally adopt these 
values. People may shift their conceptions of themselves relative 
to others, as a result of these culturally-specified values [10,18-
20]. 

However, the presence and magnitude of the self-superiori-
ty effect across different nations has been the subject of debate. 
Some researchers find that the drive to separate oneself from oth-
ers is common to all people [21-23]. For instance, Japanese and 
American participants evinced equally positive implicit self-views 
as indexed using reaction time measures [24]. 
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Why is the presence of self-superiority effects inconsistent? 
Such seeming inconsistencies may be the result of sampling tech-
niques. The primary approach to the study of self and social judg-
ment has been to test the effects of culture by focusing compar-
isons on individuals in one country compared to another. Using 
this tack, comprehensive multi-nation studies [25] and meta-anal-
yses [19] suggest that at least the strength of self-superiority ef-
fects may be dependent on the country from which participants 
are selected. For instance, American thoughts and behaviors are 
compared to Chinese thoughts and behaviors. 

However, there is one major problem with focusing compari-
sons on members of a few discrete groups that poses challenges to 
conclusions about the values or motives that drive self-superior-
ity. That problem is assumed equivalency. When researchers con-
sider countries to be psychologically or conceptually equivalent 
(e.g. America and Canada) because of shared cultural values (e.g. 
individualism), they obfuscate the impact of other contributing 
factors. Danes, for example, describe themselves in more indepen-
dent terms than Americans on multiple measures of self-constru-
al, but they also value “interpersonal leveling.” That is, while more 
independent, Danes avoid standing out above others more than 
Americans [26]. Likewise, national indices of Individualism are 
similar between Chile and China [27], but national indices of Neu-
roticism vary substantially between them [28]. The United States, 
Scandinavia, and Australia score approximately equivalently on 
indices of Individualism, yet the pressures for modesty within 
the cultures vary substantially. Scandinavians and Australians 
demonstrate an aversion to conspicuously immodest individuals 
who outwardly sing their own praises [29-32], whereas people in 
the United States openly share their successes [33,34]. Extending 
findings from the comparisons of discrete groups to other groups 
that are assumed to share a particular cultural value may ignore 
other important differences between the groups. 

There is a second concern as well that arises when focusing on 
just a few discrete groups to explore the impact of one prepotent 
cultural value—namely confounded values. Countries that differ in 
their endorsement of one cultural value may also differ in their 
endorsement of a secondary value that is not measured [35,36]. 
This secondary value may in fact contribute to measured out-
comes. Thus, comparing a few discrete cultural groups may lead 
researchers to conclude that one cultural-level value is responsi-
ble for differences when in fact other values that differ between 
groups may be at play.

Given these two problems, research that compares people 
from one country to people from another leaves uncertain what 
cultural value drives self-superiority. It is necessary to unpack the 
culturally-specified values that may be responsible for self-other 
differences. In the current research, we chose to address these 
issues by sampling participants whose backgrounds originate in 
many countries and measuring more than one cultural value. In 
so doing, this research argues for the importance of a comprehen-
sive, multi-nation approach to the study of cultural differences in 

self and social judgment in order to pinpoint cultural values that 
drive self-superiority effects.

Overview of Current Research
In four studies, participants reported the countries in which 

their parents were born. We assigned nation-level cultural value 
scores to each participant based on the country in which each 
parent was born. We chose to ask about parents’ origin countries, 
given that cultural values and societal norms are strongly trans-
mitted from parent to child [37] through multiple and pervasive 
means, including parents’ language to their children beginning as 
early as 4-years of age [38]. Further, first-generation immigrants, 
who are exposed to competing cultures from both their parents 
and society, show stronger positive correlations between their 
own and their parents’ cultural values than the correlations ex-
hibited by individuals who are not exposed to competing cultur-
al values [39]. Individuals’ cultural values are based strongly on 
those of their parents’ backgrounds. 

We assigned cultural value index scores to each parent’s coun-
try based on Hofstede’s [27] cultural dimensions. Hofstede cata-
logued countries on six dimensions based on relative differences 
in the values espoused by 116,000 survey respondents in 72 dif-
ferent countries [27,40]. Although Hofstede developed multiple 
dimensions, we selected two dimensions relevant to self-superi-
ority effects for our first three studies—namely Individualism/
Collectivism and Masculinity/Femininity. In Study 4, we explored 
the influence of all of Hofstede’s dimensions on self-superiority 
effects.

We focused on Individualism and Masculinity because both 
dimensions quantify cultural values related to self and social 
judgment. Although related and at times correlated, they are con-
sidered conceptually distinct values. The Individualism dimen-
sion indexes the degree to which members of the country value 
personal success, reinforce individuality, and discourage close ties 
among individuals [27]. If differences in self and social judgments 
are the result of a cultural appreciation for standing out amongst 
peers and triumphing over others for personal gain, the cultural 
value of Individualism should predict self-superiority effects. 

The Masculinity dimension also quantifies a country’s valua-
tion of personal success. However, the reasons for valuing person-
al success differ within masculine societies compared to individ-
ualistic societies [41]. Specifically, masculine countries encourage 
ego-boosting, whereas more feminine countries encourage hu-
mility [42]. Countries high in masculinity value personal success 
and achievement and discourage cooperation or consensus, par-
ticularly when material gain is at stake [27,43]. Masculinity seems 
then to quantify the degree to which modesty is accepted, encour-
aged, and valued. 

Hofstede [42] provided empirical evidence of the relation-
ship between the cultural index of Masculinity and valuation 
of modesty. He analyzed data, collected by the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development, from a representative 
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sample of thousands of participants across seven countries. Par-
ticipants completed literacy tests, on which performance could 
be objectively assessed, and indicated subjective ratings of their 
literary abilities. Within the subset of participants who actual-
ly performed the highest, Hofstede computed the percentage of 
participants who reported that their skills were “excellent” rather 
than “good,” “moderate,” or “poor.” The relationship between the 
masculinity score for participants’ home country and the percent 
of participants in each country who indicated having excellent 
skills was strong (r = .71). Respondents in masculine countries 
were inclined to assert the strength of their skills, while respon-
dents in more feminine countries were inclined to be more mod-
est in self-description, even among respondents who actually per-
formed well. If self-other differences in judgments are the result of 
culturally endorsed values to boost one’s ego and to immodestly 
tout one’s successes, Masculinity should predict self-superiority 
effects.

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions have several unique properties 
that suggest they are appropriate for studying cultural values in 
self and social judgment. First, although the dimensions describe 
nation-level differences, these group indices can serve as proxies 
for individual differences. In fact, these indices can at times bet-
ter predict individual outcomes than individual-level measures 
of values, motivations, and personality. In a meta-analysis using 
data from 598 studies representing over 200,000 individuals, the 
variance in outcomes explained by Hofstede’s cultural values was 
equivalent, and at times greater than, the variance explained by 
individual differences [44]. In addition, the cultural index scores 
are stable. Correlations among countries computed across de-
cades did not weaken and the relative rankings remained intact, 
suggesting the indices tap into resilient aspects of national cultur-
al differences [41,45,46]. Further, Hofstede’s cultural values con-
verged with those found using the CPQ-4, a different measure of 
Individualism on a national level [47]. Hofstede’s dimensions pro-
vide a consistent, quantifiable metric of cultural values that are 
reliable across countries and can serve as meaningful explanatory 
factors for individual outcomes. 

We applied the cultural indices to the study of individual dif-
ferences in self-superiority. In four studies, we quantified the Indi-
vidualism and Masculinity of participants’ cultural backgrounds. 
Using Hofstede’s indices, we computed the average level of each 
value dimension based on the birth countries of participants’ 
parents. We tested whether the Individualism index predicted 
the tendency to describe the self as superior to others, given cul-
turally-specified valuation of personal success relative to others’ 
success in individualistic countries. We also tested whether the 
Masculinity index related to self-superiority, given the cultural-
ly-specified valuation of immodesty within masculine countries. 
In Study 4, we tested the relationship between all cultural indi-
ces in Hofstede’s model – Power Distance, Uncertainty Avoidance, 
Long Term Orientation, and Indulgence – and self-superiority in 
order to develop a more robust model of the effects of Individual-
ism and Masculinity. 

Study 1
In Study 1, participants indicated their cultural backgrounds 

before predicting whether they would respond in unhelpful ways 
in three situations. They also predicted the prevalence of these 
negative actions within their own cultural group. Participants 
predicted their own and others’ actions separately rather than 
responding to comparative statements (i.e. are you more or less 
likely than your peers to engage in unhelpful actions). Indirect 
assessments of self-superiority, whereby people respond to sep-
arate questions assessing whether they or another person would 
engage in a behavior, helps to mitigate focalism, or the cognitive 
tendency to pay more attention to and weight more heavily the 
target of the judgment than the referent group when comparative 
statements are used [48,49]. Using indirect assessments, we test-
ed whether indices of Individualism and Masculinity predicted 
self-superiority effects in social judgment.

Participants and Procedures 
In exchange for extra credit, 99 Cornell University undergrad-

uates completed an anonymous online survey. Participants were 
solicited from international student and psychology department 
email lists. Although most participants themselves were born in 
the United States, participants’ parents were born in 20 different 
countries. Parents’ Individualism indices ranged from 17 to 91 (on 
Hofstede’s scale which ranges 6-91). Parents’ Masculinity indices 
ranged from 26 to 95 (on Hofstede’s scale which ranges 5-95). For 
each participant, we averaged both parents’ Individualism indi-
ces (Mind = 54.73, SDind = 32.91) and also their Masculinity indices 
(Mmasc = 57.71, SDmasc = 9.68).

Participants considered three hypothetical scenarios. They 
considered whether they would drive by an old woman standing 
next to her broken car without helping or calling police. They con-
sidered whether they would leave less than a fair share of mon-
ey when a group of friends went out for dinner and split the bill. 
Finally, they considered whether they would sabotage someone’s 
chances of success in a competitive game. Participants reported 
whether they would or would not engage in each behavior by in-
dicating yes (coded as 100) or no (coded as 0). For each scenario, 
participants also predicted the percentage of randomly selected, 
typical students at their same university with their same cultural 
background who would engage in the behavior. 

To test self-superiority, we relied on predictions made about 
oneself and about others (average of three judgments: Mself = 
26.60, SDself = 25.63; Mother = 38.80, SDother = 13.79). We subtract-
ed self-predictions from other-predictions within each scenario. 
Each of these three difference scores reflected the degree to which 
participants estimated that others would be more likely than the 
self to engage in each negative action. To create the self-superior-
ity score, we averaged the three difference scores (M = 36.61, SD 
= 71.52). Higher scores indicated expectations that others would 
be more likely than the self to engage in negative actions; in other 
words, higher scores indicate greater self-superiority. A post-hoc 
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sensitivity analysis for a one-group linear, bivariate regression 
analysis investigating the size of the slope (α= .05) indicated we 
had 80% to detect a slope for the effect of individualism of .53 and 
of masculinity of 1.80.

Results
We ran a regression predicting the self-superiority score from 

the Individualism index and the Masculinity index. The model was 
significant, R2 = .14, F(2, 96) = 7.75, p = .001. When controlling 
for Masculinity, Individualism was positively correlated with the 
self-superiority score, b = .41, t(96) = 3.92, p < .001, VIF = 1.22. 
As Individualism of cultural background increased, so too did 
the tendency to predict that a greater percentage of other peo-
ple would act in unhelpful ways compared to oneself. When con-
trolling for Individualism, Masculinity was negatively correlated 
with the self-superiority score, b = -1.53, t(96) = 1.97, p = .05, VIF 
= 1.22. Although we did not predict this effect, results suggest that 
participants with backgrounds that were more masculine (and 
harbored reduced concerns for modesty) were less likely to claim 
to be superior to others. 

In sum, as the Individualism of participants’ backgrounds in-
creased, so too did the tendency to proclaim the self as superior 
to others when predicting unhelpful actions. Counter-intuitively, 
Masculinity was negatively related to self-superiority, a point we 
return to in the general discussion. 

Study 2
Members of different cultures vary in the degree to which they 

behave consistently across situations [49]. Due to these base-rate 
differences in consistency, people from individualist cultures may 
have expected themselves to behave consistently across situa-
tions, while people from collectivist cultures may have expected 
more variation in their own and possibly others’ actions across 
situations. Thus, Study 2 tested evaluations in an objective, con-
crete, and non-hypothetical situation—performance on a trivia 
test. Moreover, in Study 1, self-judgments reflected a binary de-
cision and social judgments reflected continuous estimates pro-
ducing inequivalences; while this mathematically encourages 
discrepancies in self-compared to social judgment, we were mod-
eling the magnitude of that difference as a function of cultural val-
ues. Regardless, in Study 2, the response options for self and social 
judgment were the same. Again, we tested whether cultural Indi-
vidualism and Masculinity would predict self-superiority effects. 

Participants and Procedures
In exchange for extra credit, 48 Cornell University undergrad-

uates, recruited for a study of cultural differences, participated. 
Participants reported in what countries each of their parents were 
born; 23 different countries were mentioned. Parents’ Individu-
alism indices ranged from 12 to 91. Parents’ Masculinity indices 
ranged from 17 to 88. We averaged both parents’ Individualism 
indices and Masculinity indices (Mind = 58.3, SDind = 33.44; Mmasc = 
59.3, SDmasc = 9.67). 

Next, participants answered 12 general knowledge questions 
(e.g., What is the more common term for female ova; what type of 
footrace has an anchor leg; what drink did the Portuguese call cha 
when they introduced it to England?) After answering all of the 
questions, participants estimated the number of questions they 
answered correctly, out of 12; one person did not supply a re-
sponse. They were prompted to think about their cultural group, 
nation, or group of origin (e.g. Chinese, Japanese-Americans, etc). 
They estimated the number of questions they expected that the 
average person in their cultural group would answer correctly, out 
of 12.

We calculated a superiority score by subtracting participants’ 
estimates of the number of trivia questions another person would 
answer correctly (M = 4.85, SD = 1.93) from estimates of the num-
ber that the self-answered correctly (M = 4.65, SD = 1.85). Higher 
numbers indicated expectations that the self would outperform 
the average other (M = -0.19, SD = 2.10). A post-hoc sensitivity 
analysis for a one-group linear, bivariate regression analysis in-
vestigating the size of the slope (α = .05) indicated we had 80% 
to detect a slope for individualism of .022 and for masculinity of 
.075.

Results
We ran a regression predicting the superiority score from the 

Individualism and Masculinity indices. The model was significant, 
R2 = .12, F(2, 44) = 4.68, p = .014. When controlling for Masculin-
ity, Individualism predicted the superiority score, b = .027, t(44) 
= 3.06, p = .004, VIF = 1.05. As cultural Individualism increased, 
so too did participants’ tendency to predict that oneself outper-
formed others. Masculinity did not predict the superiority score, b 
= -.023, t(44) = -0.77, p = .45, VIF = 1.05. 

As the Individualism of participants’ backgrounds increased, 
so too did the tendency to predict oneself would perform in ways 
superior to others on an objective trivia test. Individualism re-
lated to increased expectations of one’s own successful perfor-
mance, controlling for actual performance. Masculinity did not 
predict the self-superiority effect.

Study 3
In Studies 1 and 2, participants made predictions about other 

people in their cultural group, thus social-predictions were made 
about generalized, non-specified “others.” Generalized, abstract 
targets are thought about in different ways than is a singular, 
concrete target [50]. Although there is no reason to believe that 
such processing differences should occur to different degrees as a 
function of participants’ cultural backgrounds, in Study 3 partici-
pants made predictions about how they and a single person they 
knew well would react to a situation they vividly recalled. To offer 
a more conservative test of the hypothesis, participants recalled a 
specific experience from the past, rather than making predictions 
about a hypothetical experience in the future. When making pre-
dictions about the future for themselves, people rely on their best 
intentions [51], but they are less likely to do so for others [52], 
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which may contribute to their tendency to assert self-superiority. 
To constrain the possibility that people disproportionately weight 
their own and not others’ ideal aspirations, participants imagined 
a situation from the past they had actually experienced in which 
they struggled morally to doing the right thing. We tested whether 
cultural Individualism and Masculinity would relate to self-supe-
riority effects when predicting success at engaging in honorable 
actions.

Participants and Procedures
From New York University, 66 individuals participated in a 

study on cultural differences in exchange for entry into a raffle 
for a gift certificate. They reported in what countries each of their 
parents were born; 20 different countries were mentioned. Again, 
we assigned Individualism and Masculinity index scores to each 
country. Parents’ Individualism scores ranged from 17 to 91, and 
their Masculinity scores ranged from 34 to 70. We averaged the 
scores associated with each parents’ place of birth to compute a 
single Individualism and Masculinity index score for each par-
ticipant (Mind = 52.36, SDind = 31.56; Mmasc = 57.07, SDmasc = 8.68) 
Participants recalled an incident where they experienced a moral 
challenge and struggled to do the right thing. They described the 
incident and their emotional reactions to it. To measure self-judg-
ments, participants indicated the extent to which they considered 
the following statement to be true: I stood firm and succeeded at 
doing the right thing. Participants responded on a 1 (extremely 
untrue) to 9 (extremely true) Likert scale. 

Next, we measured predictions about what another person 
would do in this situation. Participants wrote down the initials of 
a friend they know fairly well, of their same gender, age group, and 
cultural group, who was not a family member or romantic part-
ner. Participants imagined this person in the same situation and 
indicated the extent to which, if in this situation, this other person 
would stand firm and succeed at doing the right thing on the same 
1-9 scale. We calculated a superiority score by subtracting partic-
ipants’ estimates that the other person would succeed at doing 
the right thing (Mother = 6.40, SDother = 2.04) from estimates that the 
self did succeed at doing the right thing (Mself = 7.16, SDself = 1.67).
Higher scores indicated greater self-superiority (M = 0.77, SD = 
2.18). Finally, participants indicated how close they felt to the per-
son whose initials they provided using the Inclusion of Others in 
the Self Scale [53]. A post-hoc sensitivity analysis for a one-group 
linear, bivariate regression analysis investigating the size of the 
slope (α = .05) indicated we had 80% to detect a slope for Individ-
ualism of .02 and for Masculinity of .074 

Results
i.	 Preliminary Analyses

Closeness to the selected comparison other did not relate to 
Individualism, r(65) = -.006, p = .96, or to Masculinity, r(65) = 
.07, p = .56, suggesting cultural values were not confounded with 
closeness to the comparison other.

ii.	 Self-Superiority

We ran a regression predicting this superiority score from the 
Individualism and Masculinity indices. The model was significant, 
R2 = .09, F(2, 63) = 3.22, p = .047. When controlling for Mascu-
linity, Individualism was a marginally significant predictor of the 
superiority score, b = .016, t(63) = 1.76, p = .08, VIF = 1.14. When 
controlling for Individualism, Masculinity did not predict the su-
periority score, b = .036, t(63) = 1.11, p = .27, VIF = 1.14. As the 
cultural backgrounds of the participants increased in Individual-
ism, so too did participants’ tendency to describe themselves as 
more likely to succeed in engaging in honorable actions compared 
to others.

Study 4
In Study 4, we sought to isolate the predictive ability of In-

dividualism and Masculinity indices by including all cultural val-
ues reflected in Hofstede’s model. There are reasons to suspect 
relationships between these additional Hofstede cultural values 
and self-superiority could emerge. Specifically, countries that 
embrace neoliberalism stress the value of power as a driver of 
self-superiority [54]; we aimed to model this relationship by add-
ing the Power Distance Index as a predictor. Additionally, people 
self-enhance at times to maintain a desirable social reputation or 
positive self-regard [55], a feeling similar to that evoked by grati-
fication which could be indexed by the Indulgence dimension. In 
Study 4, we modeled all Hofstede’s cultural dimensions; in addi-
tion to those mentioned, we included the Uncertainty Avoidance 
Index, marking the extent to which people avoid and dislike am-
biguity as expressed through regard for rigid rules of behavior, as 
well as the Long Term Orientation Index, reflecting the degree to 
which a country adapts, changes, and deprioritizes tradition. As a 
result of including all dimensions as predictors of self-superiority, 
we could test which value best predicted discrepant self and social 
judgments. 

We asked participants to describe themselves and a singular, 
concrete target other they knew well, as in Study 3. They made be-
havioral predictions, as in Study 1. However, here, we asked about 
behaviors that have the potential to affect the experience of an-
other person. The particular scenarios described and behaviors in 
question contain features that resonate with what are considered 
universally moral qualities for how to engage with others includ-
ing trustworthiness, respect for others, responsibility, fairness, 
caring, and citizenship [56].

In addition, we asked participants to describe themselves and 
another person along desirable trait dimensions. We compiled 
two lists of traits, one of which reflected those personality char-
acteristics considered highly valued in individualistic cultures 
and ones highly valued in collectivist cultures [22]. Some research 
finds self-enhancement is universal, with all people self-enhanc-
ing on traits considered valuable in their respective cultures 
[22,57]. However, others find that self-enhancement is more 
prominent in Western countries compared to Eastern countries 
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even on equally valued qualities [10,19]. By requesting judgments 
on traits considered desirable in cultures that differ on individual-
ism, we could test these competing possibilities. 

Participants and Procedures
In exchange for 1 dollar or course credit, respectively, 430 

participants (276 from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk platform; 154 
American university students) completed an anonymous online 
survey. We recruited participants between the ages of 18 and 26, 
though we received responses from older participants as well 
(Mage = 22.29, SDage = 3.32, 55% female). 

Participants reported in what countries each of their parents 
were born; 29 different countries were mentioned. We assigned 
index scores from all the Hofstede dimensions to each country. We 
averaged the scores associated with each parents’ place of birth to 
compute a single index score for each participant, on each dimen-
sion (Mind = 63.68, SDind = 30.54, range: 8-91, Mmas = 59.02, SDmas = 
9.36, range: 5-95, Mpower_dist = 54.71, SDpower-dist = 18.34), range: 13-
95, Munc_avoid= 49.75, SDunc_avoid = 15.86, range: 13-95, MLTO = 39.50, 
SDLTO = 23.73, range: 4-100, Mindul = 55.99, SDindul = 21.35, range: 
0-99).

Participants entered the initials of a friend they know well, of 
the same gender, age, and cultural group, who is not a family mem-
ber or romantic partner. They indicated how close they felt to the 
person whose initials they provided using the Inclusion of Others 
in the Self Scale [53]. To assess self-superiority in trait ascriptions, 
participants indicated the degree to which a variety of traits de-
scribed themselves and the person whose initials they supplied, 
in a randomly assigned order. The initials they offered were piped 
into the instructions when making judgments about the other. 
Drawing from the Individualistic and Collectivistic Traits mea-
sure [22], participants responded to 8 traits reflecting individu-
alist values (i.e. “free,” “original,” “self-reliant”), in addition to 8 
items reflecting collectivist values (i.e. “agreeable,” “cooperative,” 
“good listener”). Participants responded on a 9-point scale, from 
1, extremely untrue, to 9, extremely true. We averaged the ratings 
made for the self and other of the individualist traits (aself = .85, 
aother = .87) and the collectivist traits (aself = .87, aother = .91). 

We calculated a superiority score of individualistic self-
descriptions by subtracting the average ratings of the degree to 
which the other possessed the collectivist traits (Mother = 6.64, 
SDother = 1.40) from the average of the self (Mself = 6.64, SDself = 
1.40). We also calculated a superiority score of collectivist self-
descriptions by subtracting the average rating that the other 
possessed collectivist traits (Mother = 6.81, SDother = 1.53) from 
the average of the self (Mself = 7.01, SDself = 1.27). Higher scores 
indicate greater self-superiority (Mindiv_traits = -.21, SDindiv_traits = 1.56, 
Mcollect_traits = 0.20, SDcollect_traits = 1.46).

To assess superiority of behavioral predictions, participants 
indicated the likelihood they would engage in various behaviors 
that directly, negatively affected others. We asked participants 
how likely they and the other were to take an extra turn to talk 

in a group they were working with in order to persuade people, 
even if it meant one person did not get a chance to talk or share 
their idea. We also asked for predictions regarding the likelihood 
of dishonestly misrepresenting qualifications, skills, and previous 
experience when applying to a desired job or a position. We asked 
about the likelihood of taking credit for someone else’s work if it 
increases the chances of getting a raise, promotion, or recognition. 
Finally, we asked for likelihood estimates of blocking or banning 
someone with a different perspective on an online blog. Partici-
pants reported likelihood estimates for the self and the other by 
entering as free text a value from 0%, described as extremely un-
likely, to 100%, described as extremely likely. Eight people did not 
provide estimates for the self and others. 

We calculated a behavior self-superiority score by averaging 
the estimated differences in self (Mself = 29.14, SDself = 20.8) and so-
cial likelihoods for each of the four scenarios (Mother = 32.43, SDother 
= 22.23). Lower scores indicated greater self-superiority, implying 
that others are more likely than the self to engage in behaviors 
that would negatively impact others’ experiences (M = -3.29, SD 
= 18.45). Participants last completed demographic measures of 
where they were born, where they live or have lived, as well as 
their age and gender. A post-hoc sensitivity analysis for a one-
group linear, bivariate regression analysis investigating the size of 
the slope (α = .05) indicated we had 80% to detect slopes for trait 
descriptions as small as, for each of these predictors: bindiv = .006, 
bmas = .019, bpower_dist = .010, bunc_avoid = .010, bLTO = .007, bindul = .008. 
We had 80% to detect slopes for behavioral predictions as small 
as, for each of these predictors: bindiv = .07, bmas = .24, bpower_dis = .12, 
bunc_avoid = .14, bLTO = .09, bindul = .106.

Results
i.	 Preliminary Analyses

Closeness to the selected comparison other did not relate to 
Individualism, r(417) =-.03, p = .55, Masculinity, r(417) =.005, p = 
.92, Power Distance, r(417) =.08, p = .11, Uncertainty Avoidance, 
r(417) =-.03, p = .54., Long Term Orientation, r(409) =-.04, p = .43, 
or Indulgence, r(408) =.01, p = .81. 

ii.	 Collinearity

We probed for collinearity when all cultural value indices 
were included in the model as simultaneous predictors. We found 
evidence of it: Individualism (VIF = 5.49), Power Distance (VIF 
= 4.70), Indulgence (VIF = 2.93), Long Term Orientation (VIF = 
2.71), Masculinity (VIF = 1.39), and Uncertainty Avoidance (VIF 
= 1.25). As a result, we opted to run stepwise regressions to con-
sider which set of explanatory variables best predicted self-supe-
riority.

iii.	 Self-Superiority in Trait Ratings

We ran a stepwise multiple regression predicting the self-su-
periority score in individualistic traits from the Individualism, 
Masculinity, Power Distance, Uncertainty Avoidance, Long Term 
Orientation, and Indulgence indices. We also included the collec-
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tivist self-superiority score to adjust for general tendencies to 
describe the self as possessing more of any trait than ascribed to 
another. Parents’ Individualism and interdependent self-superior-
ity scores predicted individualistic self-superiority in trait ascrip-
tions, R2 = .06, F(2,405) = 13.374, p < .001. There was an effect 
of collectivist self-superiority, suggesting that there is a tendency 
for some people to ascribe more traits to themselves than others, 
regardless of the cultural value relevance of those traits, b = .23, 
t(405) = 4.52, p < .001. Controlling for this general tendency to 
ascribe more traits to the self than others, parental Individualism 
predicted the individualistic trait self-superiority score, b = .005, 
t(405) = 2.17, p = .03. Excluded from the model was parents’ Mas-
culinity, b = -.09, t(405) = -1.78, p = .076, Power Distance, b = -.048, 
t(405) = -0.51, p = .61, Uncertainty Avoidance, b = .019, t(405) = 
-0.376, p = .707, Long Term Orientation, b = .034, t(405) = 0.537, p 
= .591, and Indulgence, b = .01, t(405) = 0.159, p = .874. 

We ran a second stepwise multiple regression predicting the 
collectivist trait self-superiority score from the Individualism, 
Masculinity, Power Distance, Uncertainty Avoidance, Long Term 
Orientation, and Indulgence indices. We also included the individ-
ualistic self-superiority score to adjust for general tendencies to 
describe the self as possessing more of any trait than ascribed to 
another. Individualistic self-superiority was the only predictor of 
interdependent self-superiority, R2 = .05, b = .21, t(406) = 4.67, p 
< .001. Again, this effect suggests a general tendency to ascribe 
more traits to the self than others regardless of the cultural value 
of those traits. Excluded from the model was parents’ Individual-
ism, b = .046, t(406) = 0.948, p = .344, Masculinity, b = .011, t(406) 
= 0.237, p = .813, Power Distance, b = -.049, t(406) = -1.003, p = 
.317, Uncertainty Avoidance, b = .091, t(406) = 1.896, p = .059, 
Long Term Orientation, b = -.044, t(406) = -0.903, p = .367,and 
Indulgence, b = .035, t(406) = 0.717, p = .474. While Individualism 
did predict self-superiority on independent traits, it did not pre-
dict the tendency to self-enhance on interdependent traits.

iv.	 Behavior Predictions

We ran a stepwise multiple regression predicting the behav-
ioral self-superiority score from the Individualism, Masculinity, 
Power Distance, Uncertainty Avoidance, Long Term Orientation, 
and Indulgence indices. Parents’ Individualism was the only 
significant predictor of independent behavior self-superiority, 
R2=.014, b = -.07, t(389) = 2.32, p = .021. Excluded from the model 
was parents’ Masculinity, b = -.059, t(389) = -1.115, p = .266, Pow-
er Distance, b = .005, t(389) = 0.048, p = .962, Uncertainty Avoid-
ance, b = -.055, t(389) = -1.071, p = .285, Long Term Orientation, b 
= .061, t(389) = 0.931, p = .352, and Indulgence, b = -.035, t(389) 
= -0.558, p = .577.

General Discussion
Societies, nations, and communities promote different sets of 

values that trickle down to individual-level endorsements passed 
down through parents. We tested whether nation-level indices 
of Individualism and Masculinity related to individual differenc-

es in the tendency to describe the self as superior to others. Na-
tion-level indices of Individualism related to stronger tendencies 
for participants to predict that others would engage in unhelpful 
actions (Study 1) that could negatively impact the experiences of 
others (Study 4) more often than would the self. Similarly, Individ-
ualism related to stronger tendencies to claim that oneself would 
be more likely to engage in more moral behaviors than others 
(Studies 3). Further, Individualism related to stronger tenden-
cies to expect the self to outperform others on an objective test of 
knowledge (Study 2). Self-superiority effects emerged when the 
target of comparison was a generalized group (Studies 1, 2) and 
a specified, single person whom participants knew well (Studies 
3, 4). Finally, Individualism predicted stronger self-superiority on 
traits considered desirable in individualistic but not collectivist 
cultures (Study 4). This evidence converges to support the conclu-
sion that cultural indices of Individualism, reflecting societal level 
valuation of personal success relative to others’ success, leads to 
increased individual level self-superiority effects, specifically be-
cause of increased and possibly erroneous positivity in concep-
tions of the self. 

While in Studies 2-4, Masculinity did not relate to self-superi-
ority scores, we found that unexpectedly in Study 1, Masculinity 
was negatively correlated with self-superiority. Masculine cultural 
backgrounds seemed to be related to an attenuation of self-other 
differences in this study. We speculate that the relationship be-
tween Masculinity and an attenuation of self-superiority emerged 
because these particular hypothetical scenarios involved one’s 
own responses to others requiring assistance. Masculine cultures, 
which promote ego-oriented behaviors, may allow a person to act 
in more self-oriented ways without moral overtones. That is, in 
masculine cultures, assisting others may not be a domain in which 
one would be able to enhance the self. As a result, Masculinity may 
relate to an attenuation of self-other differences only because the 
self-enhancing nature of the domain in question changes. Howev-
er, we note that we did not replicate this effect in Study 4. Thus, 
we are unable to make strong conclusions about the role of na-
tion-level indices of masculinity on self-superiority effects. 

Modesty
Our studies may seem in one sense to contradict intuition and 

research on the effect of modesty. Modesty is a value that mani-
fests in portrayal of the self as “just right” [58]. A modest self-por-
trayal is one where the self varies little from the norm. Cultures 
that value modesty more strongly do in fact seem to show differ-
ent patterns of social judgment than cultures that value modes-
ty less strongly. For example, people from Singapore reported a 
stronger inclination towards modesty, compared to urban Israe-
lis; people from Singapore also demonstrated reduced self-superi-
ority effects, relative to urban Israelis when estimating their own 
and others’ academic standing [59]. If the cultural index of Mas-
culinity serves as a proxy for modesty, why did Masculinity only 
relate to self-superiority in Study 1 and do so in unexpected ways? 
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One obvious possibility is that Masculinity does not in fact in-
dex the cultural value of modesty. It is also possible that it does, 
but that situational contexts shift the way in which the value of 
modesty is expressed through self and social judgments. Indeed, 
the public or private nature of the evaluative settings can influ-
ence the prevalence of self-superiority effects. In public, people 
acknowledge others’ contributions to their own personal success 
[60] and group achievements [61]. In public, people also atten-
uate the positivity of self-descriptions [62]. In private, however, 
these modest self-descriptions reverse. People instead emphasize 
their own contributions to a group project and to their person-
al successes. They privately flatter themselves when describing 
their characteristics and the merit of their accomplishments. This 
public-private distinction is also prevalent in Eastern culture: al-
though modesty prevails in public transactions, self-superiority 
surfaces in private settings [63-65]. In order to understand the 
impact of modesty, future research should conduct multi-nation 
studies exploring both self and social judgments, manipulating 
the rationale for the evaluation, changing the public or private na-
ture of evaluative settings, or measuring feelings of privacy. 

Implications
Participants from less individualistic cultural backgrounds 

were less likely to claim superiority over others. We do not, how-
ever, take this to imply that some countries value being a “good 
person” any less. The desire to regard the self as good, capable, 
and successful is universal. Positive self-regard is one universal 
defense mechanism against feelings of existential terror [66] 
and serves to buffer against emotional and behavioral problems 
[67]. Self-enhancing tendencies are negatively associated with 
depression and positively associated with self-esteem and life 
satisfaction among Easterners [9,68], although to a lesser degree 
than they are for Westerners [20,69]. Given the psychological and 
health-related benefits of positive self-regard, it seems likely that 
all people, regardless of individualist background, are actively en-
gaged in information seeking, evaluation, and prediction process-
es in light of their culturally specific motivational pressures—be 
them to see the self as unique or to adhere to and fit in with social 
custom. 

The difference then among people from varying cultural back-
grounds is how one comes to understand the self as a good person. 
To be a good person in an individualist culture implies expressing 
favorable attributes and standing out from the crowd, while being 
a good person in a collectivist culture implies adjusting to social 
contexts and changing the self so as to fit in with one’s group. Thus, 
when individualists describe themselves as distinct from and su-
perior to others, their behavior aligns with culturally-prescribed 
values. When collectivists describe themselves as similar to oth-
ers, their behavior also aligns with culturally-prescribed values. 
Although the self-superiority effect appears attenuated in individ-
uals with parents from less individualistic countries, we caution 
against the conclusion that people from these countries are any 
less motivated to feel good about themselves, to feel proud, or to 
maintain high self-esteem. 

Interestingly, we found that Individualism did not predict 
self-superiority on interdependent traits. However, other work, 
for instance, found that Japanese respondents did in fact evidence 
self-superiority when the attributes reflected collectivistic values 
[22]. One reason for our divergent findings is that self-enhancing 
on interdependent traits would violate the collectivistic motiva-
tion of an external frame of reference. People with collectivistic 
backgrounds value social environmental cues and strive to pres-
ent a normative self [55]. This value can be reflected and evinced 
by stronger similarity between ratings of the self and other on 
traits valued in interdependent cultures; increased similarity 
would serve to maintain the social structure of their culture. Si-
multaneously, people with individualistic backgrounds would not 
find their goals met by differentiating themselves from others on 
traits not valued strongly by their culture. The motive towards 
similarity in self and social judgment on interdependent traits 
by individuals from collectivist cultures and the lack of motive 
to differentiate the self from others on these traits by individuals 
from independent cultures could explain why Hofstede’s value of 
Individualism failed to predict self-superiority effects on interde-
pendent traits.

Other National Value Indices

We chose to operationalize cultural values through Hofstede’s 
dimensions. Hofstede ranked countries according to values rele-
vant to social domains calling for prosocial behavior, morality, and 
personal abilities—those very domains in which we asked partic-
ipants to make judgments about themselves and others. We rec-
ognize the controversy around Hofstede’s values, specifically de-
bating their reliability and validity over time [57]. A meta-analysis 
of over 450 empirical studies suggests the correlations between 
decades for Hofstede’s four primary dimensions is diminishing 
over time. The correlations are strongest in the 1980’s and get 
considerable weaker with each decade [70]. However, a shift in 
magnitude like this only poses complications to our analysis if the 
such shifts disproportionately impact some countries over others. 
Evidence suggests they do not; an investigation compared Hofst-
ede’s original sample values to values gathered 30 years later [71]. 
Though worldwide Individualism and Indulgence increased, and 
Power Distance decreased, the countries’ relative scores, marking 
the general rank order of one country compared to another, did 
not change between the two cohorts. 

Other research has sought to identify the values that gov-
ern social judgment, complimenting and expanding beyond the 
foundational investigations Hofstede proposed. For instance, 
the World Values Survey [72,73] used market research agencies 
to survey adult populations across 81 countries, assessing work 
motivations, democracy, governance, political participation, and 
environmental concerns among other beliefs. The Survey of Val-
ues [74] sampled students in 54 countries and elementary school 
teachers in 56 countries to assess beliefs regarding organizational 
hierarchy, egalitarianism, world harmony, and unity, among other 
values [75]. Similarly, the Global Leadership and Organization-
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al Behavior Effectiveness (GLOBE) research program ranked 62 
countries or regions by surveying middle-level managers in tele-
communications, finance, and food processing about workplace 
practices [76]. The GLOBE project focused on values important for 
international business, organizational practices, and leadership 
and included components indexing the centralized or distributed 
nature of power and a reliance on tradition to alleviate the unpre-
dictability of future events, which hold similarities to Hofstede’s 
Power Distance and Uncertainty Avoidance dimensions. Future 
research might empirically test the predictive ability of each di-
mension of these varied global value surveys across domains, 
including those relevant to trait ascriptions and moral behavior 
predictions as we have measured, and organizational dynamics 
and others in which some of these indices have been established.

Conclusion

Why do many people believe themselves to be better than 
others? This research suggests that one cause of these self-
superiority effects within individual-level behavior may be 
cultural differences in the valuation of individualism that stem 
from the cultural values shared within families. While this 
evidence supports a well-established literature, though embroiled 
in debate, the purpose of this work was to move beyond the 
idiosyncratic selection of discrete nations to represent the values 
of many. When researchers elect singular, selected countries 
to represent a particular fundamental guiding societal value, 
they risk overgeneralization. They may speak for too many after 
sampling too few.
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