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Abstract

Help-seeking is commonly conceived as an instrumental behavior that improves people’s sub-
jective well-being. However, most findings supporting a positive association between help-
seeking and subjective well-being are observed in independence-preferring countries. Draw-
ing from research demonstrating that the pathways to subjective well-being are culturally
divergent, we posit that help-seeking tendencies may be detrimental to subjective well-being
for members in interdependence-preferring countries where norms for preserving relational
harmony and face concerns are prevalent. This study tested the moderating role of country
in the relationship between help-seeking tendencies and subjective well-being using data
from 5,068 American and Japanese participants. Results revealed that although help-seeking
tendencies were associated with greater life satisfaction, higher positive affect, and lower neg-
ative affect among Americans, help-seeking tendencies were associated with poorer life satis-
faction and lower positive affect among Japanese. We discuss the importance of adopting cul-
turally sensitive perspectives when examining antecedents of subjective well-being.
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Attaining high levels of life satisfaction or

well-being is an important life goal for

many people (Tay, Kuykendall, and

Diener 2015). The experience of subjec-

tive well-being pertains to people’s cogni-

tive judgments and affective reactions

about their life (Diener 1984:542). Thus,

those with higher subjective well-being

tend to show higher levels of life satisfac-
tion, higher levels of pleasant emotions,

and lower levels of unpleasant emotions

(Haybron 2020; Proctor 2014). Because

subjective well-being has been associated
with a host of social and health benefits

(for a review, see Diener, Oishi, and Tay
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2018), understanding the key to higher

subjective well-being has become an

important research agenda for many

social and behavioral scientists. Several

predictors of subjective well-being have

been identified; for example, the person-
ality trait of extraversion was found to

positively predict trait positive affect

(Lucas and Diener 2009) and life satisfac-

tion (Schimmack et al. 2004) and neurot-

icism to negatively predict life satisfac-

tion (Schimmack et al. 2004). People’s

prosocial behavioral tendencies were

also shown to improve their life satisfac-
tion and positive affect (Akin et al. 2013).

Notably, research suggests that not

all predictors of subjective well-being

are culturally universal, especially

when these predictors are associated

with different meanings when compared

between independence-preferring countries—

which emphasize the pursuit of personal
goals and an attendant sense of the

self as efficacious and in control—and

interdependence-preferring countries—

which emphasize the fulfillment of the

needs and expectations of social others

and the avoidance of relational strain

and tension (Kitayama, Markus, and Kur-

okawa 2010; Kwan, Bond, and Singelis
1997). Such culturally differential impacts

can be explained by Kitayama, Karasawa,

and colleagues’ (2010) culturally divergent

modes of being hypothesis, which proposes

that culture has a normative influence

on the relationship between predictors

of well-being and individuals’ subjective

well-being. Specifically, engaging in
behaviors that adhere to the social norms

of a culture is more likely to improve peo-

ple’s subjective well-being. For instance,

whereas research showed that achieving

a sense of personal control is one strong

predictor of well-being in independence-

preferring countries, promoting relational

harmony is a strong predictor of well-
being in interdependence-preferring coun-

tries (Kitayama, Karasawa, et al. 2010).

Whereas this finding demonstrates that

different normative behaviors (achieving

personal control vs. promoting relational

harmony) positively predict subjective

well-being in different cultures, it would

be important to examine the possibility of

a given tendency that positively predicts

subjective well-being in one culture but

fails to predict or even negatively predicts

subjective well-being in another culture,

possibly because the associated behavior

is linked to vastly different meaning

representations, value imperatives, and

expectations across the two cultures.

We hypothesize that one such tendency

is the tendency to seek help.

Help-seeking has been of interest to

the psychology community (e.g., Gourash

1978) given its relationship with a host of
positive outcomes in numerous domains,

including educational, socioemotional,

and health benefits (Vidourek et al.

2014; for a review, see Heerde and Hemp-

hill 2018). In this light, a large body of the

literature has examined the link between

help-seeking (attitudes and behavior)

and subjective well-being, which generally
supports a positive association between

help-seeking and subjective well-being

(e.g., Best, Manktelow, and Taylor 2014;

Hubbard et al. 2018). Additionally,

although researchers have also identified

different domains of help-seeking, such

as instrumental help-seeking (e.g., seek-

ing tangible support such as financial
aid) and socioemotional help-seeking

(e.g., seeking comfort from friends; Skin-

ner et al. 2003; Vélez et al. 2016), current

works suggest that both types of help-

seeking appear to have similar beneficial

effects on one’s sense of well-being

(Bamberger 2009). Indeed, there is a gen-

eral consensus in the literature that
help-seeking is beneficial for individuals

and should be encouraged (e.g., Goodwin

et al. 2016; Yousaf, Grunfeld, and Hunter

2013). Such findings are unsurprising

because help-seeking is widely considered
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an instrumental behavior that facilitates

goal attainment or adaptive problem-

solving (Best et al. 2014; Nadler 1990).

However, these findings supporting a posi-

tive relationship between help-seeking

and subjective well-being were mainly
informed by Western samples coming

from independence-preferring countries

(e.g., the United States; Best et al. 2014;

Goodwin et al. 2016; Hubbard et al. 2018).

The tendency to seek help may be dis-

advantageous in collectivistic-preferring

countries because the costs of help-

seeking are particularly salient in these

countries. Help-seeking is more likely to

be deemed incompatible with the cul-

ture’s social norms of preserving interper-

sonal harmony and maintaining the rela-

tional status quo. Specifically, help-

seeking can incur both interpersonal

and intrapersonal costs to the help seeker

(Lim, Teo, and Zhao 2013). Help-seeking

incurs interpersonal costs because the

help giver might experience discomfort

arising from the help seeker’s problems

being imposed on them, in turn disrupt-

ing the relationship equilibrium and neg-
atively impacting the relationship (Lim

et al. 2013). In interdependent cultures,

such costs are more prominent because

of the stronger emphasis on maintaining

harmonious social relationships and

upholding a relational self. The relational

impacts of seeking help were demon-

strated in a study that showed individu-
als from interdependence-preferring

cultures (Asians and Asian Americans)

were less likely than those from

independence-preferring cultures (Euro-

pean Americans) to report that they

seek social support in the face of stressors

because of interpersonal concerns of dis-

rupting relational harmony and intraper-
sonal concerns of losing ‘‘face’’ (Taylor

et al. 2004). In a tightly knit relational

network, it is likely that seeking help

inevitably means owing people a favor

and that the favor is expected to be

reciprocated in the future. Such hefty

costs associated with help-seeking can

account for why receiving social support

actually made Asian participants feel

more, rather than less, stressed (Liang

and Bogat 1994; Taylor et al. 2007).
In addition, the strong concerns

of face and others’ evaluations in

interdependence-preferring countries

(Oetzel and Ting-Toomey 2003; Zane

and Yeh 2002) also incur intrapersonal

costs. Because seeking help signifies
one’s incompetence, dependence, and

inferiority and puts one at risk of nega-

tive evaluations by others (Lee 1997;

Lim et al. 2013; Lin 2002), people in

interdependence-preferring countries

may feel hesitant to seek help to protect

their face. Indeed, previous work has sup-

ported this contention. Numerous studies
(e.g., Ina and Morita 2015; Mojaverian,

Hashimoto, and Kim 2013) have sug-

gested that Japanese participants show

less favorable attitudes toward help-

seeking compared to American partici-

pants because of concerns about what

others might think should they engage

in help-seeking. Furthermore, in a recent
study by Ishii et al. (2017), it was found

that Japanese participants expected

to experience strong feelings of guilt

and shame after receiving help. Taken

together, accounting for the role of

culture in encouraging or deterring

help-seeking will contribute to a nuanced

understanding of the relationship between
help-seeking and subjective well-being

across cultures, thus revealing a new set

of culturally distinct pathways for subjec-

tive well-being.

In line with the hypothesis that help-

seeking tendencies might be disadvanta-

geous in collectivistic-preferring coun-

tries, preliminary research has indeed

suggested that help-seeking is associated

with culturally differential health out-

comes. In an experimental study by Tay-

lor and colleagues (2007), they found
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that Asian participants asked to write

a letter to explicitly seek advice and sup-

port from people they were close to expe-

rienced significantly more stress (as mea-

sured by cortisol levels) subsequently

compared to those assigned to write about

other things, such as the characteristics

of a close friend group or landmarks

around a university campus. This trend

was, however, not observed among Euro-

pean Americans. While their findings

suggest that help-seeking is disadvanta-

geous for Asian individuals’ momentary

stress, the research was not able to tell

whether help-seeking is indeed disadvan-

tageous for Asians over a longer-term

basis in terms of lowering their well-

being.

The current research seeks to examine

whether the relationship between help-

seeking tendencies—as measured by

people’s attitude of whether they feel

comfortable with seeking help—and the

three components of subjective well-

being, namely, life satisfaction, positive

affect, and negative affect (Diener

1984; Proctor 2014), would differ across
countries with differing cultures (i.e.,

interdependence-preferring countries vs.

interdependence-preferring countries).

Despite the differences between help-

seeking attitudes and behavior, research

has suggested that attitudes and actual

behavior are very often significantly mod-

erately correlated (Bamberg and Möser
2007; Kim and Hunter 1993; Kraus

1995; Wallace et al. 2005). Research spe-

cifically on help-seeking has also shown

that help-seeking attitudes and comfort

in help-seeking significantly predict

help-seeking behavior on a day-to-day

basis (Kaniasty and Norris 2010; Mojta-

bai et al. 2016). Thus, if help-seeking
behaviors are more costly than beneficial

for individuals in interdependence-

preferring countries, we would expect to

observe that attitudes favoring help-

seeking are also disadvantageous in these

countries (e.g., Japan) and can negatively

predict people’s subjective well-being.

Together, the current research sets out

to add new understanding to this area of

studies by examining whether there are

culturally distinct pathways between
help-seeking tendencies and subjective

well-being.

The parallel projects of Midlife in the

United States II (MIDUS 2) and Midlife

in Japan (MIDJA) offer a valuable

opportunity for conducting a rigorous

cross-country comparison between an

independence-preferring country (the

United States) and an interdependence-

preferring country (Japan; Kitayama,

Karasawa, et al. 2010; Levine et al.

2016; Taylor et al. 2004) with large repre-

sentative samples and equivalent meas-
ures. Based on Kitayama, Karasawa,

and colleagues (2010), we predicted that

help-seeking tendencies would be posi-

tively associated with subjective well-

being among American participants.

This is in light of the instrumentality of

help-seeking in aiding individuals in

achieving their personal goals and aspira-
tions or solving problems they personally

encounter, which are expectations in

line with the ideals of independence-

preferring cultures. In contrast, we pre-

dicted that help-seeking tendencies would

be negatively associated with subjective

well-being among Japanese participants

given the intra- and interpersonal strain
associated with help-seeking. We also

hypothesized that the moderating role of

country would remain significant after

controlling for factors that have been pre-

viously found to significantly influence

one’s sense of subjective well-being. Spe-

cifically, we controlled for participants’

demographics (Lucas and Gohm 2000),
socioeconomic status (Sacks, Stevenson,

and Wolfers 2010; Tan et al. 2020), and

Big Five personality traits (Anglim et al.

2020). In line with Yzerbyt, Muller, and

Judd’s (2004) recommendations, we also
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controlled for the interaction terms

between country and these covariates.

METHODS

Participants

The current study analyzed the data of

5,068 respondents from the parallel

MIDUS 2 (N = 4,041) and MIDJA (N =

1,027) projects (Ryff et al. 2007, 2011).

The MIDUS 2 Project was conducted in
2004 to 2006 as a follow-up to the first

MIDUS study conducted in 1995. The

MIDUS projects involved national proba-

bility samples recruited through random

sampling across the United States. A

total of 4,963 American adults completed

MIDUS 2, but only a subset (N = 4,041)

completed both the phone interview and
self-administered questionnaire compo-

nents, which included the data required

for the purpose of the current study. The

MIDJA project, conducted in 2008 in

Japan, was a parallel project modeled

after the MIDUS project. The current

study analyzed data of the MIDJIA pro-

ject involving a probability sample of

1,027 Japanese adults from the Tokyo

metropolitan area. The sample descrip-

tive statistics are reported in Table 1.1

Measures

Life satisfaction. Life satisfaction was
measured in MIDUS 2 and MIDJA using

six items assessing domain-specific life

satisfaction (Prenda and Lachman

2001). Participants rated their satisfac-

tion with their overall life, work, health,

relationship with their spouse/partner,

relationship with their children, and

financial situation on a 11-point Likert

scale (0 = the worst possible, 10 = the
best possible). We used the calculated

scores provided in the MIDUS and

MIDJA data sets whereby the scores on

the spouse and children items were aver-

aged to form one score and aggregated

with the other four items to produce

a composite index representing partici-

pants’ general life satisfaction. The life

Table 1. Demographics, Personality Profiles, and Other Characteristics of Participants from the
MIDUS 2 and MIDJA Studies

Americans (MIDUS) Japanese (MIDJA)

N M (SD) Range N M (SD) Range

Demographic variables
Age 4,041 56.23 (12.39) 30–84 1,027 54.36 (14.14) 30–79
Sex (% female) 4,041 55.40% 1,027 50.83%
Marital status (% nonmarried) 4,035 29.00% 1,025 30.73%

Socioeconomic status
Objective 4,041 .00 (1.00) –1.82–1.67 1,027 .00 (1.00) –2.57–1.75
Subjective 3,974 6.50 (1.84) 1–10 989 6.03 (2.11) 1–10

Personality traits
Agreeableness 4,011 3.45 (.50) 1.00–4.00 1,024 2.63 (.63) 1.00–4.00
Conscientiousness 4,008 3.39 (.46) 1.00–4.00 1,024 2.60 (.55) 1.00–4.00
Extraversion 4,012 3.11 (.57) 1.00–4.00 1,024 2.42 (.68) 1.00–4.00
Neuroticism 4,009 2.07 (.63) 1.00–4.00 1,023 2.11 (.56) 1.00–4.00
Openness to experience 3,975 2.90 (.54) 1.00–4.00 1,021 2.19 (.61) 1.00–4.00

Help-seeking tendencies 4,013 1.85 (.76) 1.00–4.00 1,023 2.85 (.75) 1.00–4.00
Life satisfaction 4,040 7.50 (1.27) 1.00–10.00 1,027 6.10 (1.58) .00–9.75
Negative affect 4,003 1.51 (.58) 1.00–5.00 1,024 1.69 (.65) 1.00–5.00
Positive affect 4,023 3.43 (.71) 1.00–5.00 1,022 3.24 (.76) 1.00–5.00

Note: Missing data were later imputed using an expectation-maximization algorithm. MIDUS-2 = Midlife in
the United States II study; MIDJA = Midlife in Japan study.

1The tables of correlations for each sample are
available in Online Appendices A and B.
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satisfaction score was calculated for all

participants with a valid response on at

least one item such that for those with

missing data on one or more items, each

item weighted more in their overall life

satisfaction score. For example, if partici-
pants responded to only the items con-

cerning their overall satisfaction with

life and work, their responses on these

two items were averaged to compute their

life satisfaction score (aMIDUS2 = .71,

aMIDJA = .76). This helped to minimize

the effect of missing data in the current

study.

Positive and negative affect. Positive and

negative affect were assessed indepen-

dently using six items each. Participants

were asked to indicate how much they

felt a certain emotion (e.g., ‘‘cheerful’’ for

positive affect, ‘‘nervous’’ for negative

affect) in the past 30 days on a 5-point

scale (1 = none of the time, 5 = all of the

time). Responses were coded such that

higher scores indicated higher levels of

positive or negative affect. Given that

affect was measured based on a 30-day

time period, this measurement reflects

participants’ relatively stable affective

experiences (i.e., trait affect; Hudson,

Lucas, and Donnellan 2017). Internal

consistency was high for both positive

affect (aMIDUS2 = .91, aMIDJA = .93) and

negative affect (aMIDUS2 = .85, aMIDJA =
.86) across the two samples.

Help-seeking tendencies. Help-seeking

tendencies were assessed using the self-

sufficiency scale in MIDUS 2 and MIDJA.

Participants were asked to indicate how

well the statements ‘‘Asking others for

help comes naturally for me’’ and ‘‘I

don’t like to ask others for help unless I

have to’’ (reversed) described them on

a 4-point Likert scale (1 = a lot, 4 = not

at all). Due to the relatively low internal

consistency of the two-item measure

(aMIDUS2 = .62, aMIDJA = .44), both items

were also analyzed independently (i.e.,

as separate independent variables) as

part of sensitivity analyses.2 Notably,

the results of the sensitivity analyses

were similar to those reported in the arti-

cle (which used help-seeking tendencies
as a composite measure) except for some

differences when negative affect as an

outcome variable was analyzed. We

report the sensitivity analyses on nega-

tive affect in the results section. In the

current study, responses to the two help-

seeking tendency items were coded such

that a higher score indicated a greater
comfort in seeking help.

Socioeconomic status. Objective socioeco-

nomic status was computed using partici-

pants’ highest educational qualification

attained and household income. As per

previous studies using MIDUS 2 and

MIDJA data (e.g., Hartanto, Lau, and

Yong 2020; Kitayama et al. 2015; Park

et al. 2013), educational attainment was
standardized across both countries using

a 7-point scale (1 = eighth grade, junior

high school; 7 = attended or graduated

from graduate school) and occupational

status using a 3-point scale (1 = blue-

collar job, 2 = white-collar job, 3 = mana-

gerial or professional job). Educational

attainment and occupational status were
then standardized within each country,

and participants’ objective socioeconomic

status was obtained by standardizing

the average of the two scores within coun-

try.3 Subjective socioeconomic status was

measured using a ladder scale (Adler

et al. 2000). Participants ranked their

standing in the community on a ladder
with 10 rungs, with the top rung repre-

senting people with the highest standing

2See Online Appendices F through K.
3Separate analyses with educational attain-

ment and occupational status as individual indi-
ces yielded similar results to those presented in
the current article; see Online Appendices C
through E.
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in their community. The term ‘‘commu-

nity’’ was not defined; instead, partici-

pants were told to define community in

whatever way that is most meaningful

to them.

Personality traits. Big Five personality

traits (agreeableness, conscientiousness,

extraversion, neuroticism, and openness

to experience; McCrae and Costa 1985)

were measured with a set of 26 descrip-

tive adjectives specifically developed

for the MIDUS project (Lachman and

Weaver 1997). The scale has good con-

struct validity and significantly correlates

with the NEO-Five Factor Inventory (Lach-

man 2005; Prenda and Lachman 2001;
Turiano et al. 2012). Each of the five traits

was scored on a 4-point scale, with higher

scores indicating a higher standing in

each trait. The Cronbach’s alphas for each

of the traits were agreeableness (five items;

aMIDUS2 = .80, aMIDJA = .87), conscientious-

ness (five items; aMIDUS2 = .68, aMIDJA =

.66), extraversion (five items; aMIDUS2 =

.76, aMIDJA = .83), neuroticism (four items;

aMIDUS2 = .74, aMIDJA = .50), and openness

to experience (seven items; aMIDUS2 = .77,

aMIDJA = .84).

Analytic Plan

The current study sought to examine

whether countries with different predom-

inant cultures (i.e., independence prefer-

ring vs. interdependence preferring)

would differ in the relationship between

help-seeking tendencies and subjective

well-being measures. Specifically, we

took into account all domains of subjec-

tive well-being, including life satisfaction,

trait positive affect, and trait negative

affect (Diener 1984). To test our hypothe-

ses, hierarchical linear regressions were

conducted in R Version 3.6.3 (R Core

Team 2020), with life satisfaction, posi-

tive affect, and negative affect entered

separately as outcome variables; help-

seeking tendencies as the predictor vari-

able; and country as the moderating vari-

able. A disordinal relationship between

help-seeking tendencies and subjective

well-being across the two countries would

support our hypothesis that the relation-
ship between help-seeking tendencies

and subjective well-being differ across

the interdependence-preferring country

and the independence-preferring country.

Simple slopes were computed using the

procedure recommended by Holmbeck

(2002). Country was dummy coded, with

the United States (the independence-
preferring culture) set as the reference

category. Both categorical covariates

(gender and marital status) were dummy

coded, with female and nonmarried being

the reference categories. To prevent bias

arising from missing data (.60 percent

across all variables; Nguyen et al. 2018),

10 imputed data sets were created using
an expectation-maximization algorithm

through the R package Amelia Version

1.7.6 (Honaker, King, and Blackwell

2011), as per established statistical guide-

lines (Sidi and Harel 2018).4

Four models were estimated for each of

the three outcome variables (life satisfac-

tion, positive affect, and negative affect).

In the first model, we estimated an unad-

justed model with help-seeking tenden-

cies, country, and their interaction term

as the predictors of subjective well-being

without any covariates. In the second

model, we controlled for demographic var-

iables (age, gender, and marital status)

that may affect subjective well-being

(González Gutiérrez et al. 2005). We fur-

ther controlled for objective and subjec-

tive socoioeconomic status in the third

model in light of previous literature

4Analyses conducted using listwise deletion
instead of missing data imputation revealed
that up to 239 of 5,068 observations would have
been deleted because of missing data. The results
of these analyses remained consistent with those
reported in the article.
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suggesting their associations with subjec-

tive well-being (Navarro-Carrillo et al.

2020; Tan et al. 2020). Lastly, in the

fourth model, we additionally controlled

for the Big Five personality traits to

ensure that our results were not an
artifact of the established relationship

between personality traits and subjective

well-being (Lucas and Diener 2009). To

ensure the robustness of our moderation

results, in all models, we entered the

interaction terms between the dummy-

coded country variable and each of the

covariates that were included in the
model (Yzerbyt et al. 2004). The full R

script for the analysis can be accessed at

https://researchbox.org/158.

RESULTS

Life Satisfaction

First, we conducted a moderation analy-

sis to investigate the interaction between

help-seeking tendencies and country on

life satisfaction. Consistent with our pre-

diction, in our unadjusted model, we

found a significant two-way interaction

between help-seeking tendencies and

country on life satisfaction (b = –.08, b =

–.34, SE = .06, 95% confidence interval
[CI] = [–.46, –.22], p \ .001). Notably,

we found that this two-way interaction

was consistent after taking into account

demographic factors in Model 2, objective

and subjective socioeconomic status in

Model 3, and personality traits in Model

4 (ps � .003; Table 2). These results

remained significant when the two help-
seeking tendency items were entered in

the models as separate independent vari-

ables rather than as a composite measure

(ps \ .020).5

To further probe these interactions, we

conducted simple slopes analyses on all

four models.6 We found that for American

participants, help-seeking tendencies

were positively associated with life satis-

faction in Models 1 to 3 (bs = .05–.16,

bs = .09–.20, ps \ .001) and Model 4,

albeit not reaching statistical significance

(b = .03, b = .05, SE = .02, 95% CI =
[–.001, .093], p =.056; Figure 1).7 On the

other hand, for Japanese participants,

help-seeking tendencies were negatively

associated with life satisfaction in Models

1 to 4 (bs = –.08 to –.07, bs = –.14 to –.12,

ps � .018). Comparing the effect sizes

of simple slopes in the final model (Fig-

ure 1), it appeared that there was a larger
(negative) association between help-

seeking tendencies and life satisfaction

among Japanese participants compared

to the (positive) association between

help-seeking tendencies and life satisfac-

tion observed among American partici-

pants. These findings suggest that while

help-seeking tendencies are positively
associated with life satisfaction among

American individuals, it is instead nega-

tively associated with life satisfaction

among Japanese individuals.

Positive Affect

Similar to the findings on life satisfaction,

country was a significant moderator of

the relationship between help-seeking

tendencies and positive affect in the

5See Online Appendices F and G.
6See Online Appendices L through N.

7Sensitivity analyses with the two help-
seeking items entered independently in two sepa-
rate models revealed that the interaction term
between help-seeking tendencies and country
remained significant in all four models (see
Online Appendices F and G), suggesting that
the relationship between help-seeking tendencies
and life satisfaction differ between countries.
Nonetheless, the nonsignificant relationship
observed in the simple slope analyses between
help-seeking tendencies and life satisfaction
among American participants in Model 4 suggest
that the positive relationship between help-
seeking tendencies and life satisfaction may be
better explained by personality variables rather
than help-seeking tendencies.
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unadjusted Model 1 (b = –.11, b = –.24,

SE = .03, 95% CI = [–.31, –.17], p \
.001). This finding held after taking into

account age, gender, and marital status

in Model 2; socioeconomic status in Model

3; and personality traits in Model 4 (ps \
.001; Table 3). These results remained

significant when help-seeking tendency

items were entered in the models as sep-

arate independent variables rather than
as a composite measure (ps \ .001).8

An interaction between help-seeking

tendencies and country was observed

in all models. Simple slopes analyses

revealed that help-seeking tendencies

was significantly associated with higher

positive affect for American participants

in Models 1 to 4 (bs = .06–.17, bs = .05–

.14, ps \ .001) but lower positive affect

for Japanese participants in Models 1 to

4 (bs = –.12– –.08, bs = –.10– –.07, ps �
.006). Comparing the effect sizes of simple

slopes in the final model (Figures 2), it

appeared that there was a larger (negative)

association between help-seeking tenden-
cies and positive affect among Japanese par-

ticipants compared to the (positive) associa-

tion between help-seeking tendencies and

positive affect observed among American

participants. Similar to the findings on life

satisfaction, these results suggest that

help-seeking tendencies are positively asso-

ciated with positive affect for American indi-
viduals but negatively associated with posi-

tive affect for Japanese individuals.

Negative Affect

Lastly, we found that the association

between help-seeking tendencies and

negative affect was significantly different

between the two countries, as indicated

Figure 1. Simple Slopes of Life Satisfaction Regressed against Help-Seeking Tendencies and
Country in Model 4
Note: The graph presents the simple slope of life satisfaction regressed against help-seeking tendencies

and country in Model 4. *p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001 (two-tailed).

8See Online Appendices H and I.

Help-Seeking and Subjective Well-Being in US and Japan 173



by the significant interaction term

between help-seeking tendencies and

country in the unadjusted Model 1 (b =

.07, b = .12, SE = .03, 95% CI = [.06,

.17], p \ .001). This finding was consis-

tent after controlling for the various cova-

riates in Model 2, Model 3, and Model 4

(ps � .008; Table 4).
Simple slopes analyses revealed that

help-seeking tendencies were associated

with less negative affect for American

participants in Models 1 to 4 (bs =

–.14– –.03, bs = –.10– –.02, ps � .032).

However, help-seeking tendencies were

not significantly associated with negative

affect for Japanese participants in all four

models (bs = .03–.06, bs = .02–.05, ps �

.056). Hence, while help-seeking tenden-

cies were significantly and negatively

associated with negative affect for Ameri-

can individuals, we did not find any associ-
ation between help-seeking tendencies and

negative affect for Japanese individuals

(Figure 3).

Sensitivity analyses were conducted by

examining the two help-seeking items as

independent predictor variables rather

than as a composite measure.9 When the

item ‘‘I don’t like to ask others for help

unless I have to’’ (reversed) was used as

the independent variable, we found a sig-

nificant interaction between help-seeking

Table 3. Model Summaries of Positive Affect with Help-Seeking Tendencies and Country as
Predictors

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

b (SE) b b (SE) b b (SE) b b (SE) b

Intercept 3.45 (.01) *** 3.48 (.02) *** 3.43 (.02) *** 3.37 (.02) ***
Main effects

Help-seeking .14 (.01) .11 *** .13 (.01) .11 *** .11 (.01) .08 *** .05 (.01) .03 ***
Country –.14 (.03) –.08 *** –.20 (.05) –.07 *** –.17 (.04) –.05 *** .13 (.05) .11 **

Two-way interaction
Help-seeking 3 country –.24 (.03) –.11 *** –.22 (.03) –.11 *** –.19 (.03) –.09 *** –.12 (.03) –.06 ***

Covariates
Age .01 (.00) .13 *** .01 (.00) .08 *** .00 (.00) .03 **
Sex .01 (.02) .05 .05 (.02) .07 * .03 (.02) .05
Marital status –.12 (.02) –.11 *** –.08 (.02) –.08 *** –.07 (.02) –.07 **
Objective SES –.02 (.01) –.01 –.02 (.01) –.01
Subjective SES .11 (.01) .28 *** .05 (.01) .10 ***
Agreeableness .00 (.02) .00
Conscientiousness .14 (.02) .10 ***
Extraversion .34 (.02) .31 ***
Neuroticism –.42 (.02) –.34 ***
Openness to experience –.03 (.02) –.03

Two-way interactions (covariates)
Country 3 age –.01 (.00) –.04 ** .00 (.00) –.02 .00 (.00) –.02
Country 3 sex .31 (.05) .08 *** .30 (.05) .08 *** .23 (.04) .06 ***
Country 3 marital status –.28 (.05) –.07 *** –.26 (.05) –.07 *** –.23 (.05) –.06 ***
Country 3 objective SES .06 (.02) .03 * .05 (.02) .03 *
Country 3 subjective SES –.05 (.01) –.05 *** –.04 (.01) –.05 ***
Country 3 agreeableness .03 (.05) .01
Country 3 conscientiousness –.06 (.05) –.02
Country 3 extraversion .01 (.05) .00
Country 3 neuroticism .10 (.04) .03 *
Country 3 openness to experience .00 (.05) .00

Note: Country was dummy coded with the United States (Midlife in the United States II study) as a reference
group. Gender was coded with female as a reference group. Marital status was coded with nonmarried as
a reference group. SES = socioeconomic status.
*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001 (two-tailed).

9See Online Appendices J and K.
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tendencies and country in all four models

(ps \ .001). Among American partici-

pants, help-seeking tendencies were neg-
atively associated with negative affect in

Models 1 to 4 (bs = –.14– –.05, bs = –.09,

–.03, ps \ .001). In contrast, among Japa-

nese participants, help-seeking tenden-

cies were positively associated (albeit

not reaching statistical significance)

with negative affect in Model 1

(b = .06, b = .03, SE = .02, 95% CI =
[–.001, .071], p = .059) and after control-

ling for covariates in Models 2 to 4 (bs =

.06–.08, bs = .04–.05, ps � .019). Compar-

ing the effect sizes of simple slopes in the

final model, it appeared that there was

a larger (positive) association (b = .06)

between help-seeking tendencies (as

measured by the reversed item ‘‘I don’t
like to ask others for help unless I have

to’’) and negative affect among Japanese

participants compared to the (negative)

association (|b| = .05) between help-

seeking tendencies and negative affect
observed among American participants.

In contrast, when the item ‘‘Asking

others for help comes naturally for me’’

was used as the independent variable,

we found that there was no significant

interaction between help-seeking tenden-

cies and country (ps . .058). Among

American participants, help-seeking ten-

dencies were negatively associated with

negative affect in Models 1 and 2 (bs =

–.09 and –.07, b = –.05 and –.04, ps \
.001) but to a nonsignificant extent in

Models 3 and 4 (bs = –.03 and .00, bs =

–.02 and .00, ps . .105). This suggested

that the negative association between
help-seeking tendencies and negative

affect among Americans were driven

largely by participants’ willingness to

Figure 2. Simple Slopes of Positive Affect Regressed against Help-Seeking Tendencies and
Country in Model 4
Note: The graph presents the simple slope of positive affect regressed against help-seeking tendencies and

country in Model 4.

*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001 (two-tailed).
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seek help (i.e., participants’ responses

toward the reversed item ‘‘I don’t like to

ask others for help unless I have to’’) rather

than whether asking others for help came
naturally to them. In contrast, among Jap-

anese participants, help-seeking tenden-

cies as measured by participants’ responses

to the item ‘‘Asking others for help comes

naturally for me’’ was not associated with

negative affect in Models 1 to 4 (bs =

–.03– .01, bs = –.02– .01, ps . .363). We

will further discuss this interesting differ-
ence between the two help-seeking items

in the discussion section.

DISCUSSION

Based on two large representative sam-

ples recruited in the United States and

Japan, the current study provides the

first evidence supporting the role of cul-

ture as a moderator in the relation

between help-seeking tendencies and

subjective well-being. Among American

respondents, help-seeking tendencies

were generally associated with improved

life satisfaction, increased positive trait

affect, and decreased negative trait affect.

In contrast, among Japanese respond-

ents, help-seeking tendencies were gener-

ally associated with poorer life satisfac-

tion and decreased positive trait affect.

Even after controlling for demographic

variables, personality traits, and the

interaction terms between the covariates

and country, the two-way interaction

between help-seeking tendencies and

Table 4. Model Summaries of Negative Affect with Help-Seeking Tendencies and Country as
Predictors

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

b (SE) b b (SE) b b (SE) b b (SE) b

Intercept 1.50 (.01) *** 1.43 (.01) *** 1.47 (.01) *** 1.52 (.01) ***
Main effects

Help-seeking –.10 (.01) –.10 *** –.09 (.01) –.08 *** –.06 (.01) –.05 *** –.02 (.01) –.01 *
Country .18 (.03) .12 *** .12 (.04) .09 ** .08 (.04) .07 * .01 (.04) .07

Two-way interaction
Help-seeking 3 country .12 (.03) .07 *** .13 (.03) .08 *** .10 (.03) .06 *** .06 (.02) .04 **

Covariates
Age –.01 (.00) –.11 *** .00 (.00) –.10 *** .00 (.00) –.03 *
Sex .07 (.02) .05 *** .03 (.02) .03 .01 (.02) .03
Marital status .12 (.02) .11 *** .10 (.02) .09 *** .07 (.02) .07 ***
Objective SES –.06 (.01) –.08 *** –.04 (.01) –.06 ***
Subjective SES –.07 (.01) –.23 *** –.03 (.00) –.09 ***
Agreeableness .10 (.02) .10 ***
Conscientiousness –.17 (.02) –.13 ***
Extraversion –.16 (.02) –.19 ***
Neuroticism .44 (.01) .46 ***
Openness to experience .08 (.02) .10 ***

Two-way interactions (covariates)
Country 3 age .00 (.00) –.01 .00 (.00) –.01 .00 (.00) .00
Country 3 sex –.03 (.04) –.01 –.02 (.04) –.01 .12 (.04) .04 **
Country 3 marital status .13 (.04) .04 ** .11 (.04) .03 * .09 (.04) .03 *
Country 3 objective SES .05 (.02) .03 * .03 (.02) .02
Country 3 subjective SES .01 (.01) .01 .00 (.01) .00
Country 3 agreeableness –.04 (.04) –.02
Country 3 conscientiousness .16 (.04) .06 ***
Country 3 extraversion –.07 (.04) –.03
Country 3 neuroticism .06 (.03) .03
Country 3 openness to experience .08 (.04) .03 *

Note: Country was dummy coded with the United States (Midlife in the United States II study) as a reference
group. Gender was coded with female as a reference group. Marital status was coded with nonmarried as
a reference group. SES = socioeconomic status.
*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001 (two-tailed).
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country on subjective well-being remained

largely significant, providing strong support

for our hypothesized moderation models.

Taken together, adding to existing studies

mainly informed by independence-

preferring Western cultures, the current

research suggests that help-seeking may

not always confer benefits for people’s

subjective well-being if they come from

an interdependence-preferring culture.

Indeed, the current findings are in line

with existing empirical research suggest-

ing that Asian individuals are less likely

to seek help because of relational concerns

(Taylor et al. 2004). Furthermore, it con-

tributes to the growing body of literature

supporting the proposition of culturally

distinct pathways to subjective well-being

(Kitayama, Karasawa, et al. 2010).

Although help-seeking has been shown

to offer a host of positive outcomes in

independence-preferring cultures, few

studies have examined the advantages

and disadvantages of help-seeking in

interdependence-preferring cultures. On

the one hand, help-seeking can be

a largely advantageous strategy to help

people achieve goals or solve problems;

on the other hand, help-seeking can

result in relational strain and thus incur

pertinent intra- and interpersonal costs.

The current results support our hypothe-

sis that help-seeking tendencies confer

more well-being benefits when the out-

comes implicated in help-seeking are

more aligned with the culture’s man-

dates, in line with previous research sug-

gesting that culture has a normative

influence on well-being (Kitayama, Kara-

sawa, et al. 2010; Wu, Kim, and Collins

2021). These findings are also in line

with previous research suggesting that

Figure 3. Simple Slopes of Negative Affect Regressed against Help-Seeking Tendencies and
Country in Model 4
Note: The graph presents the simple slope of negative affect regressed against help-seeking tendencies

and country in Model 4.

*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001 (two-tailed).
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Asian Americans experienced more rela-

tional concerns (Taylor et al., 2004) and

psychological stress after seeking help

(Taylor et al., 2007). Therefore, higher

help-seeking tendencies tend to be associ-

ated with improved subjective well-being
among Americans (members of an

independence-preferring culture) but low-

ered subjective well-being among Japa-

nese participants (members of an

interdependence-preferring culture).

Alluding to our findings, it is notewor-

thy that although the composite measure

of help-seeking tendencies was associated

with lower life satisfaction and positive

trait affect in the Japanese sample, the

composite help-seeking measure was not

associated with negative trait affect. The

theoretical significance of this finding is

twofold. First, this bolsters evidence

from prior research suggesting that dif-

ferent indicator measures of subjective

well-being (life satisfaction, positive

affect, and negative affect) are indepen-

dent constructs (Tov and Diener 2009).

Specifically, it is in line with the view

that positive affect and negative affect
are orthogonal from each other rather

than representing two opposite ends of

a spectrum (Diener and Emmons 1984).

Second, the present finding suggests

that help-seeking may undermine posi-

tive affect but not necessarily increase

negative affect. Although this finding

may appear to be inconsistent with prior
studies showing that receiving social sup-

port was associated with higher stress

levels among Asian participants (Liang

and Bogat 1994; Taylor et al. 2007), it

should be noted that the items used to

measure negative affect in the current

study did not include stress. Additionally,

whereas Taylor and colleagues’ (2007)
experiment examined state levels of

stress after help-seeking, the current

study examined a more trait-like (i.e.,

more stable) sense of negative affect. As

such, it is also possible that help-seeking

can lead to temporal increases in stress

levels among Asians, but these effects do

not emerge when considering their gen-

eral sense of negative affect. Nonetheless,

given that stress has been found to be

consistently associated with negative
affect (e.g., Cohen, Tyrrell, and Smith

1993; Hamama et al. 2013), it would be

insightful to examine how to reconcile

these seemingly mixed findings as help-

seeking might not be associated with neg-

ative affect in general but positively asso-

ciated with the experience of stress.

Interestingly, sensitivity analyses pro-

vide a clearer picture of why help-seeking

tendencies were not associated with nega-

tive affect among Japanese participants.

While the interaction between the

reversed item ‘‘I don’t like to ask others

for help unless I have to’’ and the

dummy-coded country variable on nega-

tive affect was significant, the interaction

between the item ‘‘Asking others for help

comes naturally for me’’ and the country

variable on negative affect was not. It is

plausible that being comfortable with

asking for help (i.e., feeling natural

when seeking help) can buffer against

some intrapersonal costs of help-seeking

among the Japanese. Thus, some Japa-

nese participants do feel more natural

about seeking help (but possibly deterred

by the cultural norms) and thereby feel

less negative about help-seeking. Relat-

edly, the recent research by Niiya

(2017) also found that Japanese indivi-

duals may engage in amae—the notion

of dependence on others’ love or

indulgence—during help-seeking. As

such, it is possible that Japanese individ-

uals who feel more natural with help-

seeking can engage in amae, which may

buffer against the experience of negative
affect when seeking help. This may

explain why ‘‘Asking others for help

comes naturally for me’’ was not signifi-

cantly associated with negative affect

among Japanese participants and why
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there was no significant interaction

between ‘‘Asking others for help comes

naturally for me’’ and country on negative

affect. All things considered, the results

of the current study generally support

that there exist culturally distinct path-
ways to subjective well-being and that

the benefits of help-seeking may differ

for Japanese and Americans.

The current findings provide practi-

cally significant implications. It can be

very insightful for health care practi-

tioners, policy makers, and counselors to

recognize the potential negative repercus-

sions of encouraging help-seeking among

certain individuals. Although mental

health professionals and policy makers

tend to encourage help-seeking because

it is widely considered to be instrumental

and advantageous to do so (Best et al.

2014; Nadler 1990), our study reveals

that one should be tactful when encourag-
ing help-seeking behavior among individ-

uals from interdependence-preferring

cultures. Of import, such recommendations

of seeking help may backfire if not conveyed

with care. In a similar vein, the current

findings prompt people to be more mindful

of their family and friend’s cultural back-

ground and the potential negative impacts
on well-being when encouraging them to

seek professional help. Indeed, the intraper-

sonal and face costs associated with help-

seeking may also explain why there is

a stigma attached to seeking professional

help in counseling or psychotherapy in

East Asian cultures (Shea and Yeh 2008).

The large-sample, representative data

collected in the MIDUS 2 and MIDJA

studies allowed for an investigation of the

robust relationship between help-seeking

tendencies and subjective well-being across

an independence-preferring country and

an interdependence-preferring country.

However, some limitations of the present

study have to be acknowledged. First,

given the limited number of items (two

items) in the measure of help-seeking

tendencies in the MIDUS 2 and MIDJA

data sets, the measure showed relatively

low reliability. To this end, we conducted

sensitivity analyses to analyze the help-

seeking items separately rather than as

a composite (See Online Appendices F

through K). Results of these analyses

revealed relatively consistent findings

with those reported in the current article.

Except for when the item ‘‘Asking others

for help comes naturally for me’’ was

regressed against culture with negative

affect as the outcome (as previously dis-

cussed), all interaction terms remained sig-

nificant. We hope that these more in-depth

analyses regarding the help-seeking ten-

dencies measure can provide a better

understanding of the phenomenon despite

the measure’s low reliability. Relatedly,

the current study considers individuals’

help-seeking tendencies, an attitudinal

measure, rather than actual help-seeking

behavior. Although there is research sug-

gesting that help-seeking attitudes and

comfort in help-seeking are significantly

associated with actual help-seeking behav-

ior (Kaniasty and Norris 2000; Mojtabai

et al. 2016), it is plausible that the relation-

ship between help-seeking behavior and
well-being is more nuanced. For example,

as previously alluded to, help-seeking

behavior may interact with individuals’

tendencies to engage in amae (Niiya

2017), thereby buffering some of the costs

of help-seeking behavior on well-being.

Future studies can benefit from using

a more comprehensive measure of help-
seeking and measuring actual help-

seeking behavior in a real-life context.

Second, the use of secondary data sets

affords only a cross-sectional research

methodology for the present study. As

such, little can be drawn about the cau-

sality of the relationship between help-

seeking tendencies and well-being across

the two cultures in the present research.

If we consider that well-being precedes

help-seeking, our results would suggest
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that when Japanese participants have

poorer well-being, they will show

a greater tendency to seek help (i.e., a neg-

ative correlation). Indeed, some works

suggest that this may be possible given

that distress levels have been found to

be related to greater willingness to seek

help among Asian individuals (e.g.,

Tracey, Leong, and Glidden 1986). None-

theless, other works have also suggested

that help-seeking may not be as beneficial

for individuals from interdependence-

preferring cultures compared to those
from independence-preferring cultures

(e.g., Taylor et al. 2004, 2007; Wu et al.

2021). It would thus be highly beneficial

to conduct a longitudinal study to exam-

ine the temporal relationship between

help-seeking and subjective well-being

across time for testing the possibility of

a reverse causation or even a bidirectional
relationship between help-seeking and

subjective well-being.

Also related to the cross-sectional

nature of the study, we are unable to

rule out the possibility that the findings

observed are undermined by issues such

as translation equivalence. Nonetheless,

it is noteworthy that the parallel MIDUS

and MIDJA projects were designed spe-

cially to facilitate cross-cultural compari-

sons. As such, the principal investigators

of the projects have made significant

efforts to ensure that the MIDUS and

MIDJA data are comparable. The Japa-

nese version of the questionnaire used

in the MIDJA study was translated from

the MIDUS questionnaire and back-

translated to English and adjusted by

native speakers to ensure equivalent

meaning. The items involved in measur-

ing the key variables of the current study

(i.e., help-seeking tendencies, life satis-

faction, positive affect, and negative

affect) were deemed to be worded the

same way in both the MIDUS II and

MIDJA questionnaires (Ryff et al.

2008). Thus, we believe that our findings

are not undermined by translation

issues.

We also acknowledge that we are

unable to fully rule out the presence of

confounding variables that drive both

help-seeking tendencies and subjective

well-being. For example, it is possible

that a third variable unrelated to culture

and unaccounted for in the current analy-

sis caused us to observe these disordinal

relationships. Hence, to ensure that our

findings were not confounded by other

factors that may differ between countries

(but are not true differences explained

by culture), we controlled for various

covariate variables and the interactions

between these covariates and country.

In these analyses, the findings that coun-

try moderated the relationship between

help-seeking tendencies and subjective

well-being remained significant. It would

certainly be worthwhile for future longi-

tudinal research to replicate the current

findings.

Lastly, the current study does not dif-

ferentiate between instrumental and

emotional help-seeking (Skinner 2003;

Vélez et al. 2016). Some may argue

that emotional help-seeking that involves

more self-disclosing compared to problem-

focused or instrumental help-seeking

(Skinner 2003; Vélez et al. 2016) can pos-

sibly promote rather than harm rela-

tional harmony and thus be deemed

more beneficial for interdependence-
preferring cultures like Japan. However,

existing works suggest that this may not

be the case (for a review, see Wu et al.

2021). For example, in Kim, Sherman,

and Taylor’s (2008) work examining

cross-cultural differences in support-

seeking, the results showed that Asians

are less likely to benefit from support
that involves disclosing their personal

stressful events and feelings of distress.

Such a view is in line with the high concern

for face observed in interdependence-

preferring cultures (Oetzel and Ting-Toomey
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2003; Taylor et al. 2004). Because both

instrumental and emotional help-seeking

is likely to somewhat reveal people’s insuf-

ficient capability to solve problems and

their feelings of distress, it is likely that

the relationship between help-seeking
and well-being would be similar for both

forms of help-seeking in interdependence-

preferring cultures. It would be valuable

for future research to examine the two

types of help-seeking to better under-

stand the nuances in the relationship

between help-seeking and well-being

across cultures.
The existing literature tends to pres-

ent an overwhelmingly positive percep-

tion of help-seeking behavior and the con-

sequences it entails. Yet our current

findings provide preliminary evidence

that challenges this rosy picture. Despite

its benefits, help-seeking also incurs

relational and intrapersonal costs that

are likely to be more pertinent in

interdependence-preferring cultures,

thereby possibly diminishing and even

reversing some of its subjective well-

being benefits for individuals from such

cultures. Taken together, the present

study sheds novel light in reappraising

the implications of help-seeking on sub-

jective well-being. Although the idea

that help-seeking tendencies could be det-

rimental to people’s subjective well-being

might appear counterintuitive, the costs

of help-seeking in interdependence-

preferring cultures should not be over-

looked. Both theoretically and practically,

it is insightful to adopt a more culturally

sensitive perspective to uncover the

nuances underlying the relationship

between help-seeking and different indi-

cators of subjective well-being. This

research agenda would be particularly

valuable for practitioners and policy mak-

ers who work with people from different

cultures and intend to encourage their

help-seeking behaviors.
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