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Abstract

In the present research we tested the differential effects of anger versus shame as emo-

tional predictors of ingroup disidentification in one rather collectivistic (Japan) and two rather

individualistic societies (Germany, Canada). We tested the idea that individuals cope with

socially undesired emotions by disidentifying from their group. Specifically, we predicted

that after a group conflict, anger, an undesired emotion in Japan, would elicit disidentification

in Japan, whereas shame, an undesired emotion in Canada and Germany, would elicit disi-

dentification in Germany and Canada. Study 1 (N = 378) found that anger, but not shame,

was related to disidentification in Japan, whereas shame, but not anger, was related to disi-

dentification in Canada and Germany. Study 2 (N = 171) shows that, after group conflict,

Japanese disidentified more when imagining to feel angry, whereas Germans disidentified

more when imagining to feel ashamed. Implications for these findings are discussed.

Introduction

We belong to a variety of social groups and derive parts of our self-evaluation from these

group memberships [1–3] Nevertheless, sometimes we belong to groups that we do not wish

to belong to, for example, when the group has a bad reputation [4], lacks ingroup support [5],

or when there is a perceived conflict of values between oneself and the group [4, 6]. If we can-

not leave this unpleasant group, one coping strategy is to psychologically distance ourselves,

that is, to disidentify from the group [6, 7].

The aim of the present paper is to examine emotional predictors of disidentification across

cultures. So far, emotional predictors of disidentification have largely been studied in a rather

generalized way and exclusively within individualistic cultures. Given that cross-cultural

research has shown that collectivistic and individualistic cultures differ in how emotions are

valued [8], we suspect different emotions would be related to disidentification across cultures.

In the present work, we focus on anger and shame. Shame has been an important variable pre-

dicting disidentification in individualistic contexts in earlier work [5], whereas anger might be

a relevant emotion eliciting disidentification in more collectivistic countries as outlined below.
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Disidentifcation and emotions in individualistic versus collectivistic

societies

Disidentification is the active distancing from a group that is relevant to the self-concept [4, 5,

9–12] and it consists of three components: disengagement (a negative motivational state that

ranges from a rather passive and cognitive alienation to an active separation from one´s

ingroup), dissimilarity (the degree to which individuals perceive themselves as different from

the ingroup prototype) and dissatisfaction (a negative evaluation of one´s group membership;

[5]). Individuals who disidentify from their groups continue to formally belong to the groups

but have internally distanced themselves from them; they see themselves to be different from

other group members and are dissatisfied with their group membership (e.g., [5, 12]). Disiden-

tification is more than low identification or a lack of identification (nonidentification), because

it represents an active and unique psychological state (e.g. [5, 9–11]. This means, disidentifica-

tion involves disconnecting (typically negative) aspects of the group from the self, separating

one’s identity from the group, feeling dissatisfied about belonging to the group and perceiving

oneself as different from other group members. In contrast, nonidentification with a group is a

rather neutral process which is characterized by a lack of both identification and disidentifica-

tion [13]. Up until now, different antecedents of disidentification have been studied: For exam-

ple, it is especially induced by negative experiences with a group, such as rejection [12], a bad

reputation [4], a lack of ingroup-support [14], a perceived conflict of values between oneself

and the group [6] or when an identity is under threat [15–17].

However, there have only been a few studies on emotional predictors of disidentification.

One study conducted with German students found that negative emotions in general (an aver-

age score including anger and shame) mediated the link between un-preferred group assign-

ment (being in a group participant did not feel they should belong to) and disidentification

[18]. It remains unclear, however, whether there were any differential effects of anger and

shame, because the analyses were conducted on a score that collapsed across particular kinds

of emotions. Becker and Tausch illustrated that dissatisfaction was associated with shame and

shame predicted intentions to conceal one´s group membership [5]. However, past research

on emotional predictors of disidentification has been limited to studies of people in individual-

istic cultures. Recently, Bierle, Becker & Ikegami, explored whether emotional correlates of dis-

identification varied between individualistic and collectivistic cultures [19]. They found that

disidentification exists in both individualistic and collectivistic countries but appears to serve

different psychological functions: In more collectivistic cultures disidentification was used as a

coping strategy to deal with intra- and intergroup conflicts. For example, when Japanese par-

ticipants experienced anger because of a group conflict, they were more likely to disidentify

from their ingroup. Thus, in more collectivistic societies, such as Japan, disidentification serves

as a useful coping strategy to deal with culturally undesired emotions (i.e., anger) while still

maintaining ingroup harmony. In contrast, in more individualistic societies, such as Germany,

direct confrontation with others was used as a coping strategy to deal with intra- and inter-

group conflicts. For example, when German participants experienced anger because of a group

conflict, they were more likely to openly confront members of their group [19]. These findings

raise the question of why these different coping strategies are used across cultures. Why would

Japanese be more likely to disidentify from their ingroup when they experienced anger, when

Germans tend to openly express their anger towards their ingroup?

Anger and shame in collectivist versus individualist societies

Anger and shame are both implicated in relationships as they can be elicited by other people,

by an ingroup or outgroup. Individuals feel angry when they are affronted by others, their
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ingroup or outgroup, and they experience shame when they fail in the eyes of others. However,

cultures differ in some of the ways that relationships are formed. In more individualistic cul-

tures, maintaining individual autonomy in relationships tends to be emphasized, meaning that

people have the tendency to see themselves as independent from others, aim to pursue their

individual goals actively, are motivated to feel good about themselves and focus on individuals’

needs [20–22]. In contrast, in more collectivistic cultures, achieving a sense of belongingness is

emphasized [23], meaning that social norms tend to focus on group needs, interdependence,

and social harmony [24]. As a consequence, it is likely that people from collectivistic and indi-

vidualistic cultures experience anger and shame in interpersonal and intergroup situations

somewhat differently. Indeed, much research finds that the social desirability of experiencing

and expressing anger and shame varies across cultures.

For example, past research in some collectivistic cultures finds that expressing anger is less

socially accepted [25, 26] and is experienced to a lesser extent than in individualistic cultures

[27–29]. In fact, anger poses a serious threat to the central collectivistic goal of relational har-

mony and embeddedness, not at least because in collectivistic cultures, people’s close relation-

ships are less likely to change, even those with significant conflict [30–32]. Consequently, self-

assertion or expressing anger in group situations is perceived as undesirable by fellow group

members as it makes it problematic for fitting in well with others. In order to comply with

social norms, such as being polite, maintaining harmonious relationships, and showing emo-

tional restraint, people in collectivistic societies avoid expressing their anger, and often rely on

subtle and passive strategies instead [28, 29, 33–36]. Therefore, disidentification with one’s

group may provide a way to psychologically escape the anger-eliciting group, and may func-

tion as a regulatory response to contain the disruptive emotion and limit its potentially harm-

ful consequences [37]. We thus hypothesize that in more collectivistic societies, anger elicited

by a group conflict should predict more disidentification with one’s group, because it allows to

psychologically detach their selves from the ingroup so that the anger becomes less intense.

In contrast, from the perspective of individualistic values, anger supports goal pursuit and

self-assertion and is perceived to be constructive [38–42]. In individualistic societies,

experiencing and expressing anger is understood as a desirable sign of healthy and mature

self-expression [37, 43–45], whereas not expressing one’s anger is perceived as potentially

harmful in the long run [46]. In contrast, in collectivistic societies, individual self-expression is

not as important, but instead, the relational aspect, namely managing the relationship between

the self and the group is given primary importance. Supporting this argument, research has

found that Chinese-Canadians experienced anger less intensely than European-Canadians and

were more comfortable with strategies that served to reduce their experience of anger, whereas

the European-Canadians suffered from physiological consequences if they did not openly

express anger [28, 29, 47]. Thus, people in more individualistic cultures tend to be more likely

to directly express their anger rather than disguising their anger by coping methods such as

disidentifying with their groups. Therefore, we hypothesize that anger and disidentification

should be less strongly related in individualistic cultural contexts compared with collectivistic

ones.

On the other hand, shame is less connected to the goal of actively combating injustice

through action intentions or of confronting responsible actors [38]. Instead, shame is often

experienced when an individual attributes some failure or wrongdoing to internal, global, and

stable aspects of the self [48], which should be particularly unpleasant in more individualistic

cultures [43]. As the experience of shame highlights both the shortcomings of the individual

and their dependence on other people’s judgments [49, 50], it should interfere with cultural

goals of standing out and achieving high self-esteem. Hence, in individualistic cultures, shame

should be expected to motivate people to hide, withdraw, or escape from the situation or public
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awareness [51]. Given its particular undesirability in individualistic cultures, people who expe-

rience shame need strategies to cope such as down-regulating their shame [51–53], or trans-

forming it into a more acceptable experience [54, 55]. Hence, in more individualistic cultures,

feeling ashamed because of a group conflict should lead to disidentification, because disidenti-

fication could help individuals to psychologically distance themselves from the group, thereby

reducing their feelings of shame.

In contrast, in collectivistic contexts, shame is a more constructive and valued emotion that

helps to ensure social control, and facilitates harmonious social relationships by making people

aware of their shortcomings, which allows them to adjust their behaviors [50, 56, 57]. In such

contexts, shame may be up-regulated and promoted, such that it is more commonly experi-

enced. Moreover, if shame plays a role in restoring or repairing relationships in collectivistic

contexts, there may be less of an urge to suppress the emotion. The typical response may

instead be to yield to feelings of shame and to capitalize on their relationship-restoring poten-

tial by seeking closeness with others [58]. Hence, we expect that people in collectivistic cultures

would be less likely to try to reduce their feelings of shame, nor use disidentification as coping

strategy.

The present research

We conducted 2 studies to examine whether anger and shame differentially predicted disiden-

tification among people in more individualistic cultures (Study 1: Canada and Germany, Study

2: Germany) and in a more collectivistic culture (Study 1 and 2: Japan). Our selection of coun-

tries was guided by Hofstede’s individualism-collectivism dimension [59]. This bipolar dimen-

sion ranges from 0 to 100; higher scores indicate stronger manifestations of individualism.

Germany and Canada represent individualistic countries (scores 67 and 80), whereas Japan

characterizes a mid-range collectivistic country (score 47). Although Japan does not represent

an extreme collectivistic country based on this dimension (and becomes more individualistic)

central cultural norms are still collectivist in Japan [60]. There is a wide range of research

showing the persistence of collectivism in Japan, especially the importance of collectivistic liv-

ing (increased importance in social obligation, social harmony, and social contribution and

decreased importance in individual rights [60–62], and low levels of relational mobility [32].

Study 1 explored the relationships between anger, shame and disidentification by exposing

participants to 4 different conflict scenarios and asking them to report the degree that they

would feel anger, shame, and disidentification. When selecting suitable scenarios, we were

interested in situations which occur in both Japan and Germany and are thus realistic in both

countries and likely to trigger authentic emotions in Japanese and German participants. In

addition to that we selected scenarios which differed in group size and group type, because dis-

identification occurs when the group is disliked but still important to the self-concept. If one is

indifferent to a negatively rated group, there should be a different emotional reaction to it.

Cross cultural research has shown that the importance of groups to ones’ self is also influenced

by the culture in which we grow up: specifically, people in rather individualistic cultures are by

tendency intergroup oriented, that is they identify themselves with the ingroup as an abstract

social category and look at the ingroup as a monolithic social category comprised of members

who share similar attributes in the comparative context with outgroups. On the other hand,

people in rather collectivistic cultures are by tendency intragroup oriented, that is they per-

ceive their self to be related to other ingroup members via relational ties and the ingroup to be

a bounded network of such ties [26].

Therefore, given the cultural differences regarding group and conflict types, we selected

four different scenarios in Study 1 that vary in group and conflict type instead of confining us
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to one single scenario that might have more relevance in one specific cultural context. Study 2

was designed to replicate the finding of Study 1 by systematically testing the causal effect of

anger and shame as emotional predictors of disidentification.

Study 1

Method

Participants. The samples were all undergraduate students from the University of

Osnabrueck in Germany, the University of British Columbia in Canada, and Kyoto Univer-

sity in Japan. The study meets the strict ethical guidelines of the universities of Osnabrueck,

British Columbia and Otemon Gakuin and was furthermore approved by the Office of

Research Services Behavioural Research Ethics Board of the University of British Columbia.

In addition to that, written informed consent was obtained from all participants. In Ger-

many, 138 students completed the questionnaire, however, 10 participants were excluded for

not having German nationality (6), having lived abroad for more than five years (3), or hav-

ing more than 10% missing values (1). The final German sample included 128 participants

aged 18–42 years (M = 22.87, SD = 4.39), 85.2% were female. In Japan, 133 students com-

pleted the questionnaire, however, 6 participants were excluded for not indicating their

nationality (3), not having Japanese nationality (1), having lived abroad for more than five

years (1) or, having more than 10% missing values (1). The final Japanese sample included

127 participants aged 18–32 years (M = 21.58, SD = 2.47), 38.96% were female. In Canada,

131 students completed the questionnaire, however 8 participants were excluded for not

indicating their nationality (2), not having Canadian nationality (3) or having lived abroad

for more than 5 years (3) (no Canadians had more than 10% missing values). The final Cana-

dian sample included 123 participants aged 18–26 years (M = 19.89, SD = 1.78), 74.4% were

female (2 did not indicate their sex). A sensitivity power analysis was conducted to run a

regression analysis (with two predictors) for each of the individual samples using G*power

[63], which indicated that each sample had 90% power to detect an effect size of at least f2 =

0.15, corresponding to a moderate effect.

Materials. All participants completed an online version of the questionnaire (some of the

Canadians completed a printed version of the questionnaire instead). Questionnaires were

administered to participants in their native language. The German version of the survey was

first translated into English by the first author, checked for accuracy by an English native

speaker blind to the hypotheses and then translated into Japanese by the third author and

checked for accuracy by students of the third author´s team. In the whole translating process,

discrepancies were resolved in discussions.

Scenarios. In order to show that anger vs. shame are related to disidentification in Japan

vs. Canada/Germany across a diverse number of conflict scenarios, participants were pre-

sented with a scenario which represented 1 of 4 different types of group conflicts. Participants

were randomly assigned to be presented with a scenario describing one of the following: a) an

intragroup conflict concerning a small group (INTRA_small), b) an intergroup conflict con-

cerning a small group (INTER_small) c) an intragroup conflict concerning a large group

(INTRA_large), or d) an intergroup conflict concerning a large group (INTER_large). The

material was adapted on prior work published in Bierle et al. [19], and were developed to be

applicable and relevant in their respective cultural contexts. In particular, we were interested

in situations that are realistic in all three countries and are likely to trigger authentic emotions

among Japanese and German / Canadian participants. Since studies have shown that conflicts

regarding small and large groups or intergroup and intragroup related conflicts are potentially

differentially threatening to people in collectivistic and individualistic cultures [1, 64, 65], we
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wanted to develop scenarios that contained all four possible combinations in order to be able

to generalize the results. We have the same predictions for all four different scenarios. In the

INTRA_small scenario participants read that their friends were speaking badly about him/her-

self in a moment when they thought they were unheard. In the INTER_small scenario, partici-

pants read that an unknown group of friends were speaking badly about the participant´s own

group of friends. The INTER_large scenario contained information indicating that the partici-

pant’s university fared worse than a relevant other university regarding a graduates’ chances

on the job market and the possibility to get prestigious internships. In the INTRA_large sce-

nario participants learned that students from their own university had behaved inappropri-

ately and disrespectfully during an evening symposium with many top-ranking visiting

lecturers and students of other universities (the full text of the scenarios is provided in S1

Table in S1 File. Before participants read one of four scenarios, we sampled identification with

the group—we do not report these due to low reliabilities).

Emotions. After each scenario, participants reported how angry and how ashamed they

would be in the given scenario situation. The particular items were rated on a 6-point rating

scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 6 (very much).
Disidentification. Disidentification was assessed by adapting 9 items following Becker and

Tausch [5] (e.g. “I feel a distance between myself and my friends/and other students of [Uni-

versity´s name]”; “I regret that I belong to this group of friends/to the [University´s name] stu-

dent body”; “I’m completely different from most of my friends/ from most other “[University

´s name] students”. Items were rated on a 6-point rating scale ranging from 1 (I totally dis-

agree) to 6 (I fully agree) and were reliable across countries (Germany: α = .82-.92, Japan: α =

.81-.87; Canada: α = .73-.91). At the end of the questionnaire, participants completed some

demographic questions.

Results and discussion

Measurement invariance was not established. Given the lack of invariance, we used a careful

approach, analyzed data within countries only and avoided comparisons between countries

(Results can be obtained from the first author).

We tested predictors of disidentification using anger and shame as predictors in regression

models for each country and conflict situation separately. An initial analysis revealed that

results were not moderated by gender (see S2 Table in S1 File). Corresponding descriptive sta-

tistics are provided in Table 1 and intercorrelations among all study variables are provided in

Table 2 (intercorrelations among all study variables for each scenario separately are provided

in S3 Table in S1 File). The variance inflation factor suggests that we do not have to deal with

multi-collinearity.

Among Japanese, anger was positively related to disidentification in all 4 conflict situations

(see Table 3). In contrast, shame was not related to disidentification for the INTER_small,

INTRA_large and INTER_large group scenarios. In the INTRA_small scenario, however,

shame did positively predict disidentification, which was counter to our hypotheses.

Among Germans, shame positively predicted disidentification in the INTRA_small,

INTER_large and INTRA_large scenarios, and was in the same direction for the INTER_small

scenario, although this effect only approached significance. In contrast, anger did not predict

disidentification in any of the scenarios, and showed a marginal negative relation with disiden-

tification in the INTER_small scenario.

Among Canadians, shame positively predicted disidentification across all 4 scenarios. In

contrast, anger did not positively predict disidentification in any of the scenarios, and was neg-

atively related to disidentification in the INTER_large scenario.
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In sum, for the most part, the results were consistent with our hypotheses. Given that we

found comparable effects across the four heterogenous scenarios, we are confident that the

results can be generalized to different situations involving small and large groups, intra- and

intergroup conflicts. While anger predicted disidentification among Japanese participants

for all scenarios, shame was unrelated to disidentification across scenarios with the exception

of the INTRA_small scenario. In stark contrast, among both the German and Canadian sam-

ples, anger did not positively predict disidentification for any of the scenarios, however,

shame positively predicted disidentification for all scenarios. These findings provide

Table 1. Means and standard deviations of anger, shame and disidentification (Study 1).

Anger Shame Disidentification

Canada

INTRA_ S 4.65 (1.38) 4.12 (1.51) 3.86 (0.98)

INTER_S 4.03 (1.45) 2.52 (1.08) 2.49 (0.86)

INTRA_L 3.82 (1.33) 4.00 (1.21) 3.50 (0.54)

INTER_L 3.87 (1.22) 2.96 (1.33) 2.46 (0.83)

Germany

INTRA_ S 4.90 (1.37) 3.74 (1.50) 3.65 (1.21)

INTER_S 4.53 (1.32) 2.28 (1.11) 1.91 (0.58)

INTRA_L 3.43 (1.59) 3.97 (1.24) 3.22 (0.98)

INTER_L 3.19 (1.42) 2.25 (1.31) 2.42 (0.79)

Japan

INTRA_ S 3.56 (1.68) 4.60 (1.25) 4.22 (0.75)

INTER_S 4.16 (1.46) 2.76 (1.09) 3.00 (0.87)

INTRA_L 3.59 (1.71) 3.86 (1.46) 3.11 (0.77)

INTER_L 2.64 (1.37) 2.52 (1.28) 2.63 (0.85)

Numbers in parentheses are the standard deviations. INTRA_S = intragroup conflict concerning a small group, INTER_S = intergroup conflict concerning a small

group, INTRA_L = intragroup conflict concerning a large group, INTER_L = intergroup conflict concerning a large group.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0289918.t001

Table 2. Intercorrelations among all study variables (Study 1).

Shame Disidentification

Canada

Anger .24** .01

Shame 1 .54**
Disidentification 1

Germany

Anger .40** .19*
Shame 1 .63**
Disidentification 1

Japan

Anger .31** .46**
Shame 1 .45**
Disidentification 1

*p< .05;

**p< .01;
Ϯ< .10 (two tailed).

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0289918.t002
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preliminary support for our hypotheses and suggest that anger but not shame is related to

psychological ingroup detachment for individuals in collectivistic cultures, whereas shame

but not anger is related to psychological ingroup detachment for individuals in individualis-

tic cultures.

Table 3. Main effect model for prediction of disidentification for each conflict situation (Study 1).

Collinearity Statistics

b SE t (df) p 95% CI Tolerance VIF

Canada

INTRA_S

Anger 0.11 0.13 0.86 (2) .399 -0.16; 0.39 .991 1.009

Shame 0.25 0.12 2.09 (2) .048 0.00; 0.51 .991 1.009

INTER_S

Anger -0.13 0.09 -1.31 (2) .201 -0.33; 0.07 .996 1.004

Shame 0.46 0.13 3.59 (2) .001 0.19; 0.73 .996 1.004

INTRA_L

Anger -0.09 0.08 -1.13 (2) .266 -0.26; 0.75 .621 1.611

Shame 0.21 0.09 2.34 (2) .026 0.03; 0.40 .621 1.611

INTER_L

Anger -0.28 0.11 -2.45 (2) .020 -0.51; -0.05 .978 1.023

Shame 0.22 0.10 2.07 (2) .047 0.00; 0.43 .978 1.023

Germany

INTRA_S

Anger 0.12 0.14 0.85 (2) .402 -0.17; 0.41 .940 1.064

Shame 0.41 0.13 3.18 (2) .004 0.15; 0.68 .940 1.064

INTER_S

Anger -0.15 0.08 -1.95 (2) .059 -0.31; 0.00 .804 1.244

Shame 0.19 0.09 2.00 (2) .050 0.00; 0.37 .804 1.244

INTRA_L

Anger 0.02 0.13 0.12 (2) .905 -0.25; 0.28 .641 1.561

Shame 0.37 0.17 2.22 (2) .035 0.03; 0.71 .641 1.561

INTER_L

Anger -0.13 0.10 -1.27(2) .215 -0.34; 0.08 .507 1.971

Shame 0.51 0.11 4.50 (2) < .001 0.28; 0.75 .507 1.971

Japan

INTRA_S

Anger 0.30 0.06 4.67 (2) < .001 0.16; 0.43 .992 1.008

Shame 0.18 0.08 2.11 (2) .047 0.00; 0.36 .992 1.008

INTER_S

Anger 0.24 0.11 2.08 (2) .049 0.00; 0.47 .867 1.153

Shame 0.22 0.15 1.46 (2) .158 -0.09; 0.54 .867 1.153

INTRA_L

Anger 0.19 0.06 3.08 (2) .004 0.07; 0.32 .800 1.250

Shame 0.11 0.07 1.49 (2) .143 -0.04; 0.26 .800 1.250

INTER_L

Anger 0.24 0.11 2.12 (2) .036 0.02; 0.47 .943 1.060

Shame -0.12 0.12 -1.03(2) .313 -0.36; 0.12 .943 1.060

INTRA_S = intragroup conflict concerning a small group, INTER_S = intergroup conflict concerning a small group, INTRA_L = intragroup conflict concerning a large

group, INTER_L = intergroup conflict concerning a large group, VIF = variance inflation factor.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0289918.t003
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One limitation of these findings is that we measured anger, shame and disidentification and

can only speculate in terms of the causal directions. While we have reasoned that it makes

sense to expect that people’s emotional reactions will lead them to disidentify it is also possible

that it is the experience of disidentification that triggers anger in more collectivistic and shame

in more individualistic cultures. Study 2 was conducted to address this limitation by testing

the causal impact of emotions on disidentification in an experiment.

Study 2

The aim of Study 2 was to replicate the findings of Study 1 by systematically investigating dif-

ferential causal effects of anger and shame on disidentification across Japanese and German

samples. Since we found a similar pattern regarding emotional predictors of disidentification

among all scenarios used in Study 1, in Study 2 we concentrated on one scenario. We exposed

participants to an ingroup-related conflict, induced shame or anger, and asked them how

much they would disidentify from their ingroup. We expected that Japanese who were asked

to focus on anger would be more likely to show disidentification compared to those who were

asked to focus on shame. In contrast, we expected that Germans who were asked to focus on

shame would be more likely to show disidentification compared to those who were asked to

focus on anger.

Methods

Participants. As in Study 1, all participants were students in metropolitan areas, to

achieve comparable samples. The study meets the strict ethical guidelines of the universities of

Osnabrueck, British Columbia and Otemon Gakuin. In addition to that, written informed con-

sent was obtained from all participants. Again, they were recruited in undergraduate psychol-

ogy classes and asked to report on “one´s own feelings and reactions towards other people’s

behavior”. A power analysis conducted for 2x2 ANOVA using the G*power program revealed

that we need 171 participants to detect an effect size of f = 0.25, which corresponds to a moder-

ate effect. In Germany, 110 undergraduate students from the University of Osnabrueck com-

pleted the questionnaire. We excluded 10 participants because they did not have German

nationality (2), said, that they did not read the situation carefully (3), had more than 10% miss-

ing values (1) or failed the manipulation check, meaning that, they did not respond to our

emotion induction (e.g., when they wrote they would not be angry in the anger condition, but

felt ashamed) (4). The final German sample included 100 participants aged 18–35 years

(M = 22.61, SD = 3.66), 89.9% were female. In Japan, 83 undergraduate students from the Ote-

mon Gakuin University (Osaka) completed the questionnaire. We excluded 12 participants

from the analysis because they did not indicate their nationality (6), did not have Japanese

nationality (4), or had more than 10% missing values (2), (no Japanese failed to the manipula-

tion check). The final Japanese sample included 71 participants aged 18–21 years (M = 18.67,

SD = 0.86), 45.1% were female. A sensitivity power analysis was conducted to run independent

t tests for each of the individual samples using G*power [63], which indicated that each sample

had 90% power to detect an effect size of at least d = 0.70 corresponding to a large effect.

Measures. Questionnaires were administered online to participants in their native lan-

guage. The German version of the survey was first translated into English and then into Japa-

nese. A team of bilingual researchers carefully checked the adequacy of translation and

discrepancies were resolved in discussions.

Scenarios. In order to keep the questionnaire short, we included one instead of four sce-

narios and selected a scenario that directly related to student’s lifes. All co-authors agreed that

the scenario was applicable and relevant in their respective cultural context.
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The scenario containing a conflict situation was as follows: “Imagine you and a few other

close classmates from your semester have been awarded a scholarship to study a semester at

another university in another country. Although you know, Japanese [German] students tend

to be less welcome in this country, you are looking forward to having been given this opportu-

nity together. You are having a good time together abroad and you have even managed to find

contact with local fellow students, despite the unfavorable image that prevails about students

from Japan [Germany]. When it comes to the exam period, you arrange to meet with the local

classmates to study together in the library. On one of the studying sessions, you sit with some

of the local classmates at a common table in the library. At the next table, hidden behind a row

of bookshelves, you can hear a group of students obviously behaving badly: from their corner

you can hear loud conversations, cell phone beeps, and clinking drinking bottles. Once you

glance through a gap in the bookshelf, you suddenly realize that the misbehaving student

group consists of your Japanese [German] classmates.” After reading the scenario, participants

were asked whether they had read the scenario carefully.

Manipulation of shame and anger. We induced feelings of shame or anger by asking partici-

pants to imagine that they felt much shame or anger (shame condition: “Imagine that a huge

wave of shame arises in you and gives you a feeling of deep self-consciousness. Imagine how

ashamed you feel about how your close classmates behaved in the library”, anger condition:

“Imagine that a huge wave of anger arises in you. Imagine how angry you feel about how your

close classmates behaved in the library”). Participants were asked to take some time to

immerse themselves in the respective emotion. In order to strengthen this manipulation and

to control whether participants experienced the feelings, participants were asked to describe

their feelings of either being ashamed or being angry. As a manipulation check, we then

checked the answers of the participants whether they described their emotion corresponding

to the emotion condition (anger vs. shame) they were assigned to. In case they did not respond

to our emotion induction (e.g., when they wrote they would not be angry in the anger condi-

tion, but felt ashamed), participants were excluded. As described above, 4 German but no Japa-

nese participant failed the manipulation check, meaning that the majority of the participants

(100% of the participants in Japan and 96.36% participants in Germany) answered appropri-

ately to the manipulation, so we can be sure that one half of the participants was dealing with

anger and the other half with shame.

Disidentification. Disidentification was assessed using the same 9 item scale as in Study 1

(all αs > = .80, Germany: Anger Condition α = .89, Shame Condition α = .88; Japan: Anger

Condition α = .94, Shame Condition α = .92).

At the end of the questionnaire, participants completed some demographic questions.

Results and discussion

Measurement invariance was not established. Given the lack of invariance, we made again

only within country comparisons. As before, results were not moderated by gender (see S4a

and S4b Table in S1 File).

Then, an independent-samples t-test was conducted separately for each country (instead of

a 2x2 ANOVA) to compare the effect of condition (anger vs. shame) on disidentification (see

Table 4 for descriptive statistics). There was a significant effect of condition on disidentifica-

tion in both countries (Germany: t(98) = -2.91, p = .004, d = 0.58; Japan: t(69) = 2.57, p = .012,

d = 0.61). In Germany, participants assigned to the shame condition reported higher levels of

disidentification than participants assigned to the anger condition. In contrast in Japan, partic-

ipants assigned to the shame condition reported lower levels of disidentification than respon-

dents assigned to the anger condition. In sum, Japanese disidentified more when they felt
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anger compared to shame, whereas Germans disidentified more when they felt shame com-

pared to anger.

General discussion

The aim of our research was to examine the emotional predictors of disidentification in individ-

ualistic and collectivistic cultures. Prior research has been exclusively conducted in individualis-

tic cultures, and has studied emotional predictors of disidentification in a rather generalized

way. However, due to cultural differences in how emotions are valued [8] we assumed different

emotions would be related to disidentification across cultures: People try to avoid emotions that

are detrimental to their central goals, which are shaped by values within their particular cultural

contexts, and they seek out emotions that promote these goals [37]. We reasoned that anger

should be a relatively devalued emotion in more collectivistic cultures as it stands to threaten

group harmony, whereas shame should be more valued as it could facilitate the maintenance of

group harmony [8]. On the other hand, we reasoned that shame should be problematic in indi-

vidualistic cultures and thus people would be motived to avoid it, whereas anger could serve to

help achieve personal goals [8]. The results of both studies provide evidence consistent with our

hypotheses. Study 1 found that in Japan anger, but not shame, was related to disidentification.

In contrast in Germany and Canada it was shame, not anger, that predicted disidentification.

Likewise, Study 2 further demonstrated that Japanese disidentified more when they imagined

feeling angry than when they imagined feeling ashamed, whereas Germans showed more disi-

dentification when they imagined feeling ashamed compared with feeling angry.

The present results are in line with research on “humiliated fury,” which corresponds to

shame related anger: Kirchner and colleagues found that Americans transformed high-inten-

sity shame into anger, because shame was perceived as intolerably painful [8]. In contrast, for

Japanese participants, there was no need to avoid the experience of shame (or replace it with

culturally devalued anger), because shame was perceived as a valued emotion that communi-

cates an awareness of one’s own shortcomings and helps to maintain social harmony.

Although we would suggest that shame was not transformed into anger among Japanese par-

ticipants in our studies, of course, we cannot completely rule out that shame was transformed

into any other emotion among Japanese participants.

There are several theoretical and practical implications of the present work. First, our work

informs research and theory on disidentification and broadens the perspective to a cultural

context outside individualistic countries. So far, we knew that shame is related to disidentifica-

tion [5] and that anger is not related to disidentification in individualistic contexts but that

anger leads to confrontation intentions [19]. The current work shows that these findings can-

not be generalized to other cultures, but are confined to rather individualistic countries. The

major contribution of the present work is the finding that the emotional antecedents of disi-

dentification are contrary in the examined individualistic vs. collectivistic contexts. In Japan, it

was anger but not shame, whereas in Canada and Germany it was shame, but not anger, that

fostered disidentification. Thus, the present work provides a better understanding of disidenti-

fication as a coping strategy to deal with culturally undesired emotions.

Table 4. Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of disidentification (Study 2).

Germany Japan

M SD n M SD n
Anger Condition 2.45 0.87 49 2.98 1.16 33

Shame Condition 2.99 0.96 51 2.34 0.94 38

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0289918.t004
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Secondly, the present work has culturally-specific implications for Social Identity Theory

[26]. Coming back to the three subcomponents of disidentification [5]: disengagement (that

ranges from a cognitive alienation to an active separation from one´s ingroup), dissimilarity

(the degree to which individuals perceive themselves as different from the ingroup prototype)

and dissatisfaction (a negative evaluation of one´s group membership) illustrates that high lev-

els on each subcomponent can have quite negative implications for the group. If groups should

work well, our results suggest that in order to avoid reduced levels of identification, group

leaders in individualistic contexts should avoid that people feel ashamed because of their

group, whereas group leaders in collectivistic contexts should avoid that people becoming

angry because of their group membership.

Third, although group identification has many positive aspects for individuals and their

groups [66–81], and we also provided recommendations how disidentification could be

avoided, it is important to acknowledge that disidentification from certain groups can be posi-

tive and can address societal problems. For instance, prior work [68] illustrated that liberal-

leaning White Americans showed disidentification from their White ingroup because they

wanted to cut the association with Donald Trump and his anti-egalitarianism. In turn, racial

disidentification predicted greater signaling of egalitarian beliefs and behaviors, for instance

donations to racial equity-focused organizations. Thus, disidentification from anti-egalitarian

groups and their proponents can lead to increased willingness to engage for more social jus-

tice. Following this, from a social justice perspective, it can have positive consequences if Japa-

nese experience anger (instead of shame) and Germans and Canadians experience shame

(instead of anger) because of an anti-egalitarian group: this feeling should lead to stronger lev-

els of disidentification and more support for pro-egalitarian actions.

Limitations and future directions

We acknowledge several limitations of our work. First, we did not measure whether people

have an independent or interdependent self-construal but used their cultures as a proxy for the

degree of individualism/collectivism. However, self-construals can differ within cultures [23].

Therefore, future research should include scales assessing self-construal, which can be used as

potential mediators. Second, we focused on individualism versus collectivism in our studies

for theoretical reasons, but there are others cultural dimensions that might be relevant such as

power distance, uncertainty/avoidance, masculinity/femininity, long-term orientation, and

indulgence/restraint [59], in explaining the differences between Japan and Germany. Future

research could attempt to replicate the present findings by comparing countries that differ on

collectivism and individualism but not on other cultural dimensions.

Second, we selected Japan as collectivistic country. However, recent research illustrates that

although central cultural norms are still collectivist in Japan, Japan is getting more individual-

istic [60], but particularly in the North of Japan [40], where we did not collect our data. Never-

theless, future research could examine emotional predictors of disidentification in a society

scoring very low on the individualism scale (e.g., Ghana, Burkina Faso or Indonesia). Further-

more, it would be interesting to involve participants from a collectivistic honor culture—in

addition to a collectivistic face culture (like Japan). In contrast to collectivistic face cultures, in

unstable and dynamic hierarchies that characterize honor cultures, achieving and protecting

honor may require competitive actions to assert and protect one’s own reputation, the reputa-

tion of families, friends, or other close social groups [69, 70]. This means, if there is a situation

that provides a threat to lose reputation, people in honor cultures can be expected to act com-

petitively or even aggressively [71–73]. This would mean that anger might be more accepted in

honor cultures, which could lead to similar results as in individualistic cultures.
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Third, in Study 1 we measured emotions using only one item per study. We did this in

order to avoid ambiguity. We are not aware of synonym of shame in German language. More-

over, this procedure is in line with several other studies [74–76]. However, future research

could try to capture emotions related to anger and shame using additional descriptive items.

Fourth, we have neglected the potential role of social status. Some past research indicates

that Japanese people of higher social status are more likely accorded the privilege of expressing

anger to maintain hierarchies [77]. Thus, the present findings could be moderated by social

status and might be particularly true for people with lower social status in Japan. Therefore,

future research would benefit from testing social status as a potential moderator.

Fifth, given that we had specific predictions regarding the emotional predictors in Japan vs.

Canada/Germany in Study 1, and focused on the difference between Japan vs. Germany in

Study 2, we did not include a neutral baseline group. Future studies that included neutral base-

line groups may be informative. Future research should also examine intra-individual differ-

ences, that is, to assess identification and disidentification at Time 1, then elicit one emotion

(anger vs. shame) and test whether there are intra-individual changes in disidentification and

identification based on the emotion that was elicited.

Finally, it is possible, that the emotion participants were asked to imagine did not fit their

natural emotional appraisal of the scenario situation. Therefore, it would be helpful if future

research could extend the manipulation check by asking participants how strongly they felt the

emotion that we induced (and potential other emotions). Furthermore, building on our find-

ings, future studies could use a different emotion manipulation.

Conclusion

In sum, this research extends the literature on emotional predictors of disidentification in a

number of ways. First, it is novel to examine anger and shame as specific emotional predictors

of disidentification across cultures. Second, research on disidentification has thus far been

largely conducted in individualistic cultures (for exceptions see [78–82]), and research has

shown a fairly reliable relationship between shame and disidentification [5]. Our research

demonstrates that this relationship between shame and disidentification does not generalize to

all people, as in collectivistic contexts disidentification is predicted by anger. Moreover, our

findings provided similar results across different conflict scenarios (i.e., inter vs. intra group

and small vs. large group related conflict scenarios), and across both correlational and experi-

mental designs, suggesting a rather robust tendency. It would be informative in future research

to see if these results generalize to other individualistic and collectivistic cultures, and whether

similar findings emerge with other related emotion terms.
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