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Abstract

Objective How we express and describe emotion is shaped by sociocultural norms. These sociocultural norms may
also affect emotional self-awareness, i.e., how we identify and make sense of our own emotions. Previous studies
have found lower emotional self-awareness in East Asian compared to Western samples using self-report measures.
However, studies using behavioural methods did not provide clear evidence of reduced emotional self-awareness

in East Asian groups. This may be due to different measurement tools capturing different facets of emotional
self-awareness.

Results To investigate this issue further, we compared the emotional self-awareness of Japanese (n=29) and United
Kingdom (UK) (n=43) adults using the self-report Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20), alongside two behavioural
measures — the Emotional Consistency Task (EC-Task) and the Photo Emotion Differentiation Task (PED-Task). Japanese
adults showed higher TAS-20 scores than UK participants, indicating greater self-reported difficulties with emotional
self-awareness. Japanese participants also had lower EC-Task scores than UK adults, indicating a lower ability to
differentiate between levels of emotional intensity. PED-Task performance did not show clear group differences.
These findings suggest that cross-cultural differences in emotional self-awareness vary with the task used, because
different tasks assess distinct aspects of this ability. Future research should attempt to capture these different aspects
of emotional self-awareness.
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Introduction

Emotion is an integral part of our daily lives, driving
socialisation, decision-making and well-being. Emotion
is also shaped by culture; that is, the terms we use to
describe emotion are learned through social interactions
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The ability to identify and describe our own emotions
is likely to be fundamental to being able to manage and
communicate them to others. However, defining and
measuring emotional self-awareness is no easy task.
Many constructs have emerged in the literature that
attempt to capture emotional self-awareness, all with
subtly different definitions and measurement methods
[3]. In this study, we use ‘emotional self-awareness’ as an
umbrella term to describe the general ability to identify,
label and understand one’s own emotions. This term also
includes a range of other constructs, such as emotional
differentiation, i.e., the ability to differentiate between
similar qualitative emotional states [4], and alexithymia
[5], a clinical construct describing severe difficulties
describing emotions, as well as imaginative deficits. We
suggest that these constructs fall under the umbrella of
emotional self-awareness, but represent subtly different
aspects of this ability, similar to frameworks for the vari-
ous aspects of interoception [6].

Previous self-report studies have consistently found
lower emotional self-awareness in East Asian popula-
tions than in Western populations [7-10]. These studies
used the Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20) [11], a self-
report questionnaire assessing alexithymia — difficulty
identifying and describing one’s own emotions; it is one
of the most commonly used tools to assess emotional
self-awareness. The results consistently showed elevated
TAS-20 levels in the East-Asian population, compared to
those with Western backgrounds. However, it has long
been suggested that alexithymia is based on Western
cultural norms of emotional expression and communi-
cation [12]. As such, there may not be a complete con-
ceptual equivalent of alexithymia across cultures [13], as
standards of what represents ‘good’ or ‘normal’ emotional
communication varies. Moreover, research suggests
that cultural differences in alexithymia scores are more
strongly driven by subscales assessing ‘externally oriented
thinking’ (i.e., the tendency to focus on external stimuli
rather than internal sensations), rather than those reflect-
ing the ability to identify one’s own emotions [8].

In contrast, behavioural studies have provided inconsis-
tent findings, comparing emotional self-awareness in East
Asian and Western samples. One study, using the Levels
of Emotional Awareness Scale (LEAS) [14], found lower
scores in Japanese participants than in American partici-
pants [15]. The LEAS is a vignette tool that assesses emo-
tional self-awareness through people’s descriptions of
their feelings in response to a variety of hypothetical sce-
narios. However, it must be noted that this earlier study
used different scenarios across the samples and tested the
samples under different conditions (i.e., individually vs. in
a group). Furthermore, responses describing bodily and
somatic sensations are scored lower on the LEAS [14].
It has long been suggested that East Asian cultures and
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languages are more likely to describe emotions in terms
of physiological sensations [13]; as such, differences may
be due to linguistic and cultural differences, rather than
actual ability. Goetz et al. [16] suggested that the greater
dialecticism — the tendency to accept contradiction and
change — seen in East Asian cultures leads to greater tol-
erance of more complex and contradictory emotional
states. This results in East Asian participants being more
likely to report co-occurring positive and negative states.
Furthermore, Grossmann et al. [17] found higher emo-
tional differentiation in Japanese compared to American
adults. In this study, American and Japanese participants
rated their ten recent emotional experiences in terms of
how strongly the experiences elicited nine distinct emo-
tional states. Japanese participants showed stronger dif-
ferentiation between emotional states of the same valence
(i.e., lower intraclass correlations of valence-specific rat-
ings), applying them in different ways to the different sce-
narios, thus indicating better emotional self-awareness.
Moreover, Japanese participants were also more likely to
experience mixed emotions (ie., reporting a higher fre-
quency of co-occurring negative and positive emotions).
In short, these behavioural studies suggested lower [15]
or higher [16, 17] emotional self-awareness in East Asian
compared with American participants.

One explanation for these contradictory findings is that
the differences may depend on the measure used, as the
measures may differ in task demands and tap into differ-
ent ‘aspects’ of emotional self-awareness. In the above-
mentioned studies, lower emotional self-awareness in
East Asian samples emerged in self-report analyses, but
not in behavioural measures. This may also be due to a
greater tendency to modesty in East Asian than in West-
ern cultures [18-20], which pertains even in anonymous
self-report measures [21]. Such modesty may lead to Jap-
anese samples underreporting their own emotional com-
petence, resulting in elevated TAS-20 scores.

To investigate this issue, we compared the emo-
tional self-awareness of Japanese and United Kingdom
(UK) adults using the self-report TAS-20, alongside
two behavioural measures, the Emotional Consistency
Task (EC-Task) [22] and the Photo Emotion Differentia-
tion Task (PED-Task) [23]. In the EC-Task, participants
are presented with pairs of emotional photographs and
are instructed to select the one that evokes a stronger
emotional experience. The logical consistency of these
emotional decisions is examined, generating indices of
emotional differentiation. In the PED-Task, participants
are presented with individual emotional photographs and
are instructed to rate how strongly they feel in terms of 10
emotional states. Correlations between similar emotional
states are examined, generating indices of emotional dif-
ferentiation. The TAS-20 is likely to mirror metacognitive
awareness of one’s own emotional abilities. The goal of
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this study was to examine whether cultural differences in
emotional self-awareness are consistent across different
measurement tools, in an attempt to evaluate more accu-
rately whether inconsistency in the research literature is
related the measurement tool applied. We hypothesised
that Japanese participants would show high scores on the
TAS-20, but no differences in emotional self-awareness
on the EC-Task and PED-Task.

Main text

Methods are presented in Supplementary Material 1.
Code and output for main analyses can be seen in Sup-
plementary Material 2.

Findings

All self-report scores were normally distributed. Table 1
presents the average values of key measures, as well as
Welch’s ¢-test comparisons, between cultural groups. Fig-
ure 1 shows violin plots of all emotional self-awareness
comparisons.

Self-reported emotional self-awareness
Welch’s ¢-test found significantly higher TAS-20 scores in
Japanese participants (M=51.90, SD=11.17) compared
to UK participants (M=44.44, SD=11.65), t(62.0)=2.729,
p=.002, d=0.650. Linear regression analysis was per-
formed to evaluate whether differences remained sig-
nificant while controlling for gender and age. Only
nationality was significant, p = —0.316, p=.011, with
neither gender, p = —0.061, p=.608, nor age, § = —0.170,
p=.142, reaching significance. These findings suggest that
TAS-20 scores were significantly higher in Japanese com-
pared to UK participants, although the R* was low, with
the model only accounting for 8.9% of total variance.
Subscales of the TAS-20 were also compared using
Welch’s ¢t-tests. For the Difficulty Identifying Feelings sub-
scale, Japanese participants (M=16.17, SD=4.46) scored
significantly higher than UK participants (M=12.84,
SD=4.84), t(63.5)=2.986, p=.004, d=0.771, suggesting
greater difficulties describing one’s own feelings. A simi-
lar effect was found for the Externally Oriented Thinking
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scale, with Japanese participants (M=17.83, SD=4.62)
again scoring higher than UK participants (M=14.23,
p=3.88), £(53.0)=3.447, p=.001, d=0.857. No difference
emerged for the Difficulty Describing Feelings subscale,
£(55.6)=1.814, p=.070.

Behavioural emotional self-awareness

Behavioural emotional self-awareness was assessed using
the EC-Task and PED-Task. In the EC-Task, Welch’s ¢-test
found that Japanese participants (M=2.00, SD=0.27) had
significantly higher Total Inconsistency scores than UK
participants (M=1.78, SD=0.33), £(67.7)=3.105, p=.003,
d=0.730. Linear regression analysis, including perfor-
mance in the non-emotional control condition, gender,
and age as covariates, was conducted to assess the sig-
nificance of these differences. Nationality significantly
predicted Total Inconsistency scores, = -0.441, p<.001,
with being from the UK associated with more consistent
emotional decision-making.

In the PED-Task, initial Welch’s ¢-tests found no dif-
ferences among cultural groups in terms of positive or
negative differentiation, #(64.5)=1.291 and 1.053, p=.201
and 0.296, d=0.296 and 0.235, respectively. To confirm
this result, a multivariate analyses of covariance (MAN-
COVA) controlling for age and gender was conducted.
MANCOVA was selected so that positive and negative
emotion differentiation could be compared in the same
analysis. No significant effect for nationality was found,
F(2, 67)=0.975, p=.382. Likewise, no effects were found
for either age, F(2, 67)=2.258, p=.113, or gender, F(2,
67)=0.179, p=.837.

Discussion

In this study, we examined potential differences in Japa-
nese and UK participants on three measures of emotional
self-awareness. In line with previous research [7, 8, 10,
24], TAS-20 scores were significantly higher in Japanese
compared to UK samples, indicating lower emotional
self-awareness, which was consistent with our hypoth-
esis. Unexpectedly, the EC-Task performance was also
lower in Japanese compared to UK samples, indicating

Table 1 Mean (with SD) scores and statistics for main outcomes among Japanese and United Kingdom (UK) samples

Measure Japanese (n=29) UK (n=43) Statistic (Welch’s t-test)
M sD M sD

TAS-20 51.90 11.17 44.44 11.65 t(62.0)=2.729, p=.008, d=0.654
TAS-20 DIF 17.90 6.21 15.30 5.55 t(55.6)=1.814, p=.075, d=0441
TAS-20 DDF 16.17 4.46 12.86 4.84 (63.5)=2.986, p=.004,d=0.711
TAS-20 EOT 17.83 4.62 14.23 3.88 t(53.0)=3.447,p=.001,d=0.846
Total Inconsistency 2.00 0.27 1.78 0.33 t(67.7)=3.105, p=.003, d=0.730
Positive Differentiation 1.36 0.38 1.24 043 t(64.5)=1.291,p=.201,d=0.296
Negative Differentiation 1.64 042 1.53 0.51 t(67.4)=1.053, p=.296,d=0.235

Bold text indicates significant differences at a=0.05. TAS-20=Toronto Alexithymia Scale; DIF =Difficulty Identifying Feelings; DDF =Difficulty Describing Feelings;

EOT=Externally Oriented Thinking
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Fig. 1 Violin plots of emotional self-awareness measures for Japanese and United Kingdom (UK) participants. TAS-20 =Toronto alexithymia scale

lower emotional self-awareness. As expected, the PED-
Task showed no clear difference, indicating no cultural
difference in the ability to differentiate between qualita-
tively similar emotional experiences. Notably, while all
three measures capture emotional self-awareness, they
have different biases and may reflect different aspects of
the same ability.

In contrast to our hypothesis, no evident cultural dif-
ferences were observed in emotional self-awareness
between subjective (i.e., TAS-20) and behavioural (i.e.,
the EC- and PED-Tasks) measures. However, differ-
ences were observed between the former two subjective

and behavioural tasks and the latter behavioural task,
suggesting that differences in these methods could not
accounting for cultural differences in emotional self-
awareness. We speculate that different levels of meta-
cognitive self-awareness in the measures may underlie
these findings. The TAS-20 requires metacognitive self-
awareness of emotional ability (i.e., how people rate their
own abilities). However, the PED-Task, in which partici-
pants rate their online emotional states in response to
individually presented emotional photographs, does not
require metacognitive self-awareness. Conversely, the
EC-Task, in which participants select the photograph
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evoking stronger emotions from pairs of repetitively pre-
sented emotional photographs, uses similar principles to
transitive reasoning [22] and may implicitly activate the
metacognitive self-awareness to make consistent deci-
sions. Therefore, stronger metacognitive self-awareness
of emotional ability in Western compared to East Asian
cultures may produce distinct cultural patterns across
the tasks. This speculation is consistent with the previ-
ous finding that self-monitoring, which is conceptualized
as self-observation and self-control [25] and is related
to metacognitive awareness [26], was higher in West-
ern (i.e., United States) compared to East Asian (i.e.,
Japan) cultures [27]. It was proposed that cultures with
high individualism focus on the self, rather than others;
in contrast, cultures with high collectivism consider the
effects on other individuals when deciding how to behave
in a particular situation [25]. We speculate that such cul-
tural differences in metacognitive self-awareness may
produce divergent cultural patterns in emotional self-
awareness, as assessed by self-reported and behavioural
measures, among Western and Eastern cultures. Future
studies are needed to test these hypotheses empirically.

Limitations

A key limitation of our study was the small sample sizes
of the UK (n=43) and Japanese (n=29) groups. This
constraint raises concerns regarding the generalisabil-
ity of our findings. A small sample size can lead to sev-
eral issues, particularly in cross-cultural studies. First,
the limited number of participants may not adequately
represent the broader populations of Japan and the UK.
Cultural diversity within each country means that a small
group may not capture the full range of emotional self-
awareness present in each culture. Furthermore, small
samples limit the power of statistical analyses, making it
challenging to draw firm conclusions from the data. Spe-
cifically, the lack of significant differences observed in the
PED-Task could reflect a lack of power to detect existing
differences rather than true similarities between cultures.
However, this study was the first to test the same sample
with subjective and behavioural tasks and show different
patterns across the tasks indicating significant differences
in TAS-20 scores and EC-Task performance, but not in
PED-Task performance. Thus, our study was a pilot study
suggesting that cross-cultural differences in emotional
self-awareness may vary with the task used. To validate
our findings, future research should investigate larger
samples and provide a more reliable and generalisable
understanding of the cultural differences in emotional
self-awareness.
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