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Introduction

Social interaction occurs within relational and situa-

tional contexts, which are substantially influenced by cul-

tural norms, standards, traditions, and customs.  Accord-

ing to Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, 

social interactions within the microsystem, such as with 

family, friend, teachers, peers etc., affect the individual’
s developmental process. Moreover, the actual culture 

of an individual, known as the macrosystem, such as 

socioeconomic status of the person and/or his/her fam-

ily, his/her ethnicity or race, and living in a developing or 

well-developed country, is also affected (Bronfenbrenner 

& Ceci, 1994). Therefore, the process of human develop-

ment has important societal level consequences, and in 

particular, it has great impact on relational values of the 

social interaction context of each country.

Research conducted by cross-cultural scholars have 

indicated differences in cultural variation, including 

individualism versus collectivism, independent versus 

interdependent cultures, tight versus loose cultures, 

materialism versus post-materialism, survival versus 

self-expression values, and autonomy versus embedded-

ness. A myriad of cross-cultural studies have proven that 

Western cultures are more individualistic than Eastern 

cultures, which are typically collectivistic. In collectivist 

societies, social context plays a crucial role in people’s 

perceptions and causal reasoning, and meaning is con-

textualized (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). While collectivist 

values harmony within their group, individualistic people 

are expected to be independent. However, according 

to Hofstede’s value dimension of “individualism”, some 

Asian countries, for example, Japan, India, and Iran, 

score relatively highly on individualism (Hofstede, 1980). 

Moreover, although Asian countries are in the same 

geographical area, they have different political and eco-

nomic states. In order to elucidate the importance of 

context, it is necessary to focus on relational values of 

Asian people.

Furthermore, recent research in dealing with the 

theoretical framework of Gelfand et al.’s (2011) tight 

versus loose cultures indicates that tightness scores of 

almost all Asian countries are higher than the overall 

mean scores, except for Hong Kong. This indicates that 

most Asian countries are tight cultures, but some can be 

considered loose. Countries with high tightness scores 

have strong norms and a low tolerance toward deviant 

behavior while those that are not tight have weak norms 

and a high tolerance for individual differences. Tightness-

looseness also affects distal ecological, historical, and 

institutional contexts and in everyday situations. This 

suggest that social interaction context of everyday situa-

tions is a highly influential factor in the way people inter-

act with one another. 

Most previous studies had featured Asian cultures, 

mainly as a comparative standard with Western cultures, 

picking up major Asian countries like China, Japan, and 

South Korea, while ignoring the rest. Very few stud-
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ies had actually focused solely on the broader physical 

region of Asia. In Asia, intra-regional interactions have 

been deepening and broadening much faster than antici-

pated (Inoguchi, 2002, cited in Inoguchi, 2005). However, 

Asian countries cannot be bunched into one general 

group, as they have widely varying values, religions, be-

liefs, political systems, and economies, and which impact 

their social development, despite the fact that they are in 

the same geographical area. In light of this fact, different 

relational values of the societies need to be considered. 

For decades, cross-national social surveys have been 

conducted in Europe and some Asian countries, as well 

as most of the world. In particular, many Asian countries 

have participated in worldwide surveys, such as World 

Values Survey (WVS) and International Social Survey Pro-

gramme (ISSP), as well as Asia-centered surveys, such 

as the AsiaBarometer, East Asia Value Survey, the Asian 

Barometer (East Asia Barometer, ABS), and East Asian 

Social Survey (EASS). Since ABS is a comparative survey 

of mainly public opinions on political values, democracy, 

and government, and focuses specifically on East Asian 

countries, we decided to analyze the data sets from the 

World Values Survey (WVS), International Social Survey 

Programme (ISSP), and the AsiaBarometer. Therefore, 

this study aims to explore the impact of relational values 

on social interaction context in intra-regions of Asia as 

reflected through analyses of the following multinational 

surveys and databases. 

World Values Survey
The World Values Survey (WVS), one of the most wide-

ly used and authoritative cross-national and time-series 

surveys, investigates values and beliefs, cultural stability 

or change over time and the impact of values on social 

and political development in different countries around 

the world. Up to now, six waves have been conducted 

based on the European Values Study (EVS), which first 

was carried out in 1981. The seventh round of the WVS 

program is planned for 2017-2018. Survey years, number 

of participating countries, and specific countries in East 

Asia, Southeast Asia, and South Asia in each wave of 

WVS are shown in Table 1. Further details on WVS and 

data access of 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th and 6th waves of WVS are 

published at www.worldvaluessurvey.org.

International Social Survey Programme
The International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) 

conducts annual surveys on diverse topics relevant to 

social sciences. It was established in 1984 by its founding 

members Austria, Germany, Great Britain, and the US 

and started the survey in 1985, followed by Asian coun-

tries joining it in 1991. The survey years, topics, number 

Table 1    Survey Years, Number of Participating Countries, and Participating Countries of East, Southeast, and 
South Asia in Each Wave of WVS

Wave
Survey 

Year
No of 

Countries
Participating Countries  

East Asia Southeast Asia South Asia

1st 1981-1984 20 Japan, South Korea, 
China

2nd 1990-1994 42 Japan, South Korea, 
China

India

3rd 1995-1998 55 Japan, South Korea, 
China, Taiwan

Philippines India, Bangladesh, 
Pakistan

4th 1999-2004 65 Japan, South Korea, 
China

Philippines, Vietnam, 
Indonesia, Singapore 

India, Bangladesh, 
Iran, Pakistan

5th 2005-2009 66 Japan, South Korea, 
China, Hong Kong, 
Taiwan

Indonesia, Vietnam, 
Malaysia, Thailand

India, Iran

6th 2010-2014 57 Japan, South Korea, 
China, Hong Kong, 
Taiwan

Malaysia, Thailand, 
Philippines, Singapore

India, Pakistan

Note. Participants of the 6th wave of WVS: Japan=2443, South Korea=1200, China=2300, Hong Kong=1000, Taiwan=1238, 
Malaysia=1300, Thailand=1200, Philippines=1200, Singapore=1972, India=5659, Pakistan=1200.
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of participating countries, and the participating countries 

of East, Southeast, and South Asia are presented in Table 

2. This study focused on the survey topic of social net-

works in particular, from the ISSP 2001 data. Further de-

tails on ISSP and data access are available at http://www.

issp.org/about-issp/. 

AsiaBarometer
The AsiaBarometer Survey, the comparative survey 

in Asia covering almost all regions of Asia such as East, 

Southeast, South and Central Asia, focuses on daily lives 

of ordinary people asking about their aspirations, ap-

prehensions, ambitions and their relationships to family, 

neighborhood, workplace, social and political institutions 

and marketplace. Table 3 describes survey years, number 

of participating countries, and participating countries 

from East, Southeast, and South Asia in the AsiaBarom-

eter Survey. Further details on AsiaBarometer and data 

Table 2    Survey Years, Survey Topics, Number of Participating Countries, and Participating Countries of East, 
Southeast, and South Asia in ISSP

Year Survey Topic
No of

Countries

Participating Countries

East Asia
Southeast 

Asia
South
Asia

1985 Role of Government I 6 - - -

1986 Social Networks I 7 - - -

1987 Social Inequality I 10 - - -

1988 Family and Changing Gender Roles I 8 - - -

1989 Work Orientations I 11 - - -

1990 Role of Government II 10 - - -

1991 Religion I 17 - PH -

1992 Social Inequality II 17 - PH -

1993 Environment I 21 JP PH -

1994 Family and Changing Gender Roles II 23 JP PH -

1995 National Identity I 23 JP PH -

1996 Role of Government III 24 JP PH -

1997 Work Orientations II 25 JP PH BD

1998 Religion II 31 JP PH -

1999 Social Inequality III 26 JP PH -

2000 Environment II 26 JP PH -

2001 Social Network II 28 JP PH -

2002 Family and Changing Gender Roles III 34 JP, TW PH -

2003 National Identity II 34 JP, TW, SK PH -

2004 Citizenship I 38 JP, TW, SK PH -

2005 Work Orientation III 32 JP, TW, SK PH -

2006 Role of Government IV 33 JP, TW, SK PH -

2007 Leisure Time and Sports I 34 JP, TW, SK PH -

2008 Religion III 41 JP, TW, SK PH -

2009 Social Inequality IV 41 JP, TW, SK, CN PH -

2010 Environment III 32 JP, TW, SK PH -

2011 Health and Health Care I 33 JP, TW, SK, CN PH -

2012 Family and Changing Gender Roles IV 41 JP, TW, SK, CN PH IN

2013 National Identity III 33 JP, TW, SK PH IN

2014 Citizenship II 34 JP, TW, SK PH IN

2015 Work Orientation IV 24 JP, TW PH -

Note. JP=Japan, PH=Philippines, CN=China, SK=South Korea, TW=Taiwan, IN=India, BD=Bangladesh.
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access are available at https://www.asiabarometer.org/ 

(Inoguchi, 2017).

The Present Study
Cross-cultural research are most likely to be based on 

individualism/collectivism, and the underlying assump-

tion is that Westerners are more individualistic, and 

Easterners are collectivistic. To further ascertain this 

finding, we looked at the cultural map by Inglehart and 

Welzel, who plotted countries based on two axes in the 

“Inglehart-Welzel cultural map:” traditional values versus 

secular-rational values and survival values versus self-

expression values. The resultant cultural mapping from 

the two axes can be interpreted as the following. Coun-

tries near the traditional pole emphasize the importance 

of religion, parent-child ties, deference to authority and 

traditional family values, while rejecting divorce, abor-

tion, euthanasia and suicide. These countries also have 

high levels of national pride and a nationalistic outlook. 

In contrast, countries near the secular-rational pole place 

less emphasis on religion, traditional family values and 

authority, while relatively accepting divorce, abortion, 

euthanasia and suicide. On the other hand, survival val-

ues place emphasis on economic and physical security 

that is linked with a relatively ethnocentric outlook and 

low levels of trust and tolerance, while self-expression 

values give high priority to environmental protection, 

tolerance of foreigners, gays and lesbians and gender 

equality, and rising demands for participation in decision-

making in economic and political life. 

According to “Inglehart-Welzel cultural maps” of 4th, 

5th and 6th wave of WVS, among participating countries in 

East Asia, Japan had high secular-rational and high self-

expression values, while other participating countries 

from East Asia except Hong Kong (South Korea, China 

and Taiwan) had high secular-rational and high survival 

values. In the 5th Wave, Hong Kong had high secular-

rational and high survival values, but in the 6th Wave, it 

changed into high secular-rational and high self-expres-

sion values. 

All participating countries in Southeast Asia except 

Philippines, Vietnam and Thailand (Indonesia and Malay-

Table 3    Survey Years, Number of Participating Countries, and Participating Countries from East, Southeast, and 
South Asia in the AsiaBarometer Survey

Survey 
Year

No of 
Countries

Participating Countries

East Asia Southeast Asia South Asia

2003 10 Japan, South Korea, 
China

Myanmar, Vietnam, 
Thailand, Malaysia

India, Sri Lanka

2004 13 Japan, South Korea, 
China

Myanmar, Malaysia, 
Thailand, Philippines, 
Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, 
Vietnam, Singapore, Brunei

2005 14 Mongolia India, Sri Lanka, 
Bangladesh, 
Pakistan, Maldieves, 
Nepal, Afghanistan

2006 7 Japan, South Korea, 
China, Hong Kong, 
Taiwan

Vietnam, Singapore

2007 7 Myanmar, Malaysia, 
Thailand, Philippines, 
Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos

2008 4 Japan, China Indonesia India

Note. Participants of AsiaBarometer 2003: Japan= 834, South Korea= 795, China= 789, Malaysia= 799, Thailand= 800, 
Vietnam= 807, Myanmar= 800, India= 822, Sri Lanka= 798; Participants of AsiaBarometer 2004: Japan= 821, South 
Korea= 816, China= 799, Malaysia= 798, Thailand= 800, Vietnam= 800, Myanmar= 800, Cambodia= 812, Laos= 800, In-
donesia= 824, Singapore= 795, Brunei= 804, Philippines=800; Participants of AsiaBarometer 2006: Japan= 1000, South 
Korea= 1023, China= 1999, Hong Kong= 1000, Taiwan= 1006, Vietnam= 1000, Singapore= 1038; Participants of AsiaBa-
rometer 2007: Malaysia= 999, Thailand= 1000, Myanmar= 1000, Cambodia= 1012, Indonesia= 1000, Philippines= 1000.
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sia) had high traditional and high survival values in the 

4th, 5th and 6th Waves of WVS. Philippines had high tradi-

tional and high survival values in the 4th wave but shifted 

to high traditional and high self-expression values in the 

6th wave. Similarly, Thailand had high traditional and high 

survival values in the 5th wave but changed to high tra-

ditional and high self-expression values in the 6th wave. 

In contrast with Philippines and Thailand, Vietnam had 

high traditional and high self-expression values in the 4th 

wave, altering to high traditional and high survival values 

in the 5th wave. All participating countries in South Asia 

except India (Bangladesh, Iran, and Parkistan) had high 

traditional and high survival values. However, India had 

high traditional and survival values in the 4th wave, shift-

ing to high self-expression values and neither high nor 

low traditional values in the 6th wave. 

Drawing from Inglehart-Welzel cultural map of the 

WVS waves, it is important to note here that, some Asian 

countries have more individualistic values. Moreover, 

recent studies show that traditional values have declined 

in China, while Japan co-exists with Western values, and 

South Korea emphasizes superiority role of males, typi-

cal of traditional values (Zheng, 2005). To probe further 

into distinctions between Asian cultures, we aimed to 

elucidate the relational values of social interaction con-

text in the intra-regions of Asia.

Hypotheses
Given the above evidence from WVS, we hypothesize 

that the importance of family in respondents’ lives is 

higher in countries with high traditional values (Southeast 

and South Asian countries) than those in low (East Asian 

countries) since all participating countries in Southeast 

and South Asia have high traditional values than those in 

East Asia countries (Hypothesis 1). Second, we predict 

that friends in respondents’ lives are less important in 

countries with high traditional values than those in low 

(Hypothesis 2).

Based on ISSP 2001 data, we predict that participants 

from Southeast Asian countries have more contact with 

family and other relatives than those from East Asian 

countries (Hypothesis 3). Also, participants from East 

Asian countries have more contact with close friends 

than those from Southeast Asian countries (Hypothesis 

4). Based on religious beliefs, we assume that partici-

pants from Philippines are more likely to participate in 

church or other religious organization and charitable 

organization or group than those from Japan, while 

Japanese respondents participate more in trade union or 

professional association, sports groups, hobby or leisure 

club, neighborhood association or group and other asso-

ciation or group (Hypothesis 5).

Based on AsiaBarometer 2003, 2004, 2006 and 2007, we 

expect that participants from Southeast and South Asian 

countries select family as the most important social 

group than those from East Asian countries (Hypothesis 

6). We predict that religion is chosen more by partici-

pants from Southeast and South Asian countries as the 

important social group than those from East Asian coun-

tries (Hypothesis 7).

Method

Sample and Data Collection
No original data collection was done by the authors, as 

available general social survey data sets were analyzed. 

The data collection methods of the data sets implement-

ed are as follows.

The original WVS questionnaire was translated into 

respective languages of the countries surveyed, which 

serve as the first language to 15% or greater of the popu-

lation. Participants were selected randomly across all 

residents between the ages of 18 and 85, with a minimum 

sample size of 1200 per country. The main method of data 

collection was face-to-face interview at the respondent’
s home/ place of residence. 

The ISSP standard questionnaire was initially compiled 

in British English, consisting of a 15-minute long ques-

tionnaire with 60 items (not including the demographics). 

The questionnaire was translated into each language, 

taking into account necessary cultural adjustments. 

Sampling procedures were not uniform across each 

country, but attention was paid to attain a representative 

random sample of the adult population. Samples were 

collected with a norm of 1400 sample size, but in actual-

ity, the minimum sample size was 1000. In ISSP 2001, 28 

countries participated with adults aged 18 years old and 

older. From East, Southeast, and South Asian Countries, 

participants included 1321 from Japan and 1200 from 

Philippines. Mode of data collection was oral, paper and 

pencil and postal interview through a standardized ques-

tionnaire. 
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For the AsiaBarometer, the questionnaire was formu-

lated in English, translated into local languages by lo-

cal survey companies, and then checked through back-

translation. A multi-stage-stratified random sampling 

procedure was used in all rounds, but in the 2006 and 

2007 rounds, quota sampling was also used. Participants 

consisted of adults between ages 20 and 59 in all rounds, 

except the 2007 round, which age range was extended to 

age 69. The sample size was around 800 for each society 

in 2003-2005, and increased to around 1000 in 2006 and 

2007. The questionnaire was administered through face-

to-face interview, except for Japan in 2003.

Results 

Importance of Family and Friend in Life Based on 
the 6th Wave of WVS

We focused on the item, “importance of family in 

life,” in the 6th Wave of WVS, extracting participants 

from Southeast and South Asian countries for compari-

son with East Asian. Means indicated that family was 

considered to be less important in East Asian countries 

(see Figure 1a), with the exception of Thailand, which 

resembled the East more. The one way analysis of vari-

ance on importance of family showed that there was a 

significant effect of country on the participants’ percep-

tion of importance of family in life: F (10, 20598) = 37.57, 

p = .00. Post-hoc comparisons using Tukey HSD tests in-

dicated that countries with high traditional values tended 

to afford more importance to family than those with low 

traditional values, except for Thailand. 

We then analyzed the same WVS data for the item, “im-

portance of friend in life,” conducting a similar one way 

analysis of variance. The ANOVA indicated that there 

was a significant country difference for importance of 

friend in life: F (10, 20502) = 48.81, p = .00. In line with 

our hypothesis, post-hoc comparisons using Tukey HSD 

tests indicated that countries with low traditional values 

allotted more importance to friends, than those with 

high, except Singapore (see Figure 1b).

Social Network Size Based on ISSP 2001 
Three types of social network were examined from 

the 2001 ISSP data: family and relatives, friends, and par-

ticipation in formal groups and organizations. According 

to ISSP, family network was measured as participants’ 

contact with their adult relatives (brothers, sisters, chil-

dren, father, mother and other types of relatives such 

as uncles or aunts, cousins, parents-in-law, brothers- or 

sisters-in-law, nieces and nephews) and each partici-

pant responded to the frequency with which they were 

in touch with or had been in touch with in the previous 

four weeks. Friendship networks were examined by the 

number of friends in various contexts: workplace, neigh-

borhood, and others. Participation in formal groups and 

organizations were examined by counting the number of 

formal groups and organization whose activities partici-

pants had joined in at least once during the previous 12 

months.

Figures 2 and 3 show the summary of the comparison 
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Figure 1    Means of Importance of Family and Friends 
of Each Country
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for the family network. As we hypothesized, there were 

significant associations between culture and participants’ 

visiting brother or sister: X2 (6) = 413.72, p = .00, other 

form of contact with brother or sister: X2 (6) = 537.34, 

p = .00, visiting daughter or son: X2 (6) = 103.79, p = 

.00, other form of contact with daughter or son: X2 (6) 

= 133.12, p = .00: visiting father: X2 (6) = 183.09, p = .00, 

other form of contact with father: X2 (6) = 133.95, p = .00, 

visiting mother: X2 (6) = 266.49, p = .00, and other form of 

contact with mother: X2 (6) = 249.43, p = .00. In particu-

lar, Philippines participants paid more physical visits to 

their brother or sister, daughter or son, father, and moth-

er more than Japanese, and had more contact in other 

ways as well with their brother or sister, and their father 

than Japanese, while the latter had more non-visit con-

tact with their daughter or son, and their mother. With 

respect to other relatives, respondents from Philippines 

had more contact with other types of relatives than Ja-

pan. There were significant associations between culture 

and contact with uncles or aunts: X2 (2) = 200.53, p = .00, 

cousins: X2 (2) = 432.96, p = .00, parents-in-law: X2 (2) = 

38.16, p = .00, brothers- or sisters-in-law: X2 (2) = 169.05, 

p = .00, and nieces and nephews: X2 (2) = 549.48, p = .00. 

In friendship networks, associations between culture 

and number of friends at workplace: X2 (3) = 207.11, p 

= .00, number of friends in the neighborhood: X2 (3) = 

65.28, p = .00, and number of other close friends: X2 (3) 

= 133.14, p = .00 were observed. Philippines participants 

had more friends at workplace and neighborhood than 

Japan, while the latter had more other close friends 

(friends at Clubs or Church) than Philippines as shown in 

Figure 4. Of particular interest, 49% of Japan participants 

answered no friend at workplace while Philippines had 

only 18%.

Participation in formal groups and organizations 

showed no significant association between culture and 

participation in political party, club or association: X2 (3) 

= 5.05, p = .17. However, there were significant associa-

tions between culture and participation in trade union or 

professional association: X2 (3) = 37.65, p = .00, church 

or other religious organization: X2 (3) = 268.39, p = .00, 

sports groups, hobby or leisure club: X2 (3) = 222.53, p = 

.00, charitable organization or group: X2 (3) = 67.78, p = 

.00, neighborhood association or group: X2 (3) = 285.10, p 

= .00, and other association or group: X2 (3) = 39.99, p = 

.00. Philippines participated more in church or other re-

ligious organization and charitable organization or group 

than Japan, while Japanese participated more in trade 

union or professional association, sports groups, hobby 

or leisure club, neighborhood association or group and 

other association or group. Figure 5 describes participa-

tion in formal groups and organizations from each coun-

try.

Importance of Social Circle or Group Based on the 
AsiaBarometer

As apparent from the analyses on Asiabarometer 2003, 

2004, 2006, and 2007, participants chose family, relatives, 

place of work and religion as the most important social 

group. The highest percentage of participants from East, 

Southeast and South Asian countries selected family as 

the most important social group. The second most im-

portant group for East Asians was the colleagues of the 

workplace. This contrasts with Southeast Asians (Malay-

sia, Myanmar, Laos, Indonesia, Singapore, Brunei, and 

Philippines), with the exception of Thailand, Vietnam 

and Cambodia, who chose their religious group as the 

second most important social group. Further details are 

shown in Table 4.

Discussion

First, in consistency with Hypothesis 1, the World 

Values Survey indicated that societies of high traditional 
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value (Southeast Asian countries) emphasize the role of 

family in life than those low (East Asian countries). Sec-

ond, as predicted by Hypothesis 2, participants with low 

traditional values (East Asian countries) paid more at-

tention to the importance of friend than those with high 

(Southeast and South Asian countries). 

Next, the analysis of the International Social Survey 

Programme (ISSP) data indicated that Philippines par-

ticipants had more contact with both family and other 

relatives than Japanese, lending support to hypothesis 3. 

This is also in consistency with the above WVS results, 

since Philippines is a society with high traditional val-

ues. As for friendship network, Philippines participants 

had more friends at workplace and neighborhood than 

Japanese, while the latter had more other close friends, 

which was consistent with hypothesis 4. For the social 

network in formal groups and organizations, Philippines 

respondents participated more in church or other reli-

gious organization and charitable organization or group 

than Japanese. This finding confirmed hypothesis 5 that 

religion impacts relational values of social interaction 

context. 

Hypothesis 6 was tested through AsiaBarometer, 

which revealed that all Asian participants selected family 

as the most important social group. In line with hypoth-

esis 7, the second highest percentage of participants 

from Southeast Asian countries selected religion as the 

important social group.

The significant role of family that was found in this 

research shed light on the social interaction context of 

Asians. In nearly all-industrial societies, worldviews have 

shifted from traditional toward secular-rational values. 

In particular, the transition from industrial society to 

knowledge society is linked with a shift from survival 

values toward self-expression values. In knowledge 

societies, survival values are for taken for granted, and 

more emphasis is placed on subjective well-being, self-

expression and quality of life. This value transition from 

tradition toward secular-rational values impacts the rela-

tional values of family in Asian countries.

The findings of this study indicated that Asian coun-

tries have different friendship networks. Asians differ 

Table 4    Percentage of Participants who Chose the Most Important among Social Circle or Group in AsiaBarometer 
2003, 2004, 2006, and 2007

Social Group JP KR CN MY TH VN MM IN LK KH LA ID SG BN PH HK TW

2003 Family 81.5 92.1 76.7 80.1 86.9 88.2 74.6 86.5 85.5 - - - - - - - -

Relatives 5.6 .6 3.2 1.4 7.1 .9 .9 1.1 1.6 - - - - - - - -

Place of Work 4.6 4.2 11.7 2.4 2.1 4.6 6.8 4.3 1.1 - - - - - - - -

Religion .7 2.5 .3 13.9 1.6 2.2 15.8 3.8 8.7 - - - - - - - -

2004 Family 94.3 83.6 67.7 78.8 86.9 90.0 75.6 - - 87.1 91 65.7 92 70 94.4 - -

Relatives .5 1.8 5.3 1.1 7.6 1.9 .8 - - 2.7 4.6 3.3 .5 9.6 .4 - -

Place of Work 3.4 3.4 16.7 1.4 .9 2.3 8.5 - - 4.2 1.9 2.2 1.4 3.5 1.1 - -

Religion .7 3.3 - 16.4 .9 .8 11.9 - - 2.8 - 22.7 3.5 13.1 2.5 - -

2006 Family 94.2 87.8 74.6 - - 92.1 - - - - - - 93 - - 83.6 73.5

Relatives 1.1 2.4 5 - - .8 - - - - - - .8 - - 2.5 4.5

Place of Work 1.5 2.3 9.2 - - 1.7 - - - - - - 1.3 - - 6.6 10.6

Religion .5 3.4 1.0 - - 0 - - - - - - 2.6 - - .7 .5

2007 Family - - - 77.4 91.2 - 77.1 - - 89.6 87.9 80.8 - - 94.6 - -

Relatives - - - 2.4 6.5 - 1.9 - - 1.2 0 3.6 - - .5 - -

Place of Work - - - 1.1 .2 - 5.6 - - 3.4 2.7 .7 - - .4 - -

Religion - - - 14.9 .8 - 12.8 - - 2.2 3.3 9.6 - - 3.4 - -

Note. JP=Japan, KR=South Korea, CN=China, MY=Malaysia, TH=Thailand, VN=Vietnam, MM=Myanmar, IN=India, 
LK=Sri Lanka, KH=Cambodia, LA=Laos, ID=Indonesia, SG=Singapore, BN=Brunei, PH=Philippines, HK=Hong Kong, 
TW=Taiwan; In AsiaBarometer 2003, Labour union and political party are omitted in Myanmar and in AsiaBarometer 
2004, Agricultural cooperative, commercial cooperative or industry group was omitted in China; Labour union was 
omitted in Brunei and Myanmar; Political party was omitted in Brunei, Laos and Myanmar; and Religion was omitted in 
Laos and China.
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in their relationships with close friends, coworkers, and 

neighbors, while Westerners regard them as one cat-

egory, that of friends. This is reflected in Hui, Triandis, 

and Yee’s (1991) study which discovered that American 

college students treated close friend, coworkers, and 

business owners similarly, while Chinese distinguished 

between them. It is customary for cross-cultural studies 

to group all Asian countries as collectivists, character-

izing them as favoring the in-group, preferring equality in 

in-group relationships, and accommodating to in-group 

members (Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002). 

Our study suggested that friendship networks of Asian 

countries should be examined in more detail, taking into 

account such relational traits as intimacy and power dis-

tance, which we regard to be varied across Asian coun-

tries. This would serve to allow us to accurately interpret 

Asian patterns of behavior, by giving us comprehensive 

knowledge of the relational values of the social interac-

tion context.

The findings of this study showed that religion also 

impacts the relational values of each society. This finding 

extends the study by Kakuda and Suzuki (2006) which 

discovered that 40.1% Singapore participants emphasized 

religion, while only 8% of Japanese participants did so 

(cited in Minato, 2008). 

Cross-cultural researchers, working from different per-

spectives, tend to account for these cultural differences 

with the theoretical frameworks of collectivism versus 

individualism, materialism versus post-materialism, 

survival versus self-expression values, and autonomy 

versus embeddedness. However, these frameworks all 

tap a common dimension of cross-cultural variation that 

reflects different levels of existential security, impacting 

relational values in social interaction context of each so-

ciety. Previous research indicated that Chinese students 

found relational information more useful than individuat-

ing information, with the reverse being true for American 

students in an uncertain social situation (Gelfand, Spur-

lock, Sniezek, & Shao, 2000). Therefore, needless to say, 

relational values of social interaction context are impor-

tant in Asian cultures.

In summary, this study had four major implications. 

First, this study highlighted the fact that family has a 

significant role in countries with high traditional values 

compared to low. Second, to the extent that East Asian 

countries and Southeast and South Asian countries ex-

emplify distinct relational values, family and relatives are 

important in Southeast and South Asian countries while 

close friends are important in friendship network of East 

Asian. Third, this study advances the extent of influence 

of relational values on friendship networks. Fourth, the 

impact of religion on relational values of social networks 

had been uncovered. Therefore, the findings also provide 

evidence that Asian countries have different relational 

values of social interaction context even though cross-

cultural comparisons have grouped these diverse cul-

tures into one category as Eastern, that of collectivists. 

The cross-cultural literature has extensively investigat-

ed comparison between Western and Eastern cultures, 

but little work had been done to investigate intra-region 

differences amongst Asian cultures. The widely prevail-

ing view among cross-cultural psychologists bundle 

Asian countries as collectivists, and such generalization 

lack validity: each Asian culture has its own pattern of 

relational values to some extent. This study validates 

research by Oyserman et al. (2002), who pointed out the 

necessity of understanding differences between various 

Asian countries, having noted that among Asians, only 

the Chinese were less individualistic and more collec-

tivistic (Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002; Dien, 

1999).

Limitations and Future Directions
This study had some limitations. For instance, the 

data sets were obtained from existing social surveys da-

tabases, so we had a limited pool of items dealing with 

relational values from which to conduct our analyses. 

These data surveys sampled the general population, 

making it difficult for us to analyze the social interaction 

contexts of specific groups of people distinguished by 

demographics, such as religion, generation, occupation, 

and so forth. 

We also acknowledge the fact that, as a future direc-

tive, we should obtain our own data, focusing on specific 

variables to suit our needs, in order to probe further 

into relational values. While we admit that an exhaustive 

sampling of all Asian countries is not feasible, we should 

sample representative cultures from religious, political, 

economic, and ethnic groups, such that we may account 

for cultural differences based on population characteris-

tics, not just by nation. We also deem it important to fo-

cus on individual tendencies, such as self-construals and 
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individual experience such as emotion, cognition and 

motivation (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). The potential for 

advancing the knowledge we have of cultural differences 

within Asian regions is worthy of examination from vari-

ous perspectives.
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ABSTRACT

Cross-Cultural Comparison of Relational Values of Asians: Analysing the World 
Values Survey, International Social Survey Programme, and AsiaBarometer

MAY CHO MIN and Jiro TAKAI

This study examined the impact of relational values on social interaction context in East, Southeast 

and South Asian countries based on data sets made available through cross-national social surveys. We 

hypothesized that Asian countries have different relational values in their social interaction context 

even though they exist in the same geographical area, and most cross-cultural analysts have grouped 

these Asian cultures into one category of Eastern culture, characterized as being collectivists. The 

current study investigated relational values of intra-regions of Asia, analysing the dataset of the World 

Values Survey (WVS), the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP), and the AsiaBarometer. The 

evidence boils down to three findings: (1) Southeast and South Asian countries, characterized by high 

traditional values, emphasize the role of family and relatives in life more, while East Asian countries, 

which have low traditional values, give more attention to the importance of friend; (2) as the social 

friendship network, countries with high traditional values have more friends at the work place and 

neighborhood than those in low, while countries with low traditional values have more close friends 

than those in high; and (3) the impact of religion affects each country’s relational values of social net-

work.

Key words: cross-national social survey, WVS, ISSP, AsiaBarometer, relational values, 

 cross-cultural comparison


