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Abstract
The current investigation tested life satisfaction (LS), a 
cognitive component of subjective well-being, among 
emerging adults, in the context of individualism (I) and 
collectivism (C), by distinguishing both cultural and indi-
vidual levels of analysis, considering their horizontal (H) 
and vertical (V) dimensions, and controlling age and gen-
der effects. Emerging adults (N = 1760 university students, 
aged 18–25, Mage = 19.46, SDag = 1.50) located across four 
countries, namely China, Italy, Russia, and the USA, known 
to differ in the individualism index value (IDV), completed 
measures on the Horizontal and Vertical Individualism and 
Collectivism and Life Satisfaction. At the cultural level, an 
ANCOVA showed a significant country effects on LS. The 
post hoc comparisons indicated that the higher the coun-
try IDV score, the higher the average LS score, in the fol-
lowing order: Americans, Italians, Russians, and Chinese. 
At the individual level, LS was unrelated to HI and VI. 
Instead, it was associated with HC and VC. The positive 
link between LS and VC suggested an important role of 
family connectedness on LS across different cultures dur-
ing emerging adulthood. However, contrary to previous 
studies, LS was unrelated to HI and VI.
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INTRODUCTION

The developmental period of emerging adulthood, aged 18–25 (Arnett,  2000), is characterized as 
being self-focused, as young adults have little in the way of social obligations, duties, or commit-
ments to others, which in turn contributes to a great deal of autonomy in how they run their lives 
(Arnett,  2007). It is a critical period characterized by numerous life events that can significantly 
impact the subjective well-being (SWB) of emerging adults (Arnett, 2007). Studies have shown that 
among emerging adults, the psychological meaning of SWB is largely universal (Cheng et al., 2016); 
SWB can be defined as “a person's cognitive and affective evaluations of his or her life” (Diener 
et al., 2002, p. 63). SWB consists of three main components, namely life satisfaction (LS, cognitive 
component), the presence of positive affect, and the relative absence of negative affect (affective com-
ponents) (Lucas et al., 1996). Life events affect both affective and cognitive well-being, but for most, 
the effects on cognitive well-being (i.e. LS) are stronger and more consistent across different cultural 
groups than the affective ones (positive and negative affects) (Luhmann et al., 2012). More specifi-
cally, LS is the individual's cognitive judgment on the compatibility of his or her own living conditions 
with the standards, a sense of contentment and feelings of congruency between wants or needs and 
accomplishments or resources (Diener et al., 1985; Keyes & Waterman, 2003). LS is the ultimate goal 
of human development; it is also very important for SWB and for adaptive psychosocial functioning 
(Suldo & Huebner, 2006). Hence, LS can be considered a most reliable measure of quality of life 
(Huebner, 2004; Park, 2004), which broadly encompasses how individuals perceive and evaluate the 
“goodness” of multiple aspects of their lives (Diener et al., 1999).

Individualism–collectivism

Cultural factors appear to play a key role in explaining differences in SWB, particularly for LS, across 
cultures (e.g. Cheng et al., 2016; Kitayama & Markus, 2000). Key cultural factors include both in-
dividualism (I) and collectivism (C) (Schimmack et al., 2005). In general terms, the core aspect of I 
is the assumption that individuals are independent from one another, whereas for C, it is groups bind 
and mutually obligate individuals. All the definitions conceptualize I as a worldview that central-
izes the personal goals, uniqueness, and control, and peripheralizes the social, and C as a worldview 
that centralizes common fate, goals, and values (Oyserman et al., 2002). However, I and C can be 
scrutinized as the culture of a nation as a whole (cultural level) and as the belief that people have 
about their relation to others (individual level) (Triandis, 2001). I and C at the cultural level are either 
conceptually or operationally different from I and C at the individual level (Bond, 2002; Oyserman 
et al., 2002; Schimmack et al., 2005; Shavitt et al., 2006; Triandis, 2001). For example, although there 
are more people with a collectivistic than an individualistic orientation in collectivistic cultures, and 
vice versa, at the cultural level, I and C seem to be the ends of a singular dimension; when data are 
analyzed within a culture, namely at the individual level, then several factors reflecting I and C can 
be distinguished (Triandis, 2001). In other words, I and C may be conceptualized and measured as 
separate, not necessarily opposing, constructs at the individual level (Bond, 2002). Triandis (2001) 
notes that “we can link the cultural and individual levels of analysis by noting that customs are aspects 
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of culture and habits aspects of personality” (p. 910). Therefore, it is possible to categorize a country 
as an individualistic or a collectivistic country or culture (cultural level) (e.g. Hofstede et al., 2010), 
but within the same country, at the individual level, we can distinguish individuals as being more or 
less individualistic/collectivistic (individual level) (e.g. Triandis, 2001).

With regard to the cultural level, one of the first and most important models was proposed by 
Hofstede (1980), who defined I as a focus on rights above duties, a concern for oneself and immediate 
family, an emphasis on personal autonomy and self-fulfillment, and the basis of one's identity on one's 
personal accomplishments. According to Hofstede et al. (2010), in individualistic societies, everyone 
is expected to take care of him- or herself and of his or her family, whereas in collectivistic ones, peo-
ple are connected into strong, cohesive in-groups, which protect them in exchange for unquestioning 
loyalty. Hofstede (2011) considered I and C as the opposite ends of a single cultural dimension, any 
indicator (measure) of I is presumed to be a measure of C. Hofstede devised an individualism index 
value (IDV). Initially, the index was proposed starting from an factor analysis study aimed at examin-
ing the results of a worldwide survey of IBM employee values (Hofstede, 2011). The survey questions 
were based on the level of importance that were placed on a set of fourteen work goals. These levels 
helped categorize them into different ends of the IDV (I vs. C) spectrum or different “poles” of this 
global cultural dimension. The dimension to be identified with either I or C was most closely associ-
ated with the individualist pole versus the collectivistic pole. A number of studies have subsequently 
been carried out covering 14–28 nations, with samples from a range of different populations. After 
validation research was performed, it helped to develop a clearer profile for the type of separation 
Hofstede was able to observe and what implications it may have cross-culturally. Other cross-national 
studies have been completed that helped to solidify the validity of the IDV dimension (Hofstede 
et al., 2010), confirming that the original IBM study still provided to be the best common denomina-
tor in practice (Hofstede et al., 2010). I-C in Hofstede's model allows scholars to distinguish between 
countries, but it does not distinguish between members of societies in individual cultural orientations.

Of interest, at the individual level, besides the distinction between I and C, in some cultures and 
for some individuals in different cultures, hierarchy is very important, and in-group authorities deter-
mine most social behavior, while in other cultures, and for other individuals, social behavior is more 
egalitarian. Accordingly, Triandis (1995) theoretically and empirically supported that I and C could 
be defined theoretically and empirically as composed of two dimensions: the vertical (V) (empha-
sizing hierarchy) and the horizontal one (H) (emphasizing equality) (Singelis et al., 1995; Triandis 
& Gelfand, 1998). Later studies supported this multidimensional model in different countries (e.g. 
Chiou, 2001; Guo et al., 2008; Gouveia et al., 2003; Li & Aksoy, 2007; Robert et al., 2006; Soh & 
Leong, 2002) finding four patterns: (1) vertical individualism (VI), characterized by the will of be-
coming distinguished and to acquire status through individual competition with others; (2) horizontal 
individualism (HI), which consists of desiring to be unique, distinct from groups, and highly self-
reliant; (3) vertical collectivism (VC), characterized by people who emphasize the integrity of the in-
group and support competition with out-groups, even by submitting their will to the authorities of the 
in-group; and (4) horizontal collectivism (HC), which concerns the wish to see themselves as being 
similar to others and emphasizes common goals with others, interdependence, and sociability, without 
the need of submission to authority (Germani et al., 2020a; Li et al., 2018). Triandis (1996) also pro-
posed a scale for measuring these four patterns at the individual level. Paquet and Kline (2009) found 
that Triandis's scale (1996) had the best factorial structure, construct validity, and reliability, compared 
with others. For the current study, Triandis's scale (1998) was used at the individual level, due to its 
capacity of measuring power as cultural factors. Power is a basic force in social relationships (Fiske, 
1993). The importance of measuring power was re-emphasized for cross-cultural research (Shavitt 
et al., 2006). The Triandis scale (1998) permits to distinguish different types of power, because VI is 
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associated with a personalized power concept and power is for status and personal advancement, while 
HC is associated with a socialized power concept, because power is for benefiting and helping others 
(Torelli & Shavitt., 2010).

The role of individualism–collectivism on life satisfaction

As stated above, LS is the individual's cognitive judgment on the compatibility of his or her own 
living conditions with the standards (Diener et al., 1985). It is often evaluated through a self-report 
questionnaire, the Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985). According to Ahuvia (2002), 
economic development leads to higher levels of national average SWB, not by increasing consump-
tion but by creating more individualistic cultures that encourage their members to pursue personal 
happiness over honor and meeting social obligations. Furthermore, as Krys et al. (2019) noted, I is a 
feature of so-called open societies, which encourage others-benefitting attitudes, such as tolerance, 
trust, civic engagement, and minimization of materialistic pressure. All together, I and these attitudes 
may interact, which results in improved LS levels.

Consistent with this, meta-analytic (Klug & Maier, 2014; Oyserman et al., 2002) and other re-
cent studies (e.g. Krys et al., 2019) showed that country I levels tend to be positively related to LS. 
These results provide evidence that individualistic societies afford an individual more freedom to 
choose his or her own life course and to attribute success to himself or herself. However, the evidence 
on the individual level is largely mixed. Both Kwan et  al.  (1997) based on college students from 
the United States of America (USA) and Hong Kong and Zalewska and Zawadzka (2016) based on 
Polish secondary school students found that both I and C were positively related to LS. On the other 
hand, Yetim (2003) in a Turkish sample and Zalewska (2018) among Polish university students found 
that I was positively correlated with LS, but C was negatively correlated with LS. It is important to 
specify that Kwan et al. (1997) focused on independent and interdependent self-identities using the 
scale by Singelis (1994), while Yetim (2003) administered the Individualism/Collectivism Scale de-
veloped by Hui (1998) and adapted to the Turkish culture by Goregenli (1995), while Zalewska and 
Zawadzka (2016) and Zalewska (2018) assessed V and H dimensions of I and C by using Triandis and 
Gelfand's scale (1998) and different components of SWB (including LS) in a superordinate construct. 
Specifically, Zalewska and Zawadzka (2016) found significant and positive links between SWB and 
HI, VC, and HC, with the latter having the strongest relationship. Zalewska (2018) showed that SWB 
was significantly and positively correlated with VI and HI, and significantly and negatively correlated 
with HC, but unrelated to VC. Therefore, the abovementioned studies found mixed results on the re-
lationship between I-C and LS.

Few studies investigated the relationship between LS and cultural factors at both cultural and in-
dividual levels. Cheng et al. (2016) found no relation between IDV and LS, but found a significant 
positive relation between I at the individual level and LS and between C at the individual level and 
LS. However, other studies have shown a relationship between I at the cultural level and LS (see 
Diener et al., 1995; Hofstede, 2001; Klug & Maier, 2014, for a review; Krys et al., 2019; Oyserman 
et al., 2002).

Moreover, it is important to underline that the aforementioned studies on LS and cultural factors 
(Cheng et al., 2016; Klug & Maier, 2014; Oyserman et al., 2002) were conducted among emerging 
adults, who generally do not focus on social obligations, duties, and commitments to others. According 
to Arnett (2007), they enjoy this self-focused freedom and take satisfaction in their progress toward 
self-sufficiency and autonomy. Moreover, both theoretical and empirical studies emphasized the im-
portance of both autonomy and intimacy or relatedness for emerging adults’ SWB (Arnett,  2000; 
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Germani et al., 2020b; Lapsley & Woodbury, 2016). Both autonomy and relatedness, as well as I and 
C, have to do with hierarchical and egalitarian dimensions, which might have specific relationships 
with LS during emerging adulthood, and these relationships might be different across different cul-
tures. In other words, distinguishing between V and H dimensions of I and C could provide novel 
information on the relationships between cultural factors and LS during this specific phase of life. 
Despite this, few studies have measured V and H dimensions of I-C at the individual level among 
emerging adults (Zalewska, 2018). Most of them, such as Cheng et al. (2016) and Kwan et al. (1997), 
focused on independent and interdependent self-identities using the scale by Singelis (1994).

The role of age and gender on LS and individual cultural factors

When considering LS and cultural factors, both age and gender require consideration as they might 
address some of the previously observed contradictory and mixed findings. Despite being modest in 
size, studies have provided evidence of gender differences in LS levels across countries (Meisenberg 
& Woodley, 2015). In some geographic areas and countries such as Protestant Europe, Muslim coun-
tries, East Asia, and Africa, females reported higher LS than males, but in others such as Catholic 
Europe, ex-communist countries, and Latin America, the trend was the opposite (Meisenberg 
& Woodley,  2015). Furthermore, SWB may increase developmentally with age (Blanchflower & 
Oswald, 2016; Lun & Bond, 2016), but the literature showed mixed results about the trend of LS 
during emerging adulthood and between different cultures, with the robust finding that LS declines 
toward the end of the life span (Baird et al., 2010).

Regarding individual cultural factors, both age and gender likely affect HI, VI, HC, and VC 
(Germani et al., 2020a; Shavitt et al., 2006). Males have shown significantly higher levels of VI than 
females, whereas females have reported higher levels of HC than males. Therefore, in males I appears 
to highlight status, power, and achievement through competition (VI), while in females, C seems to 
emphasize benevolence, sociability, common goals, and cooperation (HC). Finally, HC seems to in-
crease developmentally with age.

The present study

For all the abovementioned reasons, the current cross-cultural study sought to shed some light on the 
associations between cultural factors and LS among emerging adults, considering I and C both at cul-
tural and individual levels, while considering the V and H distinction, but also controlling for potential 
age and gender effects, both at the cultural and individual levels. The main two study aims included 
are as follows: (1) to compare levels of LS among emerging adults across four countries known to 
have very different levels of IDV, net any effects by age or gender (cultural level of analysis). It was 
hypothesised that there would exist differences in LS levels across countries, based on IDV scores. 
More specifically, it was expected that the higher the IDV score, the higher the LS would be; and (2) 
to examine relations between I and C and LS among such culturally distant emerging adults consider-
ing their H and V dimensions (in sum, four dimensions: HI, VI, HC, and VC), controlling for the ef-
fect of age and gender (individual level of analysis). There exists a paucity of work (Zalewska, 2018; 
Zalewska & Zawadzka, 2016) on the association between the multidimensional model of I-C and LS, 
which found mixed results. More specifically, those studies found mixed results about the relationship 
between I-C and different components of SWB (including LS) in a superordinate construct. However, 
other studies (Cheng et al., 2016; Kwan et al., 1997) on emerging adults found significant and positive 
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associations between both independent self-construal (a dimension correlated with HI but not with 
VI; Paquet & Kline, 2009) and interdependent self-construal (a dimension correlated with HC; Paquet 
& Kline, 2009) and LS. For this reason, it was expected that both HI (related to autonomy and self-
sufficiency) and HC (related to relatedness, interdependence) dimensions would be correlated with 
LS.

METHODS

Participants

This research was part of a collaboration between the University of Guangzhou (China), the 
Universities of Padova and Perugia (Italy), the University of Kentucky (USA), and the National 
Research University Higher School of Economics of Moscow (Russia). Convenience samples of 1760 
emerging adults (18–25 years old, Mage = 19.46, SDage = 1.50; male = 30.5%), from four different 
countries (i.e. China, Italy, Russia, and the USA), with known very different levels of IDV accord-
ing to Hofstede's model (Hofstede et  al.,  2010; https://www.hofst​ede-insig​hts.com/produ​ct/compa​
re-count​ries) and the revision of this dimension made by Minkov et al. (2017), were recruited. Data 
collection occurred during the same academic year across the four countries. Participants were re-
cruited from four public universities enrolled mostly in social and behavioral science courses in each 
country.

According to Hofstede's model and its revision, the USA (IDV = 91 and 33) and Italy (IDV = 76 
and 5) are individualistic countries, whereas Russia (IDV  =  39 and −21) and China (IDV  =  20 
and −31) are collectivistic countries. Demographics characteristics of the four samples are shown 
in Table  1. One-way ANOVAs showed that mean age was significantly different across countries 
(F(3, 1756) = 413.58, p < .001), consistent with the different school systems. The post hoc comparisons 
with a Bonferroni correction provided evidence that Italian participants were the oldest ones, followed 
by the Chinese, American, and Russian ones (at the same levels). Results from a chi-square test high-
lighted that the distribution by gender across countries was not equal (�2

( 3 )
 = 34.21, p < .001). The 

percentage of males was the highest among Chinese emerging adults, followed by Italian, Russian, 
and the American ones.

Procedure

Data collection was completed following the ethical standards and guidelines for conducting research 
outlined in the Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct (American Psychological 

T A B L E  1   Demographic characteristics of samples and individualism index value (IDV)

Nation n % Male Age (SD)
IDV (Hofstede 
et al., 2010)

IDV (Minkov 
et al., 2017)

China 529 39.5 19.10 (0.95) 20 −31

Italy 466 30.5 21.05 (1.54) 76 5

Russia 327 25.1 18.80 (0.94) 39 −21

USA 438 23.7 18.71 (1.00) 91 33

Total 1760 30.5 19.46 (1.50)

https://www.hofstede-insights.com/product/compare-countries
https://www.hofstede-insights.com/product/compare-countries
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Association,  2010). Data collection procedures were reviewed and approved by local ethics com-
mittees or an Institutional Review Board. College students were recruited through face-to-face in-
teractions, through study flyers and leaflets, or through electronic advertising. Participants provided 
their informed consent for participation, and participation in this anonymous study was completely 
voluntary. Graduate students hosted the administration of a paper-and-pencil survey during class time. 
A small number of participants completed questionnaires outside of class time and returned them 
directly to researchers.

Measures

Cultural-level variable

Individualism index value (IDV)
I (vs. C) of each country was established by the individualism index value (Hofstede et al., 2010) 
(IDV), and the revision of this dimension was made by Minkov et al. (2017). The index refers to the 
degree to which individuals expect members of their in-group to look after them in exchange for un-
questioning loyalty (C) versus they are expected to take care of themselves and their relatives (I). This 
index ranges from 0 (most collectivistic) to 100 (most individualistic).

Individual-level variables

Horizontal and Vertical Individualism and Collectivism Scale (INDCOL)
The Horizontal and Vertical Individualism and Collectivism Scale (INDCOL) (Triandis & 
Gelfand, 1998), 16-item self-report version, was used for measuring HI, VI, HC, and VC at the indi-
vidual level. It is based on a 9-point Likert scale, from “I totally disagree” (1) to “I totally agree” (9). 
Each dimension can range from 1 to 9 (mean total score). Previous studies among Chinese, Italian, 
Russian, and American samples have found acceptable internal consistency (Cronbach's alpha range: 
.65–.77; Germani et al., 2020a; Li et al., 2018; Soh & Leong, 2002; Wu et al., 2014). In the current 
study, standardised Cronbach's α(s) with confidence intervals (CI) were calculated to assess internal 
consistency. An alpha of .65–.80 is often considered “adequate” for a scale used in human dimen-
sions research (Vaske et al., 2016). As shown in Table 2, Cronbach's alphas ranged from .53 (inad-
equate) to .75 (adequate) (Vaske et al., 2016). The lowest values were found in the Chinese sample 
(VI and VC).

T A B L E  2   Internal consistency of main study variables by country

LS
α [95% CI]

HI
α [CI]

VI
α [CI]

HC
α [CI]

VC
α [CI]

China .84 [0.82, 0.86] .61 [0.55, 0.66] .53 [0.46, 0.59] .68 [0.63, 0.72] .54 [0.47, 0.60]

Italy .85 [0.82, 0.87] .72 [0.68, 0.76] .75 [0.71, 0.78] .68 [0.63, 0.73] .62 [0.56, 0.67]

Russia .81 [0.78, 0.84] .71 [0.66, 0.76] .65 [0.58, 0.71] .70 [0.64, 0.75] .71 [0.66, 0.76]

USA .86 [0.84, 0.88] .75 [0.71, 0.79] .72 [0.68, 0.76] .65 [0.59, 0.70] .71 [0.66, 0.75]

Abbreviations: HC, horizontal collectivism; HI, horizontal individualism; LS, life satisfaction; VC, vertical collectivism; VI, vertical 
individualism.
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Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS)
LS was assessed by the Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985; Pavot & Diener, 1993). It 
assesses the cognitive component of SWB, that is the one's overall life satisfaction. It is a 5-item self-
report questionnaire based on a 7-point Likert scale, from “I completely disagree” (1) to “I completely 
agree” (7). A sample item reads: “In most ways, my life is close to my ideal.” The average score 
across the five items forms the LS total score, which may range from 1 to 7. The higher the score, 
the higher the LS. This measure has been extensively validated and utilized around the world (Cheng 
et al., 2016; Kuppens et al., 2008). It showed good internal consistency (Cronbach's alpha) ranging 
from .80 to .89 and a test–retest reliability ranging from 0.84 (one month) to 0.54 (4 years) (Pavot & 
Diener, 1993). A recent cross-cultural study (Cheng et al., 2016) found Cronbach's alpha ranging from 
.64 (China) to .86 (the USA). Cronbach's alphas with confidence intervals (CI) for the present study 
are reported in Table 2. They were adequate (Vaske et al., 2016) ranging from .81 to .86.

Data analysis

In order to control for age and gender, country differences on LS levels were tested with an ANCOVA, 
where age and gender were added as covariates. Effect size was measured using partial eta-squared, in 
which small, medium, and large effects were 0.0099, 0.0588, and 0.1379, respectively (Cohen, 1988). 
Therefore, significant main effects or interactions as to p-value with partial eta-squared lower than 
0.0099 were not considered, due to being trivial. Subsequently, the post hoc pairwise tests with a 
Bonferroni correction were completed, and therefore, each comparison between pairs of two countries 
was considered significant if the p-value was <.008 (.008 = .05/6 comparisons).

Finally, partial correlations were computed to examine the relationships among HI, VI, HC, VC, 
and LS across countries, controlling for age and gender. Due to multiple correlations (k = 4) in each 
group and due to the risk of capitalizing on chance along, the p level was adjusted to reflect this. More 
specifically, we applied a correction (.05/4) such that results would be considered significant if p 
was <.0125 (.0125 = .05/4 correlations; Cupples et al., 1984; Curtin & Schulz, 1998; Meinert, 1986; 
Morrison, 1976). Correlation sizes were interpreted following recommendations by Cohen (1992), 
with correlation coefficients of .10, .30, and .50 representing low, medium, and high effect sizes, re-
spectively. Therefore, significant correlations based on p-values with Pearson's r lower than |.10| were 
not considered, because they are negligible in size.

RESULTS

With regard to the aim and hypothesis 1, at the cultural level, the ANCOVA showed a significant 
country effect on LS (F(3) = 46.97, p < .001, �2

p
 = .074). The effect of gender on LS was not signifi-

cant (F(1) = 1.28, p = .257, �2
p
 = .001), and its interaction with country was negligible (F(3) = 3.08, 

p = .027, �2
p
 = .005). Also, the effect of age on LS was negligible (F(1) = 4.84, p = .028, �2

p
 = .003). 

The post hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni test indicated that the mean score for American 
emerging adults (M = 4.91, SD = 1.25) was significantly different (p < .008) than that for Italian 
ones (M = 4.39, SD = 1.18); in turn, they were significantly different (p < .008) from the Russian 
(M = 4.08, SD = 1.31) and Chinese (M = 3.87, SD = 1.23) ones. However, the Russian score did not 
significantly differ from the Chinese one. Results of the post hoc tests are shown in Figure 1. These 
results provide evidence that the higher the IDV country score, the higher the average LS score, net 
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any effects by age and gender, in the following order: American, Italian, Russian, and Chinese emerg-
ing adults.

Shifting to the aim and hypothesis 2, at the individual level, partial correlations between selected 
variables are shown in Table 3. Overall, LS was significantly and positively correlated with HC and 
VC (two collectivistic dimensions), whereas it was unrelated to HI and VI (two individualistic di-
mensions). More specifically, with regard to the collectivistic dimensions, across all groups, LS was 
associated with HC. The observed effect with VC was medium for the Italian emerging adults, low for 
Russian and American ones, and unrelated for Chinese emerging adults.

DISCUSSION

The cognitive component of well-being, namely LS, seems to be affected by both the phase of life or 
developmental period (Luhmann et al., 2012) and cultural factors (Cheng et al., 2016). The latter can 
be differentiated at both cultural and individual levels. Research has shown that in order to better un-
derstand the role of cultural factors in LS, it is crucial to take both levels into account. However, very 

F I G U R E  1   Country-related differences on life satisfaction levels: post hoc comparisons 
Note. Each error bars depict the standard deviation of the mean score; * p < .008

Note. each error bars depict the standard deviation of the mean score; * p < .008.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7
*

*
*

*
*

China (IDV=20) Russia (IDV=39) Italy (IDV=76) U.S.A. (IDV=91)

LS score

T A B L E  3   Partial correlations between variables at the individual level in all groups, controlling for age and 
gender

HI VI HC VC

LS of Chinese −.01 −.07 .13* .10

LS of Italian .09 −.03 .29* .29*

LS of Russian .06 −.07 .19* .23*

LS of American −.03 −.11 .21* .17*

Abbreviations: HC, horizontal collectivism; HI, horizontal individualism; LS, life satisfaction; VC, vertical collectivism; VI, vertical 
individualism.

*p < .0125. 
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few studies have done so. Furthermore, in general emerging adults do not care about social obliga-
tions and hierarchical relationships; the role of power and power distance as cultural factors on SWB 
were emphasized; therefore, it is important to test the relationships between LS and those individual 
cultural factors that allow an assessment of these specific aspects (i.e. V and H dimensions of I and C). 
Also, in a cross-cultural comparison, it is important to control for the role of both age and gender on 
LS. A paucity of studies has focused on the core developmental period of emerging adulthood (ages 
18–25). And, last but not least, most studies that have measured I and C at the individual level through 
a questionnaire did not show a coherent factor structure for independent self-construal (seen as I).

The findings of the present study confirmed a positive relation between I and LS at the cultural 
level, as hypothesised with regard to the first aim. In other words, the higher the I is, the higher the LS 
will be. Concerning the second aim and hypothesis, at the individual level, the higher the collectivis-
tic orientation is, the higher the LS will be (Cheng et al., 2016). However, no significant association 
was found between LS and individualistic orientation. Looking more deeply at the differences on 
LS levels by culture and consistent with previous studies (Diener et al., 1995; Hofstede, 2001; Klug 
& Maier, 2014; Krys et al., 2019; Kuppens et al., 2008; Oyserman et al., 2002), but not with Cheng 
et al. (2016), it seems that IDV of a culture has a consistent relationship with LS. It is noteworthy 
that this result is meaningful even if we consider the revision of Hofstede's IDV dimension made by 
Minkov et al. (2017). The new national IDV dimension provided evidence that the USA and Italy are 
more individualistic countries, whereas Russia and China are more collectivistic ones, the same order 
found by Hofstede. Therefore, in the present study, not only American and Italian emerging adults who 
live in individualistic countries—where personal achievement and individual rights are celebrated and 
emphasized—but also individuals who stand up for themselves and their immediate family and choose 
their own affiliations reported more LS than their counterparts who live in collectivistic countries (i.e. 
Russia and China). In addition, American emerging adults reported greater LS than Italian ones, based 
on the highest IDV country score. The dissimilar results as compared to Cheng et al. (2016) could be 
explained by considering that their study used unbalanced groups for gender and age, a combination 
of two indices for measuring I of nations and controlled for gross national income per capita (GNI).

Since IDV is related to mobility between social classes and on national wealth (Hofstede, 1980), 
it seems plausible that these aspects could impact LS. Referring to mobility between social classes, it 
has to do with another cultural dimension, namely power distance. This dimension deals with the fact 
that all individuals in societies are not equal, and it is defined as the extent to which the less powerful 
members of institutions and organisations within a country expect that power is distributed unequally. 
Both Chinese and Russian power distance scores are much higher than Italian and American ones 
(Hofstede et al., 2010). Therefore, the differences on LS across nations may be explained in a more 
comprehensive way when considering both IDV and the power distance dimensions. Russian and 
Chinese emerging adults, who are culturally accustomed to plan their future, may be less satisfied be-
cause of perceiving more social inequality and therefore less possibilities or opportunities. Referring 
to national wealth, in 2018, the gross domestic product (GDP, current USA$) of study countries fol-
lowed this order: 20.5 B (USA); 13.6 B (China); 2.1 B (Italy); and 1.6 B (Russia) (The World Bank 
Group, 2019). Therefore, in the present study, IDV levels were not related to GDP, which in turn 
was not related to LS. However, in 2018, the GNI (current USA$) in the study countries followed 
this order: 62.9 T (the USA); 33.5 T (Italy); 10.2 T (Russia); and 9.5 T (China) (The World Bank 
Group, 2019). Thus, GNI might have affected LS levels (Oyserman et al., 2002).

Shifting to the individual level of analysis, across study countries, I (both HI and VI) was unrelated 
to LS. Other studies (e.g. Cheng et al., 2016; Kwan et al., 1997; Zalewska, 2018) had found associ-
ations between them; the present study also hypothesised a positive correlation between HI and LS 
(Cheng et al., 2016; Kwan et al., 1997) and considered the importance of autonomy and independence 
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as resource of LS for emerging adults. With regard to the inconsistent results vis-à-vis the literature 
(e.g. Cheng et al., 2016; Zalewska, 2018), some possible explanations might be the consideration of a 
different developmental period (i.e. 18–25 in the current paper, 18–30 in some of the previous ones), 
the effects of age and gender on LS that were not addressed in previous studies, and/or the different 
questionnaires used, which measure similar (but not the same) constructs with different psychometric 
properties (Paquet & Kline, 2009). More specifically, although Zalewska (2018) used Triandis and 
Gelfand's scale (1998) to assess individual cultural orientation of emerging adults, their associations 
with different components of SWB (including LS) in a superordinate construct were tested. Moreover, 
the majority of the abovementioned studies referred to the Self-Construal Scale (Singelis, 1994) for 
measuring independent and interdependent self-construal. In the cross-cultural literature, independent 
and interdependent self-construal is often used interchangeably with I and C, respectively (Heine 
et al., 2002). However, referring to independent self-construal, it is important to note that some items 
such as “I value being in good health above everything,” “Being able to take care of myself is a pri-
mary concern for me,” “Having a lively imagination is important to me,” and “I am the same person 
at home that I am at school” appear to be far from those central for the individualist traits. At the same 
time, they seem to have something to do with attention in well-being and a good self-confidence. 
These aspects could be some facets more related to LS. In addition, independent self-construal showed 
acceptable internal consistency only in very few countries (Cheng et al., 2016). Also, it showed lower 
internal consistency than VI and HI in a study (Paquet & Kline, 2009) that compared these scales. 
In the same study, none of the 12 independence items from the Self-Construal Scale (Singelis, 1994) 
tested for statistical significance loaded on its respective factor. With regard to construct validity, 
independent self-construal showed significant and positive correlation with medium effect size with 
HI and individualism dimension of Oyserman's scale (Oyserman et  al.,  2002) and no significant 
correlation with VI. Instead, both HI and VI were positively related to individualism dimension of 
Oyserman's scale with medium to large effect sizes. Based on all of this evidence, it seems that re-
searchers need to consider using independent self-construal for measuring I at the individual level. In 
any case, the present findings did not support the hypothesis that at the individual level, individualism 
and independence are positively associated with LS in emerging adulthood (e.g. Cheng et al., 2016; 
Kwan et al., 1997; Yetim, 2003; Zalewska, 2018). However, as argued by Kagitcibasi (2005), it is im-
portant to distinguish autonomy from individualistic traits of personality. Further studies should assess 
autonomy, in addition to HI and VC.

Shifting to collectivistic traits, consistent with the literature (Cheng et al., 2016; Kwan et al., 1997; 
Oyserman et al., 2002), they were positively associated with LS. It is important to consider that other 
studies (Yetim, 2003; Zalewska, 2018) based on Turkish and Polish university students, respectively, 
found that collectivism was negatively associated with LS. However, Yetim (2003) used the same 
questionnaires, but without considering V and H dimensions. Maybe, as discussed by Yetim, 2003, 
those findings might be related to the specific cultural context. Nevertheless, the current study re-
sults suggest that LS seems to be associated with interdependence and sociability, regardless of the 
cultural context in which an individual resides. Instead, LS seems to be linked to successful exe-
cution of social roles and obligations in Russian and particularly Italian boys and girls. This could 
be related to how these four societies deal with uncertainty and an unknown future, which char-
acterize emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2004). Both Italy and Russia have rigid codes of belief and 
behaviors, are intolerant of unorthodox behavior and ideas, and tend to be risk-avoidant (Hofstede 
et al., 2010). Therefore, emerging adults who live in these societies which emphasize the integrity of 
the in-group, may achieve good life satisfaction by submitting their will to the authorities of the in-
group. Moreover, in the Italian context, young people's transition to adulthood is strongly intertwined 
with family relationships (Crocetti & Meeus, 2014). At the same time, LS is not related to VC among 
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Chinese. Since family allocentrism is strictly related to VC (Germani et al., 2020a; Sato, 2007), VC 
may be positively related to LS among Chinese. However, the VC subscale in the Chinese sample 
had very low internal consistency, thus might be a measurement artifact. With regard to the USA, it 
is important to note that Kwan et al. (1997) found no relation between interdependent self and LS in 
an American sample, while in the current study, significant and positive associations between LS and 
the two C dimensions were found. Overall, it is remarkable and unexpected that VC, namely family 
connectedness and the duty to take care of own family even by sacrificing one's own needs, seems to 
be a positive asset for LS during emerging adulthood in different cultures. This seems consistent with 
recent research, which found that family and social relationships are widely acknowledged as basic 
happiness components, across countries, and with very little variation by age and gender (Delle Fave 
et al., 2016).

It is important to clarify that effect sizes of the abovementioned correlations are small to medium 
according to Cohen (1992). However, they referred to partial correlations, net the effects by age or 
gender. Moreover, effect sizes in the present study should be considered typical according to a recent 
study based on 708 meta-analytically derived correlations, which found that less than 3% of correla-
tions in the literature were large as r = .50 and accordingly recommended to consider correlations of 
.10, .20, and .30 as relatively small, typical, and relatively large (Gignac & Szodorai, 2016).

The current findings should be interpreted with some caution. First, this study exclusively relied on 
self-reports and thus suffers from mono-method bias. Future research should adopt multiple methods 
to delve into these issues. For instance, future research might use experimental methods to exam-
ine whether priming participants to be in a mental state of individualistic/collectivistic orientation 
(Oyserman & Lee, 2008) tested whether this would affect their momentary life satisfaction.

Second, this study recruited convenience samples of college students, which limits the generaliz-
ability of study findings. Future studies might employ random sampling, which would ensure greater 
generalizability. Third, findings can not be interpreted as implying causality, as the data were exclu-
sively cross-sectional. Future work that collects longitudinal data will be better able to address and 
test issues of causality. Fourth, some of the scales had for China a low Cronbach's alpha. It would 
be important to test the psychometric properties of the INDCOL among this population. And last, 
it is important to clarify that as a recent study found, using collectivism-themed measures of well-
being such as family-interdependent happiness, no significant association with IDV was observed. In 
other words, LS as measured in most cross-cultural studies like the present one may be considered 
as an individualism-themed type of well-being (Krys et al., 2019). More generally, in well-being re-
search, the term happiness is often used as synonymous with life satisfaction; however, lay people's 
understanding of happiness includes other components (Delle Fave et al., 2016). Also, with regard to 
measurement of I-C at the individual level, in addition to the aforementioned measures, recently, a 
revision of the conceptualization and measurement of independent and interdependent self-construal 
with a new seven-dimensional model was proposed, which showed good psychometric properties 
(Vignoles et al., 2016). Therefore, further cross-cultural studies will have to take into account and fur-
ther test other conceptualizations, models, measures of cultural factors and quality of life, happiness, 
and well-being.

Notwithstanding, the present study provides support for the significant link at the individual level 
between allocentrism, interdependence, sociability, the wish of having common goals with others 
and LS, and independent of nation, during emerging adulthood. It informs researchers to consider 
other cultural dimensions for assessment and comparison of LS in emerging adults from different 
cultures, such as power distance. It also provides new knowledge differentiating between the V and 
H dimensions of individual cultural factors, consistent with findings by Shavitt et al. (2006) who had 
re-emphasized the importance of power and power distance as cultural factors, and proposing the use 
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of Triandis’ (1995) multidimensional model. The present findings indicate a positive link for emerg-
ing adults between the emphasis on the integrity of the in-group—in particular related to one's own 
family—even by submitting their will to the authorities of the in-group and LS, independent of nation. 
Overall, the result indicates that among emerging adults, whether the social environment appears sta-
ble (duties, obligations) and the self appears in flux or changeable (ready to fit into the environment) 
is positively associated with LS.

Finally, as suggested by the evidence from other studies (e.g. Cheng et al., 2016; Li et al., 2015), 
the present work makes researchers examine in greater depth the link between components of SWB 
and I, measured by different tools, as well as at different levels (cultural and individual), and distin-
guishing I from autonomy (Kagitcibasi, 2005), in order to make it clearer.
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