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Abstract

Negative self-assessment of one’s ability to interpret social context has been
linked to psychological distress, manifesting as anxiety and depression. Few
studies, however, have examined what individual skills and traits are present
in those who score highly in self-assessments of their ability to interpret social
context. Because Japanese culture places a high value on the collective good
and one’s ability to adapt one’s behavior to a situation, this study also added
the variable of the collective good to better understand factors associated with
positive self-assessments of contextual awareness. This study was conducted at
two universities, involving 603 students, and used self-completed anonymous
questionnaires as well as a Revised Self-Monitoring scale, a Yamaguchi’s Col-
lectivism Scale, and self-rated ability to interpret social context while attend-
ing a class. The results and implications of this study include the finding that
self-monitoring skills may be acquired, rather than viewed as innate traits,
which could allow individuals to work toward better social adjustment through
developing improved contextual awareness skills.
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1. Introduction
1.1. The Importance of Contextual Awareness

Contextual awareness, defined as “inferring an understanding of a particular

situation from the context or social environment and adapting one’s behavior to
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suit the situation” (Saito, 2007; Tanaka & Miyamae, 2010), is a crucial compo-
nent in university students’ social lives and is highly valued in Japanese tradi-
tional culture. Recent research in Japan has probed the reasons for the recent in-
crease in the number of people unable to “read” or interpret social context and

who are thus lacking in contextual awareness (Aikawa & Tomita, 2007).

1.2. The Importance of Positive Self-Assessment Regarding
Contextual Awareness

A relationship between a negative self-assessment of social competence and
psychological distress has been established in prior studies (Bédard, Bouffard, &
Pansu, 2014; Gable & Shean, 2000), which revealed that negative self-assessments
such as “I may not be able to interpret social context” are associated with psy-
chological distress. Additionally, research shows that young adults in Japan are
strongly defensive toward being set apart from their peers, in either real or per-
ceived social isolation (Yoshida, 2003). Thus, it is reasonable that research has
also shown that self-assessment indicating a lack of contextual awareness may
contribute to anxiety and depression. Accordingly, a positive self-assessment of
one’s ability to interpret social context is important for mental health.

Few studies, however, have examined what individual skills are present in
those who score highly in self-assessments of contextual awareness. In a prelim-
inary study, self-monitoring, defined as “a personality trait that makes individu-
als pay attention to social situations so that they can change their behaviors to fit
the situations,” was strongly related to a positive self-assessment of contextual
awareness (Fukuda, Kobayashi, Komuro, Wakisaka, & Asakura, 2011). That
study had two significant limitations. First, the sample size was small and unre-
presentative of the general population, as it primarily consisted of young men at
a single university, and second, it examined only the association between
self-rated contextual awareness values and self-monitoring skills, with no other

variables included as controls.

1.3. Aims of the Current Study

This study examined the relationships among self-assessment of contextual
awareness, self-monitoring, and the collective good among university students.
In Japan, a high value is placed on the collective good, or on putting group aims
ahead of individual aims; thus, in the present study, the collective good was
added as a value to the model to better understand what skills or characteristics

are associated with positive self-assessments of contextual awareness.

2. Methods

The study was conducted in April and October 2011 at two national universities
(A university and B university), involving 703 undergraduate students as partic-
ipants. The authors hypothesized that contextual awareness may be different

with regard to city size and college majors. Therefore, we chose two universities
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with distinctive features. A university is located in an urban area, whereas B
university is located in a suburban area. Also, A university is a science university,
specializing in marine and science technologies, whereas B university is a more
generalized university with science and liberal arts majors. Students from the
engineering department at A university and students from the literature de-
partment at B university participated in this study. The students were asked to
fill out self-completed anonymous questionnaires that included four questions
relating to demographic data (age, academic year, sex, and number of siblings),
as well as a Revised Self-Monitoring (RSM) scale (11 items) and a Yamaguchi’s
Collectivism Scale (14 items), and to self-rate their ability to interpret social

context while actively attending a class (2 items).

2.1. The Revised Self-Monitoring Scale

Self-monitoring was measured using the Japanese version of the Revised
Self-Monitoring (RSM) scale, as originally developed by Lennox & Wolfe (1984),
and widely used (Fujioka & Takahashi, 2008; Iwabuchi, Tanaka, & Nakazato,
1982) as a reliable and valid measurement tool consisting of 11 items that meas-
ure two variables, namely: 1) the ability to modify self-presentation, and 2) sen-
sitivity to the expressive behavior of others. Each item was assessed on a 6-point
scale, with possible scores ranging from 6 to 30 for the ability to modify
self-presentation and from 6 to 36 for sensitivity to the expressive behavior of
others. Along this scale, the higher the score, the higher the level of ability re-

lated to each variable.

2.2. The Yamaguchi's Collectivism Scale

The Yamaguchi’s Collectivism Scale was originally developed by Yamaguchi,
Kuhlman, and Sugimori (1995) and consists of 14 items, with each item assessed
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “describes me very well” to “does not de-
scribe me at all.” Possible scores ranged from 14 to 70; the higher the score, the

higher the level of the collective good. Items were introduced in Appendix.

2.3. The Self-Rated Ability to Interpret Social Context

After explaining the definition of “interpreting social context” to participants of
the present study, we asked the following two questions: 1) How do you rate
your ability to interpret social context? and 2) Would you like to change your
ability to interpret social context? The first question was rated on a 5-point scale
ranging from “cannot interpret social context at all” to “interpret social context

too much,” with the second question requiring a yes/no answer.

2.4, Statistical Analyses

This study examined the collected descriptive statistics on self-monitoring, the
collective good, self-rated ability to interpret social context, and demographic

data. Multivariate logistic regression was used to calculate odds ratios and 95
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percent confidence intervals to examine the association between participants’
self-rated ability to interpret social context (or contextual awareness) and
self-monitoring. The variables considered in the models were age, sex, number
of siblings, Yamaguchi’s Collectivism Scale metrics, and subscales of the RSM.
All statistical analyses were performed using SPSS 18.0 for Windows (Japan
IBM, Tokyo, Japan), with significance defined as p < 0.05. Missing values in the
variables which used for multivariate logistic regression (age, sex, the presence
or absence of siblings, or Yamaguchi’s Collectivism Scale, the RSM scale: the
ability to modify self-presentation and sensitivity to the expressive behavior of
others) were excluded for the analysis. The present study was designed in accor-
dance with the principles of the Helsinki Declaration, and questionnaires were
processed to assure anonymity, with a reply considered as consent to participate.
This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Tokyo Gakugei University
on April 4, 2011 (#32).

3. Results and Discussion

Demographic data and the average questionnaire scores are summarized in Ta-
ble 1, revealing that the response rate was 85.5 percent (603 students), average
age was 20.5, and 78.9 percent (476 students) were male. Eighty students (13.3
percent) were from one-child families, while 523 students had siblings. Table 2
shows the rates of participants’ self-rated ability to interpret social context; for

example, 3.2 percent responded with “cannot interpret social context at all”

Table 1. Demographic data and average scores of the questionnaires.

n %
Institutions
A university 532 88.2
B university 71 11.8
Sex
Male 476 78.9
Female 127 21.1
Siblings
No 80 13.3
Yes 523 86.7
Mean + SD
Age 20.5+3.0
Revised Self-Monitoring (RSM) scale
Ability to modify self-presentation 192+3.1
Sensitivity to expressive behavior of others 22.0£5.9
Yamaguchi’s Collectivism Scale
Yamaguchi’s Collectivism Scale 423 +£59
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Table 2. Self-rated abilities to interpret social context.

N (%)
1) How do you rate your ability to cannot interpret social context at all (G1) 19 (3.2%)
interpret social context? cannot interpret social context very well (G2) 117 (19.4%)
can interpret social context a little (G3) 282 (46.8%)
can interpret social context very well (G4) 153 (25.4%)
interpret social context too much (G5) 32 (5.3%)
2) Would you like to change your
) owcyou ngeyour s 181 (30.3%)
ability to interpret social
No 417 (69.7%)

context?

(G1), while 25.4 percent felt that they “can interpret social context very well”
(G4). The most common response (at 46.8 percent) was “can interpret social
context a little” (G3). Table 3 shows a cross-tabulation of the variables of par-
ticipants’ self-rated ability to interpret social context with the proportion of
students that would like to change their self-rated ability to interpret social
context.

The five groups were divided into two groups to conduct logistic regression
analysis, namely: 1) G1 and G2; and 2) G3, G4 and G5. As shown in Table 4, the
self-rated ability to interpret social context was not related to age, sex, the pres-
ence or absence of siblings, or Yamaguchi’s Collectivism Scale; however, it was
significantly related to the subscales of the RSM scale: the ability to modify
self-presentation and sensitivity to the expressive behavior of others (OR 1.09, 95
percent CI 1.00 - 1.18; OR 1.11, 95 percent CI 1.05 - 1.18) (Table 4).

For a supplemental analysis, the five groups were then divided into three
groups to conduct analysis of variance, with the RSM scale as dependent varia-
ble, namely: 1) G1 and G2; 2) G3 and G4; and 3) G5. The results indicated a sig-
nificant correlation with the RSM subscales (Table 5). Furthermore, a multiple
comparison analysis indicated that G3 and G4 (“can interpret social context”),
and GI and G2 (“cannot interpret social context”) were significantly different
from one another, as were G5 (“interpret social context too much”) and G1 and

G2 (“cannot interpret social context”).

3.1. Summary of Findings

This study used a cross-sectional design employing questionnaire surveys to re-
veal the relationships between university students’ self-assessed ability to interp-
ret social context, self-monitoring, and the collective good. The results demon-
strated that the higher students scored on “ability to modify self-presentation”
and “sensitivity to the expressive behavior of others,” both sub-factors of
self-monitoring, the more likely they were to positively assess themselves as able
to interpret social context (Table 4, Table 5). This correlation was consistent
with that of a similar pilot study, which suggested a relationship between
self-monitoring and contextual awareness. Conversely, a relationship between

the collective good and the self-assessed ability to interpret social context was
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Table 3. Cross-tabulation of two variables related to interpreting social context: “the
self-rated ability” by “intention to change their ability”.

2) Would you like to change your ability to
interpret social context?

Yes (%) No (%) Total
1) How do you rate your ability to interpret
social context?
Cannot interpret social context at all/cannot
66 (49.3) 68 (50.7) 134 (100)

interpret social context very well (G1, G2)

Can interpret social context a little/can interpret

101 (23.4 331 (76.6 432 (100
social context very well (G3, G4) ( ) ( ) (100)

Interpret social context too much (G5) 14 (43.8) 18 (56.63) 32 (100)

Total 181(30.3) 417 (69.7) 598 (100)

Table 4. Logistic regression analysis: factors related to participants’ self-related ability to
interpret social context.

Variables OR SE 93% Cl pvalue
Lower Upper
Demographic data
Age 1.02 0.04 0.94 1.11 0.63
Sex 0.89 0.27 0.52 1.50 0.65
Siblings (NO vs YES) 1.11 0.31 0.60 2.04 0.75

Revised Self-monitoring (RSM) scale
Ability to modify self-presentation 1.09 0.04 1.00 1.17 0.04
Sensitivity to expressive behavior of others  1.11 0.03 1.05 1.18 0.00
Yamaguchi’s Collectivism Scale

Yamaguchi’s Collectivism Scale 1.02 0.02 1.00 1.07 0.10

OR = Odds Ratio, SE = Standard Error, CI = Confidence Interval.

Table 5. ANOVA: Difference in self-monitoring level between the degrees of interpreting
social context.

Group A GroupB  Group C Tukey Multiple
Variables M+SD M%=SD M=*SD p Comparisons
RSM scale
Ability

179+£32 19.6+2.7 194+55 0.00 Group A < GroupB, C
to modify self-presentation P P

itivit
Sensitivity . 19.6+£49 226+43 235+57 002 Group A < Group B, C
to expressive behavior of

Group A = “cannot interpret social context” (G1, G2); Group B = “can interpret social context” (G3, G4);
Group C = “interpret social context too much” (G5); RSM scale = Revised Self-monitoring scale; M = Mean,
SD = Standard Difference.

not found (Table 4). Also, the results showed that people who indicated that

they can interpret social context tend not want to change their ability to do so,
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unlike people who indicated that they cannot interpret social context and those
who indicated that they interpret social context too much (Table 3). People who
answered that they can interpret social context might satisfy their self-assessed

ability to interpret social context and do not feel to change their abilities.

3.2. Reasons for the Relationship between Self-Monitoring and
the Self-Assessed Ability to Interpret Social Context

In this study, self-monitoring and the self-assessed ability to interpret social
context were considered to be related because they both require social skills in-
tended for social adjustment. As stated, self-monitoring is defined as the ability
to monitor whether or not one’s behavior is socially appropriate and to modify
said behavior accordingly (Snyder, 1974), and interpreting social context is a so-
cial skill involving speaking and behaving appropriately in accordance with the
motivations and emotions of others (Hidaka & Kosugi, 2012; Lau, Fung, Wang,
& Kang, 2009; Oishi, 2009). As such, both self-monitoring and self-assessment
can be interpreted as behavioral traits for understanding a particular situation
and practicing self-control based on a motivation to adjust oneself to society.
Prior research has also indicated the possibility that, within some Asian cultures,
assessing oneself as unable to interpret social context can trigger social anxiety
(Lau et al., 2009). Japanese culture, for example, exerts particular pressure on
members of a group who are different to either conform or risk exclusion (Mo-
rita & Kiyonaga, 1994); additionally, Japanese people often associate being dif-
ferent with feelings of shame (Toda, 1997), and they are more likely than some
other cultures to use expressions of self-deprecation to avoid being seen as dif-
ferent (Suzuki & Yamagishi, 2004). In short, both self-monitoring (monitoring
one’s own behavior) and contextual awareness (understanding the motivations
and emotions of others) among Japanese students can be interpreted as individ-
ual social behaviors that develop within a context of a uniquely Japanese pres-

sure to conform in order to preserve harmony.

3.3. Reasons for the Lack of Relationship between the Collective
Good and Self-Assessment of Interpreting Social Context

This study did not, however, demonstrate a relationship between the collective
good and participants’ self-assessed ability to interpret social context. This out-
come is most likely due to the objective of interpreting social context among the
Japanese university student participants not being related to the pursuit of group
benefit. Modern Japanese students are likely to avoid confrontation or conflict
with friends, often using contextual awareness as a means to prevent issues from
arising (Doi, 2008). Japanese people’s objective when interpreting social context
has been seen as “unselfish” and “not assertive” (Hidaka & Kosugi, 2012), and it
may best be described as a passive motivation to avoid standing out in or being
excluded from a group rather than as an active motivation to foster harmony.
This avoidance of confrontation, however, can cause people to back down easily,

leaving them unable to say no (Wada, 2007). This study also indicated that in-
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terpreting social context by Japanese students was not necessarily based on col-

lective good reasoning.

3.4. The Possibility of Clinical Applications

As discussed in the introduction, assessing oneself as able to interpret social
context has been linked to psychological health in university students. Taking
into consideration the results of this study, being satisfied with one’s ability to
interpret social context appears more as a key factor to positive psychological
health, rather than as a means to temporarily conform within a group. The clin-
ical applications of these findings relate to the following considerations.

First, it is possible that strategies to improve skills related to interpreting so-
cial context will be themselves effective in creating satisfaction concerning one’s
contextual awareness. Given that this study revealed that self-monitoring and a
self-assessed ability to interpret social context were related behavioral traits with
shared objectives, attempting to improve self-monitoring skills may lead to im-
proved psychological health. Additionally, the greater degree of self-monitoring
occurring in adults may also be linked to working adults becoming accustomed
to changes in their environment or becoming better adapted to corporate culture
(Sato & Shimizu, 2007; Tanaka & Miyamae, 2010). Furthermore, although
self-monitoring has been understood as an innate behavioral trait based on per-
sonality, it is possible that self-monitoring skills could also be acquired (e.g.,
based on environmental changes) (Day, Schleicher, Unckless, & Hiller, 2002;
Snyder, 1987). As for training related to social skills, individuals can work to-
ward social adjustment through learning how to better understand the emotions
and behavior of others and studying methods for adapting their behavior to the
situation (Sato & Sato, 2006). Through improving self-monitoring skills with so-
cial skills training, it may be possible to improve self-efficacy regarding the abil-
ity to interpret social context. Because previous research has also suggested that
self-assessment and assessments from other people regarding self-monitoring
tend to agree with one another (Snyder, 1987), it can be expected that improving
self-monitoring skills would improve both self-evaluations and evaluations from
others regarding the ability to interpret social context.

Second, it is possible that strategies to improve self-perceptions of one’s ability
to interpret social context are effective in creating satisfaction regarding contex-
tual awareness. The results of this study also showed that interpreting social
context included passive behaviors such as not being insistent in one’s opinion.
In these situations, simply behaving in reaction to external pressure to conform
is unlikely to do more than bring about a temporary or situational adaptation,
and does not contribute to long-term psychological health. In other words,
people need to understand and accept their current skill levels and then work to
improve any perceived weaknesses with a focus on long-term and autonomous
psychological health, and not simply aim to become better at interpreting social

context or engage in self-monitoring as short-term measures. For example, sup-
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portive psychotherapy uses techniques to promote self-acceptance, and cognitive
therapy uses techniques to alleviate excessive self-criticism, meaning that coun-
seling may be useful for university students who give themselves low assess-

ments on their ability to interpret social context.

4. Limitations

This study is limited in three respects. First, although a sufficiently large sample
size was achieved in comparison to the pilot study, the institutions where the
surveys were conducted were limited to public universities; as such, this study
was not sufficiently representative of Japanese university students. However, the
participating institutions were strategically selected, involving one science-focused
university located in an urban area and one liberal arts university in a small
town. Second, the data for the present study was gathered during a medical
checkup at A university and at a class lecture at B university. This might have
made a difference in the participation rate.

Third, it is possible that using a self-administered scale to self-assess could
have introduced bias. Generally, answers on self-administered scales can be eas-
ily influenced by perceptions of social desirability and, in this study, it is possible
that it was difficult for participants to choose the answer “cannot interpret social
context at all.” Fourth, we cannot claim that the model used was completely ef-
fective, as this study only evaluated self-monitoring and the collective good as
primary factors related to participants’ self-assessed ability to interpret social
context. It is possible that multiple other related factors are involved in inter-

preting social context.

5. Conclusion

Despite the limitations noted above, this study is likely to help in classifying the
types of factors influencing university students’ self-evaluation regarding their
own contextual awareness. These results may also be valuable in that they dem-
onstrate the culturally-based characteristics of social skills. It is recommended
that in the future models be created that incorporate other values, such as
self-efficacy, and that similar surveys be conducted in Western countries to as-
sess the significance of cultural differences in understanding how social context

is interpreted.
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Appendix: Yamaguchi’s Collectivism Scale

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

I don’t sacrifice self-interest for my group
HAORNENO 2o B O & fbc 322 b i

I don’t think it necessary to act as fellow group members would prefer
KNEFH DM OLET & 5 IATEN T 2 42T & B9

I stick with my group even through difficulties
WEEZRRIUZ D> THAZOKNEHICEED

I keep sum of my group

HORNEHORE > TS

I don’t change my opinions in conformity with those of the majority
ZHONDBRIZEDE T, BAOEREEADZ L3RV

I don’t support my group when they are wrong

B ORNEFIBEES TV D & ZiTiE, ZORAERZ R L2
I respect decisions made by my group

B OKNEROWREZHES D

I stick with my group if it its required even I feel dissatisfaction with my group
HAORKNEHICARMT . BEEShhEZORNENICH & 2

I assert my opposition when I disagree strongly with the members of my group

RNEHDOMH & EF AN ES> T B e &E. MHESOFTORRET Y ERT 3

I often pretend to agree with the majority opinion in my group

RNEF O & EROA—BEEL 20 E LT 2

I blame my group when I feel they are wrong
HAORNERITY. Mo Twaeloks, 2REEAD S

I would rather leave my group if I have to sacrifice my self-interest for the group
HAORNEFOD 212 B ORI A L 2T RIE % 5 50D % 5 2 DRAER
NI T &

I do things in my way regardless of what my group members expect me to do

RNEBOMHEAE BB, REATORN T TLDI L 217D

I stick to my opinions even when others in my group don’t support me

RNEH O XFESh 2Ty, BADRAEEZL S0

*In the present study, we used the original Japanese version of Yamaguchi’s Collectiveness scale. This Eng-

lish version was made based on Yamaguchi, Kuhlman, and Sugimori (1995) and Kashima, Yamaguchi, Kim,

et al. (1995). Items 4, 8, and 10 was translated from Japanese into English by authors in the present study.
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