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Societal threats that face the world today seem overpowering, especially for young generations who will need

to develop creative solutions. The present study examined the relationships between societal threats and social

motives. Social motives function to orient individuals toward the social world and prepare them to engage

socially. This adaptive function of social motives may be particularly useful when threats are looming in the

environment. We thus expected that perceived societal threats would correlate positively with activation of

social motives, especially among individuals with lower self-esteem, who tend to show higher

interdependency when threatened. Our cross-cultural samples from Australia, the United States, New Zealand,

the Philippines, China (Macao), Malaysia (Sabah), and Austria (N = 1,269) showed evidence to support these

expectations. Perceived societal threats correlated positively with all social motives (Belong, Understand,

Control, Esteem, and Trust); however, the link was most vital for the Control motive, and especially in the

United States and China. In line with our expectations, higher perceived societal threats were associated with

more robust social motives, especially among those with low self-esteem. Potential mechanisms through

which social motives assist adaptation to societal threats and country-specific contents of threats are discussed.
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Humanity has survived constant existential threats over

its evolutionary history and has enjoyed a relatively

comfortable period recently. Still, humans face a variety

of adaptational challenges today. Some arise from the

natural environment (e.g., climate change, tsunamis,

earthquakes, super typhoons, large-scale bushfires, patho-

gens) whereas others derive from the human-made envi-

ronment (e.g., wars, urban ghettos, cultural change,

advanced technologies). Some of these adaptational chal-

lenges may be perceived as threats to society as a whole
by a particular population. We call them perceived soci-
etal threats. Although research is advancing about how

actual societal threat events impact people psychologi-

cally and what societal consequences may ensue (e.g.,

Kobayashi et al., 2019; Intergovernmental Panel on

Climate Change, 2014; Okuyama & Inaba, 2017; Riblet

et al., 2020), little is known about how perceived

societal threats impact individuals and what factors

influence their adaptation.

We propose that the perspective of collective action

may provide a theoretical lens through which to theorise

about psychological reactions to perceived societal

threats. That is, people may deal with perceived societal

threats by psychologically orienting themselves toward a

collective, and getting psychologically ready to partici-

pate in collective action. This is because collective

action is an effective means to respond to an acute and

large-scale societal threat, especially when no individuals

can cope with it by themselves. By collective action, we

mean multiple individuals’ more or less coordinated

activities toward shared goals (e.g., Olson, 1965; van

Zomeren et al., 2018). In the context of acute societal

threats such as natural disasters, this would include con-

trolling the source of the threats, coordinating people’s

movements (e.g., evacuation), deploying relief goods,

and facilitating the community’s adaptation to life

changes (Arcaya et al., 2020; Masten, 2014). Put simply,

a community may come together as a collective to cope

effectively with an acute societal threat event such as a

large-scale bushfire.

Consistent with this line of reasoning, there is

evidence to suggest that in the long-run, human

Correspondence: Emiko Kashima, La Trobe University,

Bundoora, Victoria 3086, Australia. E-mail: e.kashima@

latrobe.edu.au

Received 27 October 2020; revision 17 May 2021; accepted 19

May 2021.

© 2021 Asian Association of Social Psychology and John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd.

Asian Journal of Social Psychology (2021), ��, ��–�� DOI: 10.1111/ajsp.12490

bs_bs_bannerAsian Journal of Social Psychology

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7281-7173
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7281-7173
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7281-7173
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8215-1758
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8215-1758
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8215-1758
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9605-8463
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9605-8463
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9605-8463
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2619-4715
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2619-4715
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2619-4715
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8390-1861
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8390-1861
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8390-1861
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7558-3576
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7558-3576
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7558-3576
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3627-3273
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3627-3273
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3627-3273
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1693-3425
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1693-3425
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1693-3425
mailto:
mailto:


populations develop a collectivistic cultural adaptation

under regular societal threats. For example, in geographi-

cal regions where pathogens are prevalent (i.e., high

pathogen threat), people have been found to be collec-

tivistic in their values and practices (e.g., Fincher et al.,

2008; Schaller et al., 2010; also see Triandis, 2009, on

his hypothesis to this effect). More generally, Gelfand

et al. (2011) showed that countries that have been under

natural (e.g., natural disasters) and human-made (e.g.,

intergroup conflict, high population density) threats tend

to have tight cultures in which strong norms are adhered

to and enforced, presumably to facilitate collective

action (i.e., cooperation and coordination) to deal with

the societal threats.

However, this raises a critical question for our investi-

gation. When an acute societal threat (e.g., a bushfire on

the doorstep) is not present but is perceived to be pre-
sent in the background (e.g., climate change), how do

people psychologically cope with persistent ambient

threats that may eventually materialise in a concrete and

acute form? We call such societal threats known to exist,

but uncertain when it will actually strike, ambient soci-
etal threats. Answering this question is important

because an ambient societal threat may put a population

under strain. For instance, a persistent ambient societal

threat such as climate change may increase eco-anxiety,

as observed recently (e.g., Verplanken et al., 2020).

Under these circumstances, we suggest that people may

orient toward collective action in a psychological sense.

In particular, a social survival perspective (Stevens &

Fiske, 1995) suggests that social motives—motives that

help people fit better with their ingroup—increase peo-

ple’s chances of survival in adverse circumstances.

Groups provide people with essential life support such

as resources, information, labour, and protection from

harm. Based on this perspective, we propose that social

motives should help us understand the process of collec-

tive regulation when people are faced with perceived

ambient societal threats. We explicate this reasoning

next.

Core Social Motives

According to Fiske (2018), social motives are charac-

terised as “making people fit better into groups, thus

increasing their chances for survival” (p. 13). Humans

are a group-living species whose survival is inherently

tied up with individuals and their group’s adaption to the

natural and human-made environment. Social motives

engage people to work together so that they deal with

the demands of a situation more effectively than can an

individual. Although there are multiple taxonomic frame-

works of fundamental motives (e.g., Kenrick et al.,

2010; McDougall, 1908), Stevens and Fiske (1995)

proposed the BUCET model, which approaches

adaptation to ingroup from the social motive perspective.

The core social motives are Belong, Understand,

Control, Esteem and Trust.

The Belong motive involves the desire to form and

maintain relatedness and connection to other people,

which reduces the risk of social isolation. The

Understand motive aids people to maintain a group’s

shared interpretation of reality, which they use to com-

municate and coordinate with each other. The Control
motive impels people to be effective and competent in

their coordination and in maintaining social bonds. The

Esteem motive prompts individuals to monitor them-

selves and ensure that they meet the group’s expecta-

tions and fit in. The Trust motive guides individuals to

expect positive interactions with others and interdepen-

dence, and thereby maintain the group, assist members

in need, and increase efficiency in group functioning.

All core motives thus promote cosurvival of individu-

als and the group. In contexts where societal threats

loom large, the thoughts and behaviours encouraged by

the core social motives would be especially beneficial.

Bonding and social interactions can alleviate anxiety and

foster health and well-being (Helm et al., 2020).

Furthermore, social coordination enabled by social

motives can strengthen the functions of the group and

the fabric of society. As such, it seems reasonable to

expect that social motives would be stronger when soci-

etal threats are perceived as more impactful and less

avoidable. Further, when societal threats are perceived as

likely, core social motives would be stronger especially

among individuals who need the protection of the group

more, such as those who perceive the self as powerless,

incapable, and vulnerable.

Social Motives and Threats

Is there evidence to suggest that perceived societal

threats are associated with increased social motives? We

first look at literature on disaster management and cop-

ing. Although our focus lies in perceived societal threats

rather than actual disasters, the literature may inform us

about the relevance of social motives, and this is indeed

what we find. Studies conducted in different world

regions have reported that social connections and social

support are critically important to build resilience in

postdisaster communities (Ellis & Abdi, 2017; Jang &

Wang, 2009; Kobetz et al., 2013; Madsen & O’Mullan,

2016; Motoyoshi et al., 2008; Tuohy & Stephens, 2016).

Shared goals and the sense of common fate can serve as

a basis of social support (Ntontis et al., 2018), and mak-

ing sense of their predicament in the community serves

as a protective factor (Jang & Wang, 2009; Jocson &

Garcia, 2017). Studies also have reported that collective
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efficacy and community participation can alleviate nega-

tive psychological impacts of the disaster. Together with

trust, they play a critical role in preparedness for future

hazards (Paton et al., 2009; Prior & Paton, 2008; Sagala

et al., 2009; Wickes et al., 2017).

It also seems likely from several theoretical perspec-

tives that perceived societal threats would especially

strengthen the Control motive. First, perceived threats

increase subjective uncertainty and anxiety, and decrease

the sense of control (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Anxiety

likely triggers a compensatory control process involving

types of information processing and actions that enhance

the sense of control (Fiske & D�epret, 1996; Fiske et al.,

1996; Kay et al., 2008; Rutjens et al., 2010). The anxiety-

to-approach model (Jonas et al., 2014) and reactive

approach-motivation theory (McGregor et al., 2010) also

predict that the behavioural inhibition system activated by

perceived threats will increase subjective uncertainty and

anxiety, which will then be downregulated through a

resurgence of approach-motivation (e.g., Greenaway

et al., 2015). These processes likely occur in social con-

texts, and for that reason, it was reasonable to expect that

not only the Control motive but also other core motives

are activated similarly and contribute to social behaviours

that unfold.

Indeed, research has suggested that multiple social

motives are stimulated by perceived threats. For example,

research has shown that ostracism and social exclusion

strengthen several social motives such as the Belong,

Control, Understand, and Esteem motives, which serve to

increase the individual’s inclusion in the group (Maner

et al., 2007; Williams, 2009). Research on social identities

and especially on collective angst has shown that height-

ened concern for the ingroup’s future livelihood (e.g.,

Jewish people reminded of the Holocaust) trigger ingroup

solidarity (Hogg, 2007) and striving for ingroup strength-

ening behaviours (Wohl et al., 2010). It seems that collec-

tive angst generally strengthens social motives, especially

the Belong motive. Terror management theory

(Pyszczynski et al., 2015) posits that personal existential

concerns promote investment in positive self-regard (i.e.,

the Esteem motive), shared cultural world views (i.e., the

Understand motive), and striving for relational intimacy

(i.e., the Belong motive; e.g., Hart et al., 2005; Plusnin

et al., 2018; Plusnin et al., 2020). From these perspectives,

perceived societal threats may stimulate social motives by

increasing existential concerns (Helm et al., 2020) and

presenting meaning threats.

While a variety of adaptation challenges likely causes

perceived societal threats anywhere in the world, ceteris

paribus, are positive associations between perceived

societal threats and social motives similar in all cultures?

We suggest that the threat–motive association is likely

influenced by prevalent cultural practices in a

population. That is, the cultural practice to engage in

collective action to cope with societal threats may be

more prevalent in some populations than in others. We

suggest that cultural scripts for a collective action likely

are more readily available in collectivist than in individ-

ualist cultures (e.g., Triandis, 1989). In addition, it is

plausible that people are likely to rely on well-learned

cultural practices under challenging circumstances.

Collective action may be culturally accessible practice in

collectivist cultures whereas there may be an inclination

toward individual coping strategies in individualistic cul-

tures if individual actions are deemed viable. In line

with this reasoning, Grossmann and Varnum (2015)

found a swing toward individualism following natural

disasters in the United States. This line of reasoning sug-

gests that the activation of social motives—psychologi-

cal engagement with a collective—in the face of

perceived societal threats may be stronger in collectivist

cultures than in individualist cultures.

In sum, research in the areas of disaster management

and psychological threats has provided evidence to sug-

gest that perceived societal threats might be associated

with heightened core social motives. While the disaster

management literature has emphasised the importance of

the Belong motive, psychological literature especially

has emphasised the role of the Control motive, but also

that of other core motives. Regardless, past research has

rarely examined social motives, broadly as a single con-

struct or different social motives alongside each other.

By the same token, cultural differences in the relation-

ship between perceived societal threats and core social

motives largely remain unexplored.

Moderator Role of Self-Esteem

It is reasonable to expect individual differences in reac-

tions to perceived societal threats. If perceived societal

threats can increase social motives, the impacts might be

larger on individuals who require more protection from

groups; that is, those who perceive the self as having

inadequate personal resources for survival or lack confi-

dence in achieving goals through their own personal

agency. Consistent with this view, optimism, self-

efficacy, locus of control, attachment style as well as

education level, objectively measured competence, and

problem-solving abilities have been nominated as factors

that may influence threat appraisal (Pinquart &

Silbereisen, 2004). The power to fence off threats has

also been sought in trait self-control (Gailliot et al.,

2006), sense-making abilities (e.g., Taylor, 1983), self-

complexity (e.g., Linville, 1987), hardiness (e.g., Wiebe,

1991), secure attachment style (e.g., Bowlby, 1982),

intrinsic religiosity (e.g., Jonas & Fischer, 2006), and

action orientation (Kuhl, 2000).

© 2021 Asian Association of Social Psychology and John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd.
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Evidence has also been remarkably consistent in high-

lighting high global self-esteem as a buffer against stres-

ses (Taylor et al., 2003; Tomaka et al., 1999), traumatic

experiences (Moksnes et al., 2010), anxiety about pain

and death (Greenberg et al., 1992; Pyszczynski et al.,

2004; Yanagisawa et al., 2016), social exclusion

(DeWall et al., 2011; Leary et al., 1995), perceived dis-

crimination (Corning, 2002), negative personal feedback

(Dodgson & Wood, 1998), and self-threatening uncer-

tainty (Schoel et al., 2011). For instance, compared to

low self-esteem individuals, those with high self-esteem

tend to respond to failure feedback by activating per-

sonal strengths and suppressing personal weaknesses

(Dodgson & Wood, 1998), respond to reminders of death

more by activating neural circuits involved in downregu-

lation of threats as well as greater behavioural self-

regulation (Yanagisawa et al., 2016), and respond to

social exclusion with lower social pain responses neu-

ronally and behaviourally (Onoda et al., 2010).

Furthermore, in a recent longitudinal study (N = 5,195),

adolescents who experienced the 2008 Wenchuan earth-

quake showed more positive psychological changes and

development (e.g., establishing a new path of life) over

several years if they had higher self-esteem (Tang et al.,

2020). Rosenberg et al. (1995) identified high self-

confidence as the primary component of global self-

esteem associated with personal well-being.

In contrast, low self-esteem individuals’ reactions to

threats are likely to be more interdependent. For

instance, those with low (vs. high) self-esteem tend to

accommodate their critic’s negative feedback

(Heatherton & Vohs, 2000), accept their view (J. Hayes

et al., 2015) and evaluate them more positively (E. S.

Kashima et al., 2014), and even retain an unfavourable

social identity more (Mussweiler et al., 2000). They also

tend to show automatic behavioural mimicry more (Vohs

& Heatherton, 2001) and look for evidence that their

partner is caring more (Murray et al., 2002), as com-

pared to high self-esteem individuals. As interdepen-

dence and social support can effectively reduce impacts

of threats and stresses (Plusnin et al., 2018; Uchino

et al., 1996), low self-esteem individuals who lack power

and control may draw on other people to cope with

threats (e.g., Fiske et al., 1996) whereas high self-esteem

individuals with a strong sense of personal agency (e.g.,

Harter, 1978) deal with them self-affirmingly.

Characterising the manner of threat reactions by high

self-esteem individuals as autonomous and that of low

self-esteem individuals as interdependent may raise a

new question: Are there East–West differences in self-

esteem moderation of the link between perceived soci-

etal threat and social motives? The question is pertinent,

given the literature on East–West differences in self-

enhancement (e.g., Heine & Hamamura, 2007). Self-

esteem moderation and self-enhancement are conceptu-

ally distinct, as the former concerns self-esteem’s role as

a buffer whereas the latter concerns self-bolstering in

social situations generally. However, the two processes

may overlap. In the West, where self-enhancement is

more frequent, the function of a self-esteem buffer may

be more robust than in the East.

Although ample evidence has shown the moderator

roles of self-esteem in Asia, involving both behavioural

and neural data (e.g., Guan et al., 2020; E. S. Kashima

et al., 2004; Onoda et al., 2010; Routledge et al., 2010,

Study 5; Shimoda & Okubo, 2019; Yanagisawa et al.,

2016), cross-cultural investigations of these roles have

been limited. Brockner and Chen (1996) found that high

self-esteem individuals’ self-bolstering was more robust

in the United States than in China when self-construal

was ignored; however, when the latter was taken into

consideration, this cultural difference was no longer evi-

dent. Laurin et al. (2018) examined if self-esteem mod-

erated the effect of priming on goal striving more in

individualistic countries, using data from 30 countries.

The initial analysis (N = 2,160) supported their predic-

tion, but the later analysis (N = 4,209) failed to repli-

cate. E. S. Kashima et al. (2004) reported that mortality

salience especially impacted those lower in self-esteem

both in Australia and Japan. Taken together, cultural dif-

ferences in self-esteem moderation are still unclear.

Present Study

The present study examined the relationship between

perceived societal threats and the strength of social

motives. We hypothesised that perceived societal threats

should correlate positively with social motives

(Hypothesis 1 [H1]), especially among those with lower

global self-esteem rather than higher global self-esteem

(Hypothesis 2 [H2]). Previous research on psychological

threats and especially models of compensatory control

(e.g., Jonas et al., 2014; Kay et al., 2008; McGregor

et al., 2010) have highlighted the primary role of control

among core social motives. We thus explored whether

perceived societal threat was associated primarily with

the Control motive (Exploratory H1), or more broadly

with all core motives, using the newly developed Social

Motive Scale (SMS). Based on the evidence that the

Belong motive is higher in Eastern cultures than in

Western cultures (Kashima et al., 2021), we further

explored whether the expected threat–motive association

was more robust in the East than in the West, and

whether this association was more robustly moderated

by self-esteem in the West than in the East (Exploratory

Hypotheses 2a & 2b).

The hypotheses were tested in a cross-cultural sample

of university students from seven countries: the United

© 2021 Asian Association of Social Psychology and John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd.
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States, Australia, New Zealand, the Philippines, China

(Macao), Malaysia (Sabah), and Austria. These countries

were selected by convenience, but nonetheless provided

an opportunity to test our theory in culturally and lin-

guistically diverse regions of the world. We selected uni-

versity students as our target, as societal threats are

likely to be of greater concerns among the younger gen-

erations (Clayton & Karazsia, 2020).

Method

Participants

The initial participants were 1,516 university students

(66% females) from Australia (n = 204), United States

(n = 199), New Zealand (n = 219), the Philippines (n
= 219), China (Macao, n = 233), Malaysia (n = 355),

and Austria (n = 87), aged between 18 and 30 years

(M = 20.3, SD = 2.2).1 The Malaysian sample initially

comprised 247 participants from Kuala Lumpur and

108 from Sabah (East Malaysia). Due to technical

errors, individual difference variables (e.g., personal

self-esteem, attachment style, interdependent self-

construal) were not assessed in Kuala Lumpur; conse-

quently, only data from Sabah (n = 108) were used for

Malaysia, reducing the total sample to 1,269 partici-

pants (see Table 1 for a summary of demographic com-

positions). Throughout the article, we refer to the

Philippines, China, and Malaysia as the “East,” and to

Australia, the United States, New Zealand, and Austria

as the “West.”

Ethical Approval

This project was reviewed and approved by the institu-

tional review boards for human subjects at Princeton

University, La Trobe University, University of the

Philippines Diliman, University of Macau, University of

Salzburg, University of Malaysia Sabah, Universiti Putra

Malaysia, and Victoria University of Wellington, and

conducted accordingly.

Procedure and Materials

An online survey was used. It was composed in English

and then translated, using the backtranslation method, to

Chinese, German, and Malay by multilingual authors (H.

D., J. K., and G. G., respectively). Participants in Sabah

were given an option to complete the English or the

Malay version of the survey, and 53 (49%) chose the

English version. English is the language of instructions

in most universities in Malaysia; however, in East

Malaysia, multilingual instructions are often used mainly

in social sciences. The survey consisted of four parts: (a)

beliefs about the past and the future of society and the

self, (b) items of the SMS, (c) individual difference mea-

sures, and (d) demographic questions. Parts other than

Part 1 have been reported in Kashima et al. (2021),

including the measure of self-esteem. Part 1 has been

reported in Klackl et al. (unpublished data 2000). There

were four belief measures presented to participants in

the order shown next. Throughout the survey, there were

validation questions such as “Please select ‘more than

now’ for this question.” All final respondents had cleared

these items. All data were collected in 2016 and 2017.

Biggest societal change.. Participants were first

instructed to respond to an open-ended question, “What

is the biggest societal change that we are facing now in

this country? There are no right or wrong answers to this

question. Just write what you think in one sentence (<10
words).” This was included for two reasons: (a), to direct

respondents’ attention to their own society before rating

perceived societal threat, and (b), to probe if sponta-

neous responses from respondents shared societal con-

cerns incorporated in the measure of perceived societal

threats.

Perceived societal threats.. Participants were asked

“How much more or less the future society in the year

2036 would have each attribute, compared to the present

society.” They were shown short descriptions about soci-

ety, including “natural disaster,” “human violence”, “rich

people getting richer and poor people getting poorer”

(disparity), “clean air and clean water”, “lack of respect

for tradition,” “people moving to larger cities” (urbanisa-

tion), and “people moving their place of residence (resi-

dence instability).” To generate items, we consulted

Bain et al. (2013) and Y. Kashima et al. (2009). The

presentation order of items was random for each respon-

dent. Ratings were made on a 7-point scale of 1 (much
less than now), 2 (less than now), 3 (slightly less than
now), 4 (about the same), 5 (slightly more than now), 6
(more than now), and 7 (much more than now).

Core social motives.. The scale of core social

motives (the SMS; Kashima et al., 2021), based on the

BUCET framework (Belong: “I often have a strong need

to be around people,” Understand: “I want to feel that I

share the same outlook on the world with other people,”

Control: “I want to feel that all important matters are

currently under control,” Esteem: “I want to feel I am

satisfying other’s expectation on me”, and Trust: “I need

to feel that other people are basically trustworthy”),

involved 20 items. Items were scored on a 7-point scale

of 1 (disagree completely), 2 (disagree), 3 (disagree
slightly), 4 (neutral–neither agree nor disagree), 5

(agree slightly), 6 (agree), and 7 (agree completely).
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Table 1
Participant Demographic Characteristics

AUS USA NZ PHI CHI MAL AUT All

Age

18 years 40 12 150 44 103 1 6 356

19.6% 6.0% 68.5% 20.1% 44.2% 0.9% 6.9% 29.1%

19 years 50 24 47 61 44 1 15 242

24.5% 12.1% 21.5% 27.9% 18.9% 0.9% 17.2% 19.1%

20 years 22 46 6 58 49 21 9 211

10.8% 23.1% 2.7% 26.5% 21.0% 19.4% 10.3% 16.6%

21 years 29 47 1 31 20 15 12 155

14.2% 23.6% 0.5% 14.2% 8.6% 13.9% 13.8% 12.2%

22 years 21 42 1 18 14 30 11 137

10.3% 21.1% 0.5% 8.2% 6.0% 27.8% 12.6% 10.8%

23+ 42 28 14 7 3 40 34 168

20.6% 14.1% 6.4% 3.2% 1.3% 46.1% 39.1% 7.1%

Females 138 101 178 145 154 40 70 826

67.6% 50.8% 81.3% 66.2% 66.1% 37.0% 80.5% 65.1%

Undergraduate 204 199 218 219 232 108 72 1252

100% 100% 99.5% 100% 99.6% 100% 82.8% 98.7%

Paid work experience 135 182 188 77 162 86 77 907

66.2% 91.5% 85.8% 35.2% 70.1% 79.6% 88.5% 71.6%

Volunteer experience 143 168 154 159 177 89 54 944

70.1% 84.4% 70.3% 72.6% 76.0% 82.4% 62.1% 74.4%

Citizenship status

Citizen 190 194 219 219 163 108 60 1153

93.1% 97.5% 100% 100% 70.0% 100% 69.0% 90.9%

Permanent resident 14 5 0 0 0 0 0 19

6.9% 2.5% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 1.5%

Other 0 0 0 0 70 0 27 29

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 30% 0.0% 31.0% 2.3%

SES

Low-income 17 18 7 8 19 31 3 103

8.3% 9.0% 3.2% 3.7% 8.2% 28.7% 3.4% 8.1%

Lower middle 53 49 29 23 62 18 7 241

26.0% 24.6% 13.2% 10.5% 26.6% 16,7% 8.0% 19.0%

Middle class 89 86 99 126 133 48 45 626

43.6% 43.2% 45.2% 57.5% 57.1% 44.4% 51.7% 49.3%

Upper middle 40 44 75 50 18 9 31 267

19.6% 22.1% 34.2% 22.8% 7.7% 8.3% 35.6% 21.0%

High-income 5 2 9 12 1 2 1 32

2.5% 1.0% 4.1% 5.5% 0.4% 1.9% 1.1% 2.5%

Ethnic background

African 1 6 7

0.49% 3.02% 0.55%

Indigenous/Maori 4 22 15 41

1.96% 11.06% 6.85% 3.23%

Anglo/Pakiha 69 101 178 348

33.82% 50.75% 81.28% 27.42%

Europeans 82 23 7 112

40.20% 11.56% 8.05% 8.83%

Austrian 56

64.37%

German 19

21.84%

Asian/Pacific 28 27 5 60

13.73% 13.57% 2.28% 4.73%

© 2021 Asian Association of Social Psychology and John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd.
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The scale was developed and validated in student sam-

ples (N = 1,516) from the current seven countries (with

Malaysian samples drawn from both Kuala Lumpur and

Sabah). Psychometric properties of SMS are reported in

Kashima et al. (2021).

Briefly, multigroup confirmatory factor analysis sup-

ported full scalar invariance of the scale in two between-

culture comparisons (Australia & the United States;

Australia & Austria), and partial scalar invariance in

comparisons of all countries, omitting the Understand

motive. This meant that cross-cultural comparisons of

means are justified for the Belong, Control, Esteem, and

Trust motives in all countries—including China,

Malaysia, and the Philippines—and that within-culture

comparisons of the means and cross-cultural compar-

isons of correlations are justified for all five motives.

The construct validity of the subscales was further estab-

lished by demonstrating the expected presence and

absence of correlations with several individual difference

variables within each cultural sample.

The subscales had good internal consistency reliabil-

ity, as = .74–.79 in the whole sample. The whole scale

(average of 20 items) had as ranging from .84 to .90

(see Table 2). We exercised caution when comparing

this score across cultural groups as the scale involved

the Understand subscale, which did not permit compar-

ison of the mean.

Global self-esteem.. The Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale

(Rosenberg, 1965) was used to measure global self-

esteem. Each of 10 items was rated on a 4-point scale of 1

(strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (agree), and 4

(strongly agree). In questionnaires in Chinese, Malay, and

German, the previously translated versions of the

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale were used (Du et al., 2013;

Jamil, 2006; von Collani & Herzberg, 2003).

Table 1 (continued)

AUS USA NZ PHI CHI MAL AUT All

Filipino 200 200

91.32% 15.76%

Macau 163 163

69.96% 12.84%

Hong Kong 9 9

3.86% 0.71%

Mainland Chinese 59 59

25.32% 4.65%

Malay 21 21

19.44% 1.65%

Chinese Malaysian 7 7

6.48% 0.55%

Indian Malaysian 3 3

2.78% 0.24%

Sabahan 66 66

61.11% 5.20%

Sarawakian 9 9

8.33% 0.71%

Multicultural 20 20 21 19 2 2 5 89

9.80% 10.05% 9.59% 8.68% 0.86% 1.85% 5.75% 7.01%

Mother tongue

English 182 189 209 32 3 9 0 624

89.2% 95.0% 95.4% 14.7% 1.3% 8.3% 0.0% 49.2%

Chinese 0 0 0 18 229 0 0 247

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 8.3% 98.3% 0.0% 0.0% 19.5%

German 0 0 0 0 0 0 79 79

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 90.8% 6.2%

Other 22 10 10 168 1 99 8 318

10.8% 5.0% 4.6% 77.1% 0.4% 91.7% 9.2% 25.1%

Total 204 199 219 219 233 108 87 1,269

Note. AUS = Australia; USA = United States; NZ = New Zealand; PHI = Philippines; CHI = China (Macao); MAL = Malaysia

(Sabah); AUT = Austria.

© 2021 Asian Association of Social Psychology and John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd.
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Analytic Strategy

Prior to hypothesis testing, we examined the psychometric

properties of the measures of perceived societal threats

and global self-esteem. First, exploratory factor analyses

(EFA) were performed within each sample. If the EFA

supported a similar factor structure across samples, multi-

group confirmatory factor analysis would follow for global

self-esteem, but not for perceived societal threats.

Next, we examined if each item in the measure of per-

ceived societal threat was indeed perceived as an adverse

condition on the rise in all groups. Then, the average of

relevant perceived societal threat items was correlated

with SMS in the whole sample to test H1. This analysis

was repeated, using each of five SMS subscales separately

to probe whether perceived societal threat was associated

primarily with the Control motive (Exploratory

Hypothesis 1) or more broadly with all core motives. To

adjust for multiple comparisons (e.g., Bonferroni proce-

dure), we adjusted a to .01 (i.e., .05 � 5 = 0.01).

We then enquired whether the relationship was stron-

ger in the East compared to the West (Exploratory H2a),

using a moderator model via the PROCESS Macro

Verson 3.4 for SPSS (A. F. Hayes, 2019). Perceived

societal threat was the independent variable (X), the

SMS score was the dependent variable (Y), the East vs.

West contrast (East/West) was a moderator (M), and

gender and age were covariates. The Philippines, China,

and Malaysia were coded as 0 and the remaining four

countries were coded as 1 for the moderator. The inde-

pendent variable was centred within the program for all

analyses. The interaction between perceived societal

threat and the moderator underlined the exploratory

hypothesis. The analysis was repeated by using the

Control motive as the dependent variable.

Given that SMS subscales achieved only partial scalar

invariance, it was important to examine the results sepa-

rately in each cultural sample before drawing conclu-

sions. Consequently, supplementary analyses were run to

probe the relationship between perceived societal threats

and SMS in each cultural sample (using a = .007; .05 �
7 = 0.0071), and for the relationship between perceived

societal threats and each SMS subscale in each cultural

sample (using a = 001; .05 � 35 = 0.0014).

To examine the moderator role of global self-esteem

(H2), we tested a moderator model using the PROCESS

Macro Version 3.4 for SPSS (A. F. Hayes, 2019).

Perceived societal threat was the independent variable

(X), SMS was the dependent variable (Y), global self-

esteem was a moderator (M), and gender and age were

covariates. The interaction between perceived societal

threat and the moderator underlined the hypothesis. To

probe if this model fits primarily for the Control motive

(Exploratory H1) or more generally to all core motives,

we also ran the analysis with each SMS subscale sepa-

rately, a = .01. We further explored whether the moder-

ator model fit better in the Eastern samples compared to

the Western samples (i.e., Exploratory H2b) by adding

the East vs. West contrast as a second moderator (M) to

the model. A three-way interaction of threat, self-esteem,

and East vs. West would underline the exploratory

hypothesis. Follow-up supplementary analyses were run

to probe self-esteem moderation of threat–SM relation-

ship in each cultural sample (using a = .007).

We analysed open-ended responses to the question

“What is the biggest societal change that we are facing

now in this country?” using topic modelling, known as

latent Dirichlet allocation (Blei et al., 2003). Topic mod-

elling aims to uncover latent semantic clusters embedded

in the participants’ responses. The model outputs the

words that occur within different topics and the distribu-

tion of these topics across responses based on word co-

occurrences. The topics are then labelled by researchers

based on their most frequently co-occurring words. In

addition to efficiency, the procedure can reduce

researcher biases in topic identification relative to the

traditional content analysis (Nicolas et al., 2021). All

non-English responses were first translated into English

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics of Perceived Societal Threats and Correlation With Social Motives

Perceived Societal Threats Total Social Motives Global Self-Esteem

a M SD a M SD a M SD

Whole sample .71 1.01 0.89 .88 5.10 0.74 .88 27.9 5.47

Australia .63 0.92 0.77 .85 5.09 0.67 .90 26.6 5.86

USA .66 0.73 0.88 .89 4.93 0.90 .91 29.3 6.48

New Zealand .58 1.00 0.71 .86 5.13 0.69 .88 27.5 5.25

Philippines .82 1.19 1.11 .84 5.40 0.63 .87 27.3 5.04

Macao, China .70 0.96 0.86 .90 5.08 0.68 .83 26.9 3.74

Saba, Malaysia .75 1.20 0.92 .89 5.20 0.76 .80 29.0 5.15

Austria .63 1.29 0.71 .86 4.64 0.76 .89 31.4 5.73

© 2021 Asian Association of Social Psychology and John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd.
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by the multilingual authors. We will report on the eight

topics extracted next and overview their relations to per-

ceived societal threats measured. Full results are found

in the Supporting information.

Results

Psychometric Properties of the Scales

Perceived societal threats.. EFA found that the pri-

mary factor accounted for between 33% (Australia) and

48% (the Philippines) of the total variance in perceived

societal threats. In all samples, eigenvalues suggested

the existence of a second factor (using the criterion

>1.0) accounting for between 15% (New Zealand) and

21% (Malaysia) of the variance, except for the Filipino

sample showing no second factor. Thus, there were dif-

ferences in factor structure. However, a single-factor

solution led all items to load significantly on the pri-

mary factor in all countries, except for urbanisation in

New Zealand.2 The measure of perceived societal threat

was constructed by averaging scores on those seven

items and then subtracting 4 from the mean so that posi-

tive values show increases in threats and that negative

values indicate decreases. The a ranged from .58 to .82.

It was highest in the Philippines and lowest in New

Zealand (see Table 3). Intercorrelations among items

differed considerably across cultural samples. More

important, in all cultural samples, item means were all

higher than the scale midpoint (i.e., given the scoring,

midpoint = 0), p < .001, suggesting that these societal

changes were perceived as likely to rise in the future in

all countries.

Global self-esteem.. EFA indicated that the first fac-

tor explained at least 50% of variance in Australia, the

United States, and Australia, although based on

eigenvalues (>1.0) a second factor could also be

extracted in these countries. In New Zealand, the

Philippines, and China, the first factor was slightly smal-

ler than 50% (though larger than 40%), and based on

eigenvalues, a second factor could be extracted. Only in

Malaysia, a three-factor solution was possible with

eigenvalues larger than 1. Given these sample differ-

ences, cross-cultural invariance testing was not con-

ducted.3 We proceeded to use the scale because

coefficient a demonstrated good internal consistency in

all samples, ranging from .80 (Malaysia) to the top of

.91 (the United States). Caution is warranted, however,

when interpreting the results of the later pancultural

analysis.

Global self-esteem was highest in Austria, followed

by the United States and Malaysia. It was lowest in

Australia, followed by China (see Table 2). The

Australian mean (26.6) was significantly lower than the

Australian university mean of 30.0, p < .001, across 141

studies (Hamamura & Septarini, 2017). Self-esteem and

perceived societal threats were uncorrelated, except in

New Zealand and the Philippines where they were

weakly negatively correlated.

Correlation Between SMS and Perceived
Societal Threats (H1)

As expected, correlation between SMS and perceived

societal threats was positive, r = .17, and significant,

p < .001, in the whole sample. To explore if the correla-

tion was limited primarily to Control, we correlated sub-

scales of SMS with perceived societal threats. The

association was indeed more robust for Control, r = .23,

p < .001, than for other subscales. The second strongest

correlation emerged with Esteem, r = .15, p < .001, fol-

lowed by Belong, r = .10, p < .001, and then Trust and

Understand, rs = .08, p < .01.

Table 3
Beliefs About Societal Threats in the Seven Countries

Whole

Sample Australia USA

New

Zealand Philippines

China

(Macao)

Malaysia

(Sabah) Austria

Natural disaster 1.32 1.27 0.81 1.32 1.62 1.24 1.47 1.98

Lack of clean air and water 1.21 1.07 0.90 1.49 1.54 1.17 1.07 1.61

Disparity 1.06 1.11 0.56 1.30 0.98 1.03 0.97 1.52

Urbanisation 0.99 0.76 0.53 0.67 1.29 1.22 1.31 0.71

Residence instability 0.93 0.73 0.65 0.86 1.26 0.86 1.20 1.39

Lack of respect for traditions 0.91 0.90 1.19 1.06 1.05 0.64 0.89 1.07

Human violence 0.63 0.58 0.49 0.34 0.58 0.53 1.40 0.78

M 1.01 0.92 0.73 1.01 1.19 0.96 1.19 1.29

Note. All means are significantly larger than 0, p < .001, which suggests respondents expected that these threats would increase over

the following 20 years.
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As to whether the relationship was stronger in the East

than in the West, no supporting evidence was found: for

the total SMS, the Threat 9 Culture interaction coeffi-

cient = .036, SE = .046, t(1263) = 0.78, CI [�0.054,

0.125], p = .43; and for Control, coefficient = .096,

SE = .061, t(1263) = 1.57, CI [�0.024, 0.215], p = .12.4

Supplementary analyses further examined each cultural

sample. On one hand, the SMS–perceived societal threat

link was significant and the strongest in the United

States, r = .254, p < .001, followed by New Zealand,

r = .233, p < .001, and China, r = .210, p < .001. On

the other hand, the Control–perceived societal threat link

was significant and the strongest in the United States,

r = .342, p < .001, followed by China, r = .235,

p < .001 (see Table 4). In short, the results did not indi-

cate clear East–West differences.5

Self-Esteem Moderation (H2)

A significant self-esteem moderation effect was found

when perceived societal threat was regressed on SMS,

self-esteem, and their interaction, t(1263) = �3.98,

p = .0001. The pattern of interaction indicated that the

higher the perceived threat, the higher the SMS when

the level of self-esteem was low (�1 SD): simple slope

coefficient = .22, SE = .03, t(1263) = 7.09, p < .0001.

Conversely, the simple slope was nonsignificant when

the level of self-esteem was high (+1 SD): coeffi-

cient = .04, SE = .03, t(1263) = 1.39, p = .16. The pat-

tern was consistent with the hypothesis. Next, we

examined the presence of moderation with each SMS

subscale. The Threat 9 Self-Esteem interaction was sig-

nificant for Control, t(1263) = �3.64, p = .0003,

Esteem, t(1263) = �3.55, p = .0004, and Trust, t
(1263) = �2.61, p = .009, and the pattern was consistent

with expectations. The higher the perceived threat, the

higher the Control subscale when the level of self-

esteem was low, ps < .001, but when the level of self-

esteem was high, the trend was weaker though still sig-

nificant for Control, p = .002, but nonsignificant for

Esteem, p = .32, and Trust, p = .95. Taken together, the

positive tie between perceived societal threat and social

motives was stronger among individuals with lower

levels of self-esteem, although the tie with the Control

motive was significant even for high self-esteem individ-

uals.

Potential East/West differences in self-esteem modera-

tion was explored. Recall that the threat–SMS relation-

ship did not differ between the East and the West. The

new analysis showed a significant Threat 9 Self-Esteem

two-way interaction, t(1263) = �2.14, p < .0001, and a

significant Threat 9 Self-Esteem 9 East/West three-way

interaction, t(1263) = �4.26, p = .03. The three-way

interaction indicated that the two-way interaction effect

was significant and larger in the West, F(1,
1259) = 22.26, p < .0001, compared to the East where it

was nonsignificant, F(1, 1259) = 1.41, p = .23. Further,

when the level of self-esteem was low, the threat–
Control tie was stronger in the West (.28), SE = .04, t
(1263) = 6.30, p < .0001, than in the East (.15),

SE = .04, t(1263) = 3.39, p = .0007; however, when

self-esteem was high, it was not significant in both the

East and the West, ps = .14 and .83, respectively.

Supplementary analyses were conducted to test the self-

esteem moderation in each cultural sample. The results

of these analyses clarified that global self-esteem

Table 4
Correlation (r) Between Perceived Societal Threats and Social Motive Scale in the Whole Sample and Each
Cultural Sample

N Total Belong Understand Control Esteem Trust

Whole sample 1,269 .174*** .099*** .079** .227*** .149*** .082**
Australia 204 .083 .003 .061 .129 .107 .006

USA 199 .254*** .069 .186** .342*** .232*** .085

New Zealand 219 .233*** .218*** .059 .183** .193** .163*
Philippines 219 .064 .016 .082 .154 .082 �.078

Macao, China 233 .210*** .192** .119 .235*** .114 .141

Saba, Malaysia 108 .169 .066 .101 .246** .074 .160

Austria 87 .207 .136 -.064 .306** .210 .176

Notes. We interpreted results by using p < .001 as criteria for SMS subscales because a total of 35 correlations (7 Countries 9 5

motives) were tested.

*p < .01

**p < .007

***p < .001.
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moderated the threat–SMS relationship most strongly

and significantly in the United States. (see Table 5).

Contents of Societal Threats Across
Societies

We probed the contents of perceived societal threats,

first by comparing the ratings across samples. “Natural

disaster” scored the highest and “human violence” the

lowest in the whole sample, reflecting the trend in

Australia, New Zealand, the Philippines, and China. The

country that showed the highest overall mean was

Austria, somewhat unexpectedly. This may be explained

partly by the refugee crisis in Europe that peaked in

2016–2017 (e.g., Zunes, 2017); consistent with this view,

“residential instability” was highest in Austria among the

seven countries. The Philippines scored second highest

overall. Cronbach’s a was highest in this group, imply-

ing that all threats were perceived as related in the

Philippines. Some samples had lower as likely because

some threats were less expected than others in the soci-

ety. We next examined if spontaneous responses about

“biggest societal change in the country” have captured

the societal threats included in our scale to probe the

scale’s external validity.

The text responses were analysed with topic modelling

to examine latent semantic clusters. Details are reported

in the Supporting information. Eight topics were identi-

fied and labelled based on the most frequently co-

occurring words. The degree to which each respondent’s

response reflected each topic was computed, and the

sample means were computed. As presented in Figure 1,

the patterns across samples revealed both society-specific

and more generally shared concerns among young

adults.

Topic 1 (Economic and population growth) was high

specifically in China and tied to income inequality (dis-

parity, which was one of the highest societal threats in

the Chinese sample) as ”rich,and “poor” were distinctive

about the topic. Topic 3 (Rodrigo Duterte) was highly

specific to the Filipino group and reflected concerns with

the populist President’s extrajudicial killings of drug

users, as indicated by words such as “drugs” and “presi-

dent”. It chimed in with Topic 5 (Political leadership), a
concern more widely shared, but the Filipino mean was

the highest. We did not include political issues in the

perceived societal threats scale. Topic 4 (Equal rights
for LGBT) was highest in three English-speaking coun-

tries and the most prominent topic in the United States

sample, who had the lowest overall threat perception. In

contrast, more shared across samples (except for the

Philippines and China) were Topic 2 (Gender, race, and
politics), Topic 6 (Value change) (potential tie with

“lack of respect for traditions,” which was low in the

Chinese groups), and Topic 7 (Social media), which had

a tie to climate change because it included the words

“global” and “warming.” Malaysia was especially high

on the latter two topics, suggesting that there are large

societal differences within Southeast Asia. Finally, Topic

8 (Culture and justice) involved “gun” as part of its

associated words and was highest in the United States

sample. In all, the links between observed topics of

social changes and the perceived societal threats ques-

tionnaire were evident.

Discussion

The present study examined the psychological link

between perceived societal threat and core social

motives, and the moderation of this link by global self-

esteem. Data revealed that the university students who

perceived societal threats to be more on the rise in the

following 20 years tended to report stronger core social

motives. Consistent with the literature that has high-

lighted the critical role of the Control motive in threat

reactions (e.g., Jonas et al., 2014), the association

between Control and perceived societal threat was most

robust among all core motives. Further, the strength of

Table 5
Relationships Between Social Motives and Societal Threat, and Self-Esteem Moderation

Societal Threats (X) Self-Esteem (M) Threat 9 Self-Esteem (XM)

B SE t p B SE t p B SE t p

Australia 0.06 .06 1.00 .316 0.04 .08 0.44 .661 �0.20 .10 �2.04 .043

USA 0.20 .07 2.89 .004 0.00 .09 �0.01 .990 �0.35 .10 �3.31 .001
New Zealand 0.15 .06 2.24 .026 �0.09 .09 �1.09 .276 �0.17 .10 �1.69 .093

Philippines 0.03 .04 0.83 .408 �0.07 .09 �0.74 .460 0.01 .08 0.14 .888

China 0.15 .05 2.86 .005 0.12 .12 1.00 .319 �0.33 .14 �2.35 .019

Malaysia 0.13 .07 1.82 .072 �0.17 .15 �1.15 .251 0.14 .15 0.96 .340

Austria 0.20 .11 1.86 .066 �0.22 .14 �1.57 .120 �0.35 .22 �1.60 .114

Note. The bold figures are significant when using a Bonferroni-adjusted a = .007 level.
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the associations (both total SMS and Control) did not

differ between the East and the West, despite the cross-

cultural literature suggesting that a collective action is

more likely to be part of cultural scripts in the East than

in the West (e.g., Triandis, 1989) and the higher promi-

nence of personal as opposed to collective control in the

latter than in the former (e.g., Ji et al., 2001; Sastry &

Ross, 1998; Weisz et al., 1984). Instead, countries that

showed reliable links were the United States, New

Zealand, and China.

Societal threats are so large scale that individuals can-

not manage them by themselves. Uncontrollable for each

individual as they may be, however, the communities

that need to mitigate the damages of acute catastrophes

—or for that matter, even longer term ambient threats—
must coordinate their activities to manage the threats in

some way. Here, individuals’ social engagement

becomes essential. In particular, the core social motive

of Control motivates individuals to be effective and

competent in coordinating with others to achieve a col-

lective goal to manage the large-scale societal threat.

This motive would be especially beneficial in such con-

texts. It may be that in the United States, New Zealand,

and China, in particular, there are memories of effective

collective action, provided by government and communi-

ties for instance, during a large-scale calamity in recent

times. Those memories may tie perceived increases in

societal threats with social motives. Future research

should examine this possibility.

We also found support for our hypothesis that global

self-esteem moderates the threat–motive link. As

expected, it was among young adults with lower self-

esteem that the threat–SMS tie was robust. In contrast,

this tie was faint for those with higher self-esteem,

although the threat–Control tie was significant for those

with levels of self-esteem at 1 SD above the mean. The

present result was consistent with previous research that

has reported on the robustness of those with high self-

esteem when faced with threats (e.g., McGregor et al.,

2007; Rosenberg et al., 1995; Yanagisawa et al., 2016).

Interestingly, our results also indicated that the threat–
SMS tie among those with low self-esteem was even

stronger in the West than in the East, particularly in the

United States. Previous studies that manipulated threat

have shown that high levels of self-esteem can buffer

the impacts of psychological threats in Asian countries

as well as North American and other countries in the

West (e.g., Brockner & Chen, 1996; Guan et al., 2020;

E. S. Kashima et al., 2004; Onoda et al., 2010;

Routledge et al., 2010; Yanagisawa et al., 2016).

Moreover, evidence to suggest global self-esteem’s mod-

eration effect is more robust in the West than in the East

has been mixed (e.g., Brockner & Chen, 1996; E. S.

Kashima et al., 2004; Laurin et al., 2018). Our results

also indicated that cultural differences were stronger at

low rather than at high levels of self-esteem. While high

self-esteem individuals failed to show a threat–SMS tie

similarly in the West and the East, in the low self-
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Figure 1 Eight topics of the “biggest social change” in the country, emerging from participants’ responses. AUS
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esteem group, the threat–SMS tie was stronger in the

West than in the East.

In the United States sample, where perceived societal

threat correlated robustly with at least two core motives

(Control and Esteem), perceived societal threat was the

lowest and global self-esteem was one of the highest

among the seven countries. In contrast, in two samples

that found no clear evidence of threat–SMS tie (i.e.,

Australians and Filipinos), perceived societal threat was

higher, and global self-esteem was lower. Nonetheless,

in the Chinese sample, where the levels of perceived

threat and self-esteem were similar to those in Australia,

some evidence of both the threat–SMS tie and the

self-esteem moderation was found. One possible expla-

nation for the lack of evidence in Australia may relate to

the unusually low level of global self-esteem in the

present sample; thus, replication is required.

Implications

The present study is the first to examine the BUCET

framework in the context of societal threats. Our theory

assumes that social motives provide potential psycholog-

ical mechanisms through which societal threats are man-

aged; that is, social coordination. As foreseeable but

unavoidable, societal threats require resilience to temper

them. Stronger social motives, upon a reminder of immi-

nent societal threats, would prepare people for social

engagement and assist positive adaptation. Nonetheless,

the correlational data reported here only provide limited

support for such a theory. Alternatively, higher social

motives could increase people’s (especially low self-

esteem individuals’) tendencies to acknowledge rather

than deny and suppress the existence and severity of

societal threats. Future research will have to clarify this

using longitudinal and experimental designs. Reminders

of societal threats could generate stronger social motives

and/or stronger social motives may lead individuals to

accept and face more societal threats.

In addition to the large-scale benefits afforded by

cooperation itself, social motives may provide people

with psychological benefits such as anxiety reduction

and realignment of personal goals. Increased social

motives could stop the downward spiral of negative

thoughts, anxiety, stress, and negative interpersonal

behaviours. Guiding the person’s attention to social rela-

tions may increase felt security, thereby subsiding

threats. Social motives and the social engagement that

follows may provide the person with personal goals that

are more consistent with collective regulations of soci-

etal threats. As Rutter (1993) stated, “Protection does

not reside in the psychological chemistry of the moment

but rather in the ways in which people deal with life

changes and in what they do about their stressful or

disadvantaging circumstances” (p. 630). Social motives

may function similarly to other psychological constructs

that aid long-term adaptation to life changes, such as

possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986), personal pro-

jects (Little, 1983), and personal striving (Cantor &

Kihlstrom, 1987).

We also believe that the protective functions of social

motives hinge on society and culture. Social motives can

be greatly influenced by successful instances of collec-

tive regulation in society. Individuals who witness effec-

tive rescue operations and enhanced social connection in

communities during a disaster, for instance, may learn

the importance of social engagement and its implications

in association with their thoughts of societal threats. In

contrast, witnessing failed operations and broken com-

munity ties, if associated in memory with societal

threats, would mean little motivation for social engage-

ment when societal threats are reminded in future.

Cultural constructions of the future in the society are

also relevant, including future visions laid out by gov-

ernments, and value priorities and motivational orienta-

tions (promotion vs. prevention focuses) emphasised by

educational institutions and community groups. Appeals

for solidarity, perseverance, and social responsibility and

care for the vulnerable may strengthen the Belong and

Trust motives whereas emphasis on risk-taking may

weaken the Control motive (Hangen et al., 2019).

Limitations and Future Directions

This study measured societal threats as the degree to

which the respondents believed specific societal chal-

lenges would increase in society 20 years into the future.

We used a fixed set of societal challenges for partici-

pants to rate, which were selected by the researchers.

One limitation of this study is that the actual likelihood

of each challenge and its likely impacts in the different

countries was not taken into account. Using country-

specific sets of societal threats, comparable in their like-

lihood and impacts across countries, would increase the

between-culture comparability of the results.

The use of multiple measures to gauge personal

adaptation to threats is also recommended, including

future life satisfaction, positive and negative affect, and

flourishing, for instance. Furthermore, a broader range of

variables that gauge adaptation to threats can be exam-

ined, including the sense of life’s stability, order, and

meaningfulness, and intergroup attitudes, empathy, and

prosociality.

In the present study, we specifically used student sam-

ples who are expected future leaders in their respective

societies. Future research should examine personal adap-

tation to societal threats in young adults with lower

levels of education and socioeconomic status and their

© 2021 Asian Association of Social Psychology and John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd.
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older age cohorts. Future life satisfaction is known to be

higher among younger than older adults (Busseri, 2013),

and this may relate to the psychological impacts of soci-

etal threats. Effects of personalities such as optimism,

hardiness, approach/avoidance tendency, and threat sen-

sitivity can be examined if they moderate the path

between threats and social motives, or the path between

social motives and an outcome variable. It is also impor-

tant that future research identify sociocultural variables

that moderate the path between threats and adaptation,

as such knowledge would contribute to developing a

resilient society.

Conclusion

We used SMS based on the conceptual framework of

core social motives, the BUCET, to examine the rela-

tionship between social motives and perceived societal

threats. The study found evidence that young adults

who perceived societal threats to be on the rise in the

future tended to report stronger social motives, includ-

ing needs to Belong, Understand, Control, Esteem, and

Trust, especially for those who were low on self-

esteem. The result reinforces the notion that social

motives may serve adaptive functions by orienting the

individual toward others to bond, share, fit in, and

coordinate in contexts of salient societal threats. Our

analysis also found cultural differences. The link

between perceived societal threats and social motives

was most robust in the United States, as was as the

evidence for the self-esteem moderation. The study also

demonstrates a potential use of the new scale of SMS.

We propose that SMS can be used in future research

on motivational processes to better understand the pro-

cess of human adaptation to societal threats.
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End Notes

1 Due to delay in data collection, the sample size in Austria was

smaller than in other countries. However, using G*Power Version

3.1, we concluded that all samples sizes exceeded the minimum

amount of participants (N = 79) required to achieve adequate power,

based on the following parameters: 1 – b = .80, a = .05, and

f2 = .08 (i.e., a small/medium effect size).

2 We also computed an alternative scale of societal threats for New

Zealand by omitting the urbanisation item. This improved the inter-

nal consistency to a = .66. When this six-item scale was used,

results to be reported below did not change.

3 One of the global self-esteem items (“I wish I could have more

respect for myself”) did not cohere with other items in China and

Malaysia. Without this item, the alpha would be .86 in China and

.84 in Malaysia. Nonetheless, results remained consistent regardless

of including or not including his item.

4 The remaining motives also showed no East–West differences.

5 Also note that perceived societal threats correlated significantly and

positively with esteem, r = .23, p < .001, in the United States, and

with Belong, r = .22, p < .001, in New Zealand.
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