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Previous research has associated social marginalization with the rejection of mainstream cultural values. Since cultural values reflect affect valuation, the present research investigates the relationships between social marginalization and ideal/actual affect in two different non-WEIRD cultures, Brazil and Japan. As a social marginalization index, we used the NEET-Hikikomori Risk Scale (NHR). We predicted that cultural differences would emerge in the valuation of affective states. Affect valuation theory suggests that in East Asia, individuals are encouraged to pursue and value low arousal positive emotions (LAP: e.g., calmness, serenity) over high arousal positive emotions (HAP: e.g., excitement, elation, etc.) as they can harm social relationships in these societies. In contrast, Latin American cultures value HAP over LAP, because social relationships are promoted through vibrant positive emotional expression in these cultures. Hence, we hypothesized that individuals’ ideal affect, actual affect, and the discrepancy between ideal and actual affect would be associated with higher risk of social marginalization. Participants from Japan (N = 54) and Brazil (N = 54) reported their ideal affect and actual affect and completed the NEET-Hikikomori Risk Scale (NHR). Regression analyses showed that actual HAP and the discrepancy between ideal and actual HAP were negatively associated with NHR in Brazil, but no association was found in the Japanese data. The other variables, including ideal affect, were only minorly or not significantly associated with NHR. Though the study has limitations regarding its small sample size, we can explore future perspectives and discuss the relationships between emotion and cultural marginalization. Socioecological factors that promote actual HAP in Brazilians may encourage other mainstream cultural ideals, which buffers against cultural marginalization.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the 1990s, pressures stemming from globalization and long recessions have changed social and economic systems in most countries. In Japan, while business elites and senior government officials resisted pressures to change the labor market structure, a peripheral labor force, mostly composed of youth, has been pushed out of the system. Thus, Japanese youth compose the social stratum most prone to marginalization (see Toivonen et al., 2011 for a review).

Norasakkunkit and Uchida (2011, 2014) argue that marginalization can assume three forms – “freeter lifestyle orientation”, which refers to those who do not seek a full-time job, engaging in part-time jobs only; “NEET”, those “not in education, employment, or training”; and “hikikomori” (social withdrawal), a more extreme form of social marginalization, referring to those who do not take part in social interactions, even with family members, shutting themselves in their rooms for six months or longer.

Hikikomori is considered a more severe type of marginalization on the spectrum and was posited to be a culture-bound syndrome (Saito, 1998; Teo and Gaw, 2010), although similar cases have now been observed in countries outside of Japan. For instance, Kato et al. (2012) sent two hikikomori case vignettes to psychiatrists from Australia, Bangladesh, India, Iran, Japan, Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, and the United States. The psychiatrists were asked to rate the prevalence and etiology of the syndrome among other characteristics in their countries. Participants from all the studied countries perceived hikikomori as a present syndrome in their own countries, and most of them considered the hikikomori phenomenon to be associated with rapid socio-cultural changes derived from globalization. Other reports include cases in countries such as China (Wong et al., 2017), Spain (Ovejero et al., 2014), and Brazil (Gondim et al., 2017; Prioste and Siqueira, 2019). As such, the growing prevalence of such tendencies across the world requires additional investigation, especially in countries outside of Japan.


Cultural Marginalization

Considering cultural marginalization as a spectrum encompassing freeters, NEET and hikikomori, Uchida and Norasakkunkit (2015) developed a scale to measure one’s tendency of becoming culturally marginalized, named the NEET-Hikikomori Spectrum Risk scale (NHR). Based on previous research, the authors identified psychological risk factors related to cultural marginalization and developed measurements for them. Their objective was to create an instrument that can measure the tendency to reject cultural values and become marginalized as a spectrum, so it allows researchers to analyze the mechanisms and processes of youth marginalization in society. In their studies, Uchida and Norasakkunkit (2015) compared individuals in three groups: those considered Hikikomori, those considered NEET, and workers. Those in the Hikikomori group scored the highest in NHR, followed by the NEET group and the workers group, all group differences being statistically significant. Despite these differences in score, no cut-off score for diagnosis was established in their article. This scale was used in several studies to further investigate the relationship between marginalization and rejection of cultural values. The scale consists of three subscales: “Freeter lifestyle preference”, “Lack of self-competence”, and “Unclear ambition for the future”. Freeter lifestyle preference refers to an inability to attain the cultural standard for becoming a socially sanctioned “adult” in society. “Lack of self-competence” encapsulates one’s confidence in social skills and academic and working skills. “Unclear ambition for the future” reflects whether individuals hold a clear vision of what they might want to do in the future. Norasakkunkit and Uchida (2011) showed that individuals scoring high on cultural marginalization tendency would score lower in interdependence on Singelis (1994)’s self-construal scale. Also, the same study showed that NHR was negatively associated with persistence after failure feedback, which is considered a mainstream Japanese behavior (see Heine et al., 2001), but not significantly positively associated with persistence after success feedback. This framework is similar to the theory of “cultural consonance”, which refers to the connection of an individual’s practices to shared cultural models, as proposed by Dressler (2007). An individual’s cultural consonance is assessed through the degree to which that individual, in their own beliefs and behaviors, approximates the socially shared expectations of their group.

As exemplified above, numerous studies relating NEET and hikikomori phenomena to an unwillingness to conform to mainstream cultural values during emerging adulthood have been done in Japan. However, studies on the same issue are rather less common in other cultures. Furthermore, while some researchers have investigated the relationship between mainstream values and social marginalization (e.g., Toivonen et al., 2011; Norasakkunkit and Uchida, 2014; Ishii and Uchida, 2016), to date no researcher has investigated how affective values are associated with social marginalization.

The above-mentioned literature suggests that a mismatch between mainstream culture and individuals’ own values might be associated with NEET and hikikomori psychological tendencies. Social marginalization occurs mostly in people during their late teenage years, twenties, or early thirties, a period of life conceptualized as emerging adulthood. This concept refers especially to young people in industrialized societies, who are between adolescence and adulthood, facing instability, exploring their own identity, self-focusing, feeling in-between, and contemplating possibilities (Arnett, 2007).



Cultural Marginalization in the Brazilian Cultural Context

In Brazil, emerging adulthood, as a period of exploration of identity, the pursuit of diverse experiences, and the postponing of adult responsibilities, is particularly present in high socioeconomic status (SES) youth, who are more influenced by globalized values. Low SES youth, having limited access to the internet and tertiary education and thus being less influenced by globalized values, tend to comparatively assume traditional adult roles such as having a full-time job, focusing on their families, and having children and a stable partner (Dutra-Thomé and Koller, 2014).

Dressler et al. (2018) conducted a study in Brazil in which they measured individuals’ cultural consonance as well as the degree to which they knew about their society’s cultural model and compared these measures to their level of psychological distress. They found that both knowing about their society’s cultural model and having high levels of cultural consonance were associated with lower levels of psychological distress. However, cultural consonance acted as the stronger buffer for psychological distress.

The concept of NEET is getting particular attention in Brazil, where people in poverty, with fewer years of formal education, limited access to the internet, and a lower likelihood of being in a stable relationship have a higher probability of becoming NEETs due to the difficulties of securing a position in the current labor market without a high educational level, and lack of financial support to engage in other activities. Currently, the government has been implementing policies to try to mitigate this issue (Almeida and Figueiredo, 2017).

Cases of hikikomori are rather uncommon in Brazil, but there are some case studies. Gondim et al. (2017) described the case of a 25-year-old man, without previous history of psychiatric treatment; after breaking up with his girlfriend and quitting his job, the man stayed in his parents’ house for 29 years, having minimal contact with other people and rarely going outside. Prioste and Siqueira (2019) described the case of a 38-year-old man who had quit his job more than 10 years prior and refrained from social relationships for more than 5 years, spending his time playing computer games and browsing the internet. These cases showed some overlapping tendencies with cases in Japan.



Affect and Culture

According to Affect Valuation Theory (Tsai et al., 2006; Tsai, 2007), affect can be divided into two types: “ideal affect”, which is what people idealize and would like to feel as shaped by mainstream cultural values, and “actual affect”, internal affective states that people actually feel in response to a situation. In general, culture guides which ideal affective states are pursued and valued more than others as they serve various functions, such as self-affirmation or relationship building, which are prioritized differently by different cultures. In turn, the consequences of the actual affect that individuals feel are determined by how in line they are with their culture’s ideal affect.

For example, the discrepancy between actual and ideal affect (i.e., the further away people are from culturally valued and desired affective states) is associated with greater intensity in depression (Tsai et al., 2006) and poorer psychological functioning (Tran et al., 2017).

In East Asian cultural contexts, individuals are encouraged to pursue and value low arousal positive emotions (LAP), such as being calm or serene. High arousal positive emotions (HAP), such as excitement and elation, are less desired since they can harm social relationships in these societies (Tsai et al., 2006). In Latin American cultural contexts, individuals follow an opposite pattern, valuing HAP over LAP, because social relationships are promoted through vibrant positive emotional expression in these societies (Ruby et al., 2012).



Exploratory Study With Data From Brazil and Japan

As a small but important first step to see the difference between Brazilian and Japanese cultural marginalization and emotion, we conducted a survey study. Both cultures are commonly depicted in cultural psychology as collectivist (Triandis, 1995) and interdependence-fostering (Markus and Kitayama, 1991, 2010), in which the establishment and maintenance of social relationships are essential to the maintenance of order and development of social relationships in society, as well as the constitution of individuals’ selves. However, recently there has also been a growing body of research showing that East Asian and Latin American cultures have many differences when it comes to social and psychological features.

The function of emotions in each of these cultures as well as how they are valued varies (e.g., Ruby et al., 2012; De Almeida and Uchida, 2019). Therefore, we expected that each culture would display a specific relationship between social marginalization and affect.

This cultural difference is also reflected in cultural products such as song lyrics and news articles. A study comparing cultural products from Brazil and Japan showed that Brazilian products have more positive words, which can be related to HAP, than neutral and negative words, while Japanese products tend to have proportionally more neutral words, which can be related to LAP, than positive and negative words (De Almeida and Uchida, 2019). Hence, the current paper extends past literature by providing a new way of distinguishing two interdependent cultures, by comparing these cultures using ideal affect valuation.

We hypothesized that an individual’s affect (both ideal and actual) would be associated with the risk of being socially marginalized. Due to the cultural differences in affect valuation between the two cultures, we predicted that high actual and ideal HAP in Brazil would be connected to low marginalization risk in Brazil, while LAP would buffer against marginalization risk in Japan.



MATERIALS AND METHODS


Participants

Due to the exploratory nature of this study, we opted for having university students as participants since previous studies suggested that there were more than 10% of university students at risk of marginalization, even including those in top elite universities in Japan (Norasakkunkit and Uchida, 2011) and in Singapore (Liew et al., 2021). University students in both Japan and Brazil are undergoing emerging adulthood, which is a time when people receive strong influence from globalization. In addition, since they are facing the pressure of getting a job after graduation, there is a risk of social marginalization. Thus university students can be studied as representatives of this particular life stage from each country. Also, despite this population being less prone to cultural marginalization, they are not immune to it; there are many reported cases of university students falling into social marginalization in several countries (e.g., Uchida, 2010; Bowker et al., 2019).

Participants were 54 Brazilian (30 females, mean age = 21.9, SD = 2.72) and 54 Japanese (21 females, mean age = 21.4, SD = 3.03) university students from various departments in top tier universities in each country (see Table 1). Brazilian participants were born and raised in Brazil and spoke Brazilian Portuguese as their first language, and Japanese participants were born and raised in Japan and spoke Japanese as their first language. Participants from neither group had lived for more than a year in a foreign country. Past or present psychiatric conditions were not asked about or measured.


TABLE 1. Participants demographic information.

[image: Table 1]In the Japanese university, an announcement was posted on a bulletin board in one of the main buildings, as well as on an online version of the bulletin board. Participants came to the lab and answered the questionnaires on a laptop and received ¥500 Japanese yen (around 4 USD) for their participation.

Brazilian participants received invitations to participate through internal mailing lists. They answered the questionnaires outside the lab, and they did not receive compensation for their participation1. For this sample, information about the type of school the participants attended before university was also collected as a measure of SES. 44 participants attended only or mostly private schools (high SES), and 10 participants attended only public schools (low SES).



Materials

Firstly, participants answered the Affect Valuation Index (AVI; Tsai et al., 2006). This index consists of two parts, both concerning 30 emotional states (enthusiastic, astonished, nervous, dull, quiet, relaxed, excited, surprised, elated, sleepy, still, lonely, strong, passive, content, sluggish, inactive, sad, euphoric, fearful, happy, idle, calm, unhappy, aroused, hostile, satisfied, rested, peaceful, and serene). In the first part, in order to measure ideal affect, participants answered how often they would ideally like to experience each emotional state over the course of a typical week on a 5-point scale (1-Never, 5-All the time). In the second part, participants rated how often they actually experienced each emotional state over the course of a typical week, using the same 5-point scale. For this study, we focused on high arousal positive affect (HAP – enthusiastic, excited, and strong) and low arousal positive affect (LAP – calm, at rest, relaxed, and serene), as classified by Tsai et al. (2006) in previous research.

Secondly, participants answered the NEET-hikikomori risk scale (NHR), developed by Uchida and Norasakkunkit (2015). It consists of 27 items (refer to the original article for details on each item) that participants rate on a 7-point scale (1- Completely disagree, 7- Completely agree), which are averaged to create the final score. This scale was made to assess NEET and hikikomori tendencies as a spectrum. It focuses on attitudes and values which suggest deviance from the cultural mainstream, commonly held by both groups.

Both materials already had a Japanese translation used in previous research. A Brazilian Portuguese version was made using back-translation.

Finally, participants provided some demographic information.



RESULTS

Statistical analyses of the present study were performed using the statistical programming language R.

First of all, we examined the reliability of the NHR scale for Brazil, since it has only been validated for Japan and the United States. The Cronbach’s alpha score of the NHR was high for the Brazilian data (0.81), as it was for the Japanese data (0.78). There was no significant difference in NHR [t(106) = 1.95, p = 0.054] between the Brazilian group (M = 3.8, SD = 0.7) and the Japanese group (M = 3.6, SD = 0.5) (see Figure 1). Compared to the original study in which the scale was developed (Uchida and Norasakkunkit, 2015), both groups studied here scored similarly to the non-marginalized group (M = 3.5) and lower than the group classified as NEET (M = 4.4).


[image: image]

FIGURE 1. Histogram of NHR scores from each sample.


Next, to investigate cultural variability in ideal affect a 2 (Affect Type: HAP vs. LAP) × 2 (Culture: Brazil vs. Japan) mixed-model ANOVA with Affect Type as the within-subjects factor was conducted. There were significant effects for Culture, F(1,106) = 11.44, MSE = 0.43, p < 0.01, [image: image], Affect Type, F(1,106) = 30.23, MSE = 0.29, p < 0.001, [image: image], and the interaction between Culture and Affect Type, F(1,106) = 7.23, MSE = 0.29, p < 0.01, [image: image]. Bonferroni p-value adjusted post hoc tests were performed to evaluate Affect Type differences in each culture. In the Brazilian sample, LAP and HAP were not significantly different (M = 3.9 and M = 3.7, p = 0.1), however, Japanese participants scored significantly higher in LAP than HAP (M = 3.8 and M = 3.2, p < 0.001).

The Japanese data replicated results from previous studies (Tsai et al., 2006), showing that Japanese, as has been commonly found for East Asians, would prefer LAP over HAP. However, the Brazilian data did not replicate previous findings considering Latin Americans (Ruby et al., 2012), since there was no significant difference in affective preference (see Figure 2).


[image: image]

FIGURE 2. Comparison of actual and ideal HAP and LAP between Brazil and Japan (error bars represent standard deviation of the mean). ***p < 0.001.


Regarding actual affect, we conducted another 2 (Affect Type: HAP vs. LAP) × 2 (Culture: Brazil vs. Japan) mixed-model ANOVA with Affect Type as the within-subjects factor. There were significant effects for Culture, F(1,106) = 10.00, MSE = 0.65, p < 0.01, [image: image], Affect Type, F(1,106) = 26.88, MSE = 0.38, p < 0.001, [image: image], and the interaction between Culture and Affect Type, F(1,106) = 16.19, MSE = 0.38, p < 0.01, [image: image]. Bonferroni p-value adjusted post hoc tests were performed to evaluate Affect Type differences in each culture. In the Brazilian sample, LAP and HAP were not significantly different (M = 2.5 and M = 2.4, p = 0.37), however, Japanese participants scored significantly higher in LAP than HAP (M = 3.1 and M = 2.4, p < 0.001).

Finally, three multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine the effect of affect valuation and experience on social marginalization for each culture.

Each multiple regression followed the same general formula – NHR was predicted by HAP or LAP and their interaction with culture (Brazil or Japan). This way we could evaluate how HAP and LAP in ideal affect, actual affect, or the discrepancy between ideal and actual affect influences NHR in each culture, as well as the effect of culture on the model.

Firstly, the possible effects of ideal affect (high arousal positive and low arousal positive affect) on marginalization risk in each culture were evaluated through a regression model (culture was dummy coded). Contrary to our hypothesis, the results of the regression indicate that ideal HAP and ideal LAP did not explain the variance [F(5,102) = 1.5, R2 = 0.02, p = 0.2].

Secondly, the possible effects of actual affect (high arousal positive and low arousal positive affect) on marginalization risk in each culture were evaluated through a regression model (culture was dummy coded, see Table 2 for details). The model explained 23% of the variance [F(5,102) = 7.55, R2 = 0.27, p < 0.001,]. Culture did not have a significant effect, thus the two groups had similar scores on NHR. For the Brazilian sample, LAP (β = −0.20, p = 0.05) had a marginally significant influence and HAP (β = −0.40, p < 0.01) had a large influence. However, for the Japanese sample both LAP (β = −0.19, p = 0.71) and HAP (β = 0.25, p = 0.11) did not significantly influence NHR.


TABLE 2. Regression results using NHR as the criterion, actual affect as the dependent variable and culture (Brazil and Japan) as dummy variables.

[image: Table 2]Thirdly, the possible effects of the discrepancy between ideal and actual affect (raw values of ideal minus actual affect) on marginalization risk in each culture were evaluated through a regression model (culture was dummy coded). Results show that the regression model significantly explained the variance [R2 = 0.12, p < 0.01, F(5,102) = 3.96]. Similar to the actual affect model, culture did not have a significant effect. In the Brazilian sample, only the discrepancy in HAP (β = 0.40, p = 0.03) had a significant influence on NHR. In the Japanese sample, neither the discrepancy in HAP or LAP had a significant influence on NHR.



DISCUSSION

The study presented provides evidence that associates affect, as a mainstream cultural value, and the risk of social marginalization. This can be seen as a first step in this line of research, which can be fruitful not only for future studies, but also for the development of policies, and for professionals involved in applied work who design interventions and diagnose patients.

NEET-Hikikomori Risk Scale (NHR) had high reliability in this study’s Brazilian sample, showing that the latent variables are consistent and reliable in a culture outside of Japan. Future use of this scale in Brazilian culture in other facets of research may yield meaningful results. Future research can also expand the participant sampling pool to include those such as NEETs or people who are socially withdrawn to observe and analyze their psychological risk factors.

The present study adds to the literature with novel data from Brazil. We found that there is an association between the cultural valuation of affective states and social marginalization. The results of the regression models indicate that ideal HAP and ideal LAP did not explain marginalization risk in either culture. However, in the Brazilian sample (but not the Japanese sample), considering actual affect and the discrepancy between actual and ideal affect, low HAP predicted marginalization risk. LAP had a similar influence on marginalization risk, albeit only a marginally signiticant one. This implies that for Brazilians, actual positive affect has an important buffering effect toward marginalization risk. In particular, HAP is more likely to work as a buffer of marginalization risk in Brazil than in Japan. Actual affect and the discrepancy between ideal and actual affect had significant results, suggesting that it is the individual’s actual emotional state, not their ideal emotional state, that influences their cultural engagement. Considering that lived experiences are the major influence on one’s actual affect, one possible explanation for the present results is that environments and situations that promote actual HAP in Brazilians will also promote adherence to other mainstream cultural ideals, buffering against cultural marginalization. Future research may address this issue directly as well as exploring other consequences of one experiencing actual affect that goes against the ideal affect of mainstream culture.

Aside from our main hypothesis, this data suggests that for the mean score of ideal affect, Brazilian data (preferring LAP and HAP equally) ended up being similar to what was found in previous studies, in which, contrary to expectations, European-Americans (Tsai, 2007) and European-Canadians (Ruby et al., 2012) did not score significantly differently on ideal HAP and LAP. A recent study’s result has shown Colombians, European-Americans, and Japanese scoring significantly higher on ideal LAP than HAP, and Japanese scoring significantly lower than the other groups in HAP (Salvador et al., 2020). While questionnaire-based studies with participants sometimes show this pattern, behavioral and cultural products-based studies have consistently shown affective cultural values (e.g., Tsai et al., 2006; Tsai, 2007; De Almeida and Uchida, 2019). Therefore, there is the possibility that in the present study, the participants’ ideal affect was not a perfect reflection of what is expected in terms of affect in the Brazilian culture.

In addition, the previous studies mentioned here obtained data from Mexico (Ruby et al., 2012) and Colombia (Salvador et al., 2020), while we obtained data from Brazil. It is also arguable that valuing both HAP and LAP is a characteristic of Brazilian culture that differs from other Latin American cultures, or at least Colombia and Mexico. For instance, Zubieta et al. (1998) identified variables such as indigenous population, characteristics of the pre-Columbian cultures, socio-economic development, gender differences, and climate that can influence how emotions work in Latin American cultures. This difference between Latin American cultures further highlights the need for more studies comparing cultures within the same region rather than generalizing effects across cultural regions. Also, it suggests that the current usage of affective valuation as a functional means to explore cultural differences may have unique contributions compared to other more commonly used cultural measures.

Based on the divergence of the results from the present study and previous research on affect in Latin America, it is possible that the patterns and functions of emotions, as well as how and why they differ in each country, are simply not well understood. This could be due to a lack of studies focusing on this topic, especially when compared to the number of studies done with Western, or even East Asian populations.

Despite previous research suggesting that LAP supports social adjustment, while HAP may hinder social relationships in East Asian cultures (Tsai et al., 2006)—and LAP being considered a mainstream value in these societies and thus related to marginalization risk (Ishii and Uchida, 2016)—we could not find evidence that supports this hypothesis in our results. There are numerous possible explanations for this result; for instance, emotion could not be related to cultural marginalization in Japan, or this relationship could not be measurable in Japanese university students. Future research should investigate this further.

In summary, actual HAP can act as a buffer to cultural marginalization risk in Brazil, however, HAP and LAP may not be related to cultural marginalization risk in Japan. The current results should be interpreted in context, since they have limitations. First of all, the findings presented here may not be generalizable beyond the studied population, which consists of students from top tier universities (i.e., people with small chances of becoming socially marginalized) in each country, living in urban and economically developed regions of their countries, who are mostly high SES. Therefore, future studies must expand the findings of this study by addressing populations that are more at risk of becoming socially marginalized, or are at least not as privileged as the participants of this study. Secondly, other complementary measurements could be used for a better assessment of the situation, such as behavioral and physiological indices, psychiatric history, longitudinal measures, and cultural artifacts.

As globalization becomes more prevalent, societies around the world have to change accordingly, oftentimes pushing people into social marginalization. Despite being a global phenomenon, the present research shows that this process can happen in distinct ways according to local cultural values. Thus, future studies, as well as policies and perhaps treatments, can benefit from paying attention to how the relationship between cultural values and social marginalization develops in each society.

In a world where social marginalization is an important and frequently discussed topic (e.g., OECD, 2019), studies and policies tackling the issue from different angles are of urgent necessity. This study is a small but novel step in the direction of better understanding how this phenomenon works and, possibly, how it can be tackled in the future.
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FOOTNOTES

1It is a common practice in Brazilian universities to set up mailing lists within the university’s departments (e.g., “Graduate School of Engineering’s mailing list”), or students’ year (e.g., “class of 2012”). These mailing lists work as an alternative to bulletin boards as well as a direct means to deliver information to a whole class or department. They can be used for announcements and sharing information about things such as summer courses, internships, research grant opportunities, and recruitment for studies. It is customary to have voluntary participants in research in Brazil.
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