
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01759
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01759&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-10-13
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:wuyh@pku.edu.cn
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01759
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01759/full
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/433109/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/284190/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/258666/overview


Zhang et al. Self-Evaluation under Social Threat

Interestingly, some recent behavioral studies further found
that, when faced with social-evaluative threats, participants
tend to evaluate themselves in more flattering ways (Vohs
and Heatherton, 2004; vanDellen et al., 2011; Brown, 2012;
Beer et al., 2013; Hughes and Beer, 2013). While under social
rejection or negative social evaluation conditions, participants
evaluated their personalities or abilities more desirably and
less undesirably in comparison with nonthreatening conditions.
Researchers regard this phenomenon as a fundamental self-
protection strategy, which is used to protect the self from the
harm pursuant to the social threat (Hughes and Beer, 2013;
Hoefler et al., 2015). Several neuroimaging studies have also
revealed the neural underpinnings of this fundamental process.
They found that self-evaluations made in response to social-
evaluative threat increased activation in some regions such as
the orbitofrontal cortex (OFC), medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC),
and amygdala. Furthermore, these studies further found that
the increased desirability under social-evaluative threat was
significantly correlated with the medial OFC activity (Flagan and
Beer, 2013; Hughes and Beer, 2013). In general, these behavioral
and neuroimaging studies have robustly demonstrated that
participants respond to social-evaluative threat by emphasizing
their own desirability. Only those who suffer from low self-
esteem or depressionmight respond to social threat by evaluating
themselves as more undesirable (Vohs and Heatherton, 2004;
vanDellen et al., 2011).

Despite these findings, it remains unclear whether the
phenomenon of the threatening stimuli increasing desirability is
culturally universal or specific toWestern participants. Although,
the above-average effect has been observed in both populations
of Westerners and East Asians (e.g., Yates et al., 1997; Acker and
Duck, 2008), several previous studies have found that East Asians
have different patterns of self-enhancement from Westerners
(Kitayama et al., 1997; Heine et al., 2001; Heine and Hamamura,
2007). Interestingly, previous studies have also found some
differences in patterns of self-related processing between East
Asians and Westerners when they are faced with social threat or
negative stimuli. For example, studies have found that European
Americans show a self-face advantage effect during the high-
social hierarchical threat condition, while Chinese participants
showed a reversal effect (Ma and Han, 2009, 2010; Liew et al.,
2011). For this reason, we speculated that East Asians may
have different self-evaluation patterns when faced with social-
evaluative threat.

In addition, previous studies have found that self-construal
differences and self-esteem differences existed amongWesterners
and East Asians. On one hand, Westerners tend to view
the self as an autonomous entity that is separate from
others, i.e., independent self-construal; on the other hand,
the majority of East Asians tend to view the self as a
socially embedded entity with strong interconnectedness with
others, i.e., interdependent self-construal (Markus and Kitayama,
1991; Heine, 2001). Although, some researchers regard the
phenomenon of responding to social threat by emphasizing
one’s own desirability as a fundamental self-protection strategy.
People with an interdependent self-construal emphasize that
augmenting their desirability while under threat is not a

wise self-protection strategy because it denies others’ negative
evaluations about the self by emphasizing one’s own desirability
and breaking the interconnectedness with others. Moreover,
some studies have found that the self-construal priming task
can shift self-construals and modulate both Westerners’ and East
Asians’ performances of self-related judgment (e.g., Sui et al.,
2009, 2012; Chiao et al., 2010; Kim et al., 2016). Based on
these results, we speculated that self-construal differences may
modulate self-evaluation responses under social threat. Also,
previous studies have found the East-West differences in self-
esteem, where East Asians reported lower self-esteem compared
to European Americans (Schmitt and Allik, 2005; Chiu and
Hong, 2006). In summary, it seems that the potential cultural
differences may be caused by the different levels of self-esteem.
Therefore, it is necessary to investigate the roles of self-construal
and self-esteem in self-evaluation under social-evaluative threat
beyond the surface of cultural differences.

In the current study, we aimed to address these questions
specifically. The study used social-evaluative threat manipulation
and self-construal priming task to assess whether East Asians
have different response patterns when faced with social threat
and whether these different patterns were caused by different
types of self-construal. First, to obtain East Asians’ response
pattern, we used a typical social-evaluative threat manipulation
which has been used in previous Western studies (e.g.,
Beer et al., 2013; Hughes and Beer, 2013). We manipulated
the social-evaluative threat by providing participants with
favorable or unfavorable social-evaluative feedback, and then
collected their self-evaluation responses (i.e., magnitude of
above-average effect). We used the same social-evaluative threat
manipulation and self-evaluation procedures for observing the
pattern differences between East Asians and Westerners as
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