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Article

There is no history, only fictions of varying degrees of 
plausibility.

—Voltaire

Introduction

Some have proposed that mental time travel, the ability to 
recollect the past and imagine the future, may be specific to 
the human species (Donald, 2001; Wheeler et  al., 1997). 
Although mental time travel may be a uniquely human skill, 
this does not exclude the possibility that mental time travel 
is subjective and often fraught with error. Misperceptions of 
the past and future are exemplified by the End of History 
Illusion (EoHI) (Quoidbach et al., 2013). The EoHI is the 
tendency to believe that a disproportionally greater amount 
of change occurred in the past than is predicted to occur in 
the future. People often think that the current moment exists 
as watershed moment differentiating the past from the 
future. The EoHI may be one reason why people make deci-
sions they later will regret. Better understanding the EoHI 
holds the potential to improve how people make decisions 
throughout their lives.

The EoHI occurs across a broad range of psychological 
domains that include life satisfaction, personality traits and 
values (Harris & Busseri, 2019; Quoidbach et al., 2013). The 
absolute value of the difference between past and current 
self-assessments tends to be larger than the difference 
between future and current self-assessments. One reason 

why the EoHI may occur is to enhance notions that one is 
currently at a relatively good state or position within their 
lives, and will remain so moving forward in time (Quoidbach 
et  al., 2013). Temporal self-appraisal theory explains that 
people tend to derogate their past selves to preserve or 
enhance their current self-concept (Ross & Buehler, 2001; 
Ross & Wilson, 2002; Wilson & Ross, 2001). Accordingly, 
people often narrate their life stories with themes involving 
growth and the development of positive characteristics over 
time (Bauer & McAdams, 2004; Ross & Wilson, 2003). The 
manifestation of the EoHI may occur, in part, to preserve 
peoples’ beliefs that they have grown and improved consid-
erably in comparison to their past self.

Culture and the End of History

Much of what is currently known about mental time travel 
is based on U.S. American, Canadian, or European sam-
ples. Furthermore, the entirety of empirical research to date 
documenting the existence of the EoHI has been limited to 
Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic 
(WEIRD) (Henrich et  al., 2010) cultural contexts. This 
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presents a clear limitation in terms of the generalizability of 
the EoHI. As such, it is currently unknown if people outside 
of WEIRD cultural contexts show a similar level of sus-
ceptibility to the EoHI. We therefore sought to investigate 
if the magnitude of the EoHI differs between two different 
cultural contexts (U.S. American and Japanese). We 
selected U.S. American and Japanese because they are two 
cultures that differ in constructs that may be linked to sus-
ceptibility to the EoHI; temporal orientation (current vs. 
past) and several aspects of the self (i.e., self-enhancement 
and self-concept clarity). 

Many cross-cultural studies refer to broad differences 
between Eastern and Western cultural contexts by collapsing 
across several diverse countries that encompass large geo-
graphical areas. This approach relies on the assumption that 
cross-country differences within Western or Eastern geo-
graphical areas are smaller than those that exist between 
Eastern and Western geographical areas. In the current 
research, we draw some support for predicting how U.S. 
Americans think from findings from other countries such as 
Canada, and draw some support for predicting how Japanese 
think from findings from other countries such as China. 
Based on extant evidence that U.S. Americans and Japanese 
cultures differ in temporal orientation and many aspects of 
the self, we predicted that U.S. Americans would display a 
greater magnitude of the EoHI than Japanese.

Cultural and Temporal Orientation

The way people tend to focus on different specific temporal 
domains (i.e., temporal orientation) may, in part, be associ-
ated with susceptibility to the EoHI. One reason why culture 
may be linked to differences in the susceptibility to the EoHI 
is because of cultural differences in temporal orientation. 
Indeed, some research shows that cultural context is associ-
ated with the way people are oriented in time (Gao, 2016). 
Cultural differences in temporal orientation may manifest,  
in part, because of broad differences in cognitive styles 
(Nisbett et  al., 2001). WEIRD cultural contexts (including 
U.S. Americans) are often characterized by an analytic cog-
nitive style, which renders an affinity toward focusing on 
objects versus context. Conversely, some East Asian cul-
tures, such as Japan, tend to have a more holistic analytic 
style. In terms of temporal orientation, WEIRD cultural con-
texts, such as U.S. Americans, are associated with a tendency 
to focus on the current temporal state, as a single moment of 
time. While for Japanese, the present and future may be 
informed by the “context” of what has occurred in the past.

Several empirical studies show that U.S. Americans (or 
Canadians) and some East Asian cultures show differences in 
temporal orientation. For example, Japanese tend to describe 
past proud or embarrassing events as being closer in time 
than Canadian counterparts (Ross et  al., 2005). Some East 
Asians cultures (Chinese) tend to describe the causes of a 
crime using more descriptions of the past than Canadians  

(Ji et al., 2009). Asian American’s current well-being tends 
to be predicted by both past and present self-ratings, while 
European American’s current well-being tends to be pre-
dicted by present, but not past, self-ratings (Kim et al., 2012). 
Because the EoHI involves misperceptions of reported past 
change and predicted future change, cultures that differ in 
temporal orientation, such as U.S. American and Japanese, 
may show differences in magnitude of the EoHI.

Culture and the Self

The way people think about themselves may be linked to 
susceptibility to the EoHI. Quoidbach et al. (2013) specu-
lated that two reasons why the EoHI occurs may be (a) moti-
vations to view one’s self as admirable and (b) motivations 
to believe that one knows themselves’ well. Studies based 
on temporal self-appraisal theory show that people (primar-
ily those in WEIRD cultures) tend to derogate their past 
selves to preserve or enhance positive/admirable beliefs 
about their current selves (Wilson & Ross, 2001). The EoHI 
may also occur, in part, to preserve or enhance the belief that 
one knows themselves well. Predicting that one’s self will 
remain stable in the future may aide in preserving confi-
dence in self-knowledge. In this research, we sought to test 
the association between self-esteem (SE), confidence that 
one knows themselves well, and susceptibility to the EoHI. 
We used the Rosenberg SE Scale to measure SE, and the 
self-concept clarity (SCC) scale (Campbell et al., 1996) to 
measure confidence that one knows themselves well. We 
predicted that greater SE and SCC would be linked to 
increased susceptibility to the EoHI.

There is also reason to predict that differences in the 
magnitude of the EoHI between U.S. American and Japanese 
cultures may be mediated by individual differences in SE 
and SCC. Japanese and U.S. Americans tend to differ in self-
enhancement motivation (Ross et al., 2005). Japanese tend 
to score lower on measures of SE (Kobayashi & Brown, 
2003) and SCC (Campbell et al., 1996) as compared to U.S. 
Americans and Canadians. One way the EoHI may serve 
SE is by accentuating the belief that one has grown from a 
previous, relatively negative state. Because U.S. Americans 
tend to display more motivation to self-enhance, as com-
pared to Japanese, SE may mediate the link between culture 
and thinking about the past in a relatively negative light (i.e., 
directional past change). One way the EoHI may contribute 
to self-knowledge confidence is by accentuating the belief 
that one is currently on solid ground and will remain stable 
moving forward (i.e., absolute future change). SCC may 
contribute to the EoHI by preserving the belief that one 
knows themselves well and will not change in the future. 
Thus, greater SCC may be associated with reduced predicted 
absolute future change and may mediate the link between 
culture and the magnitude of predicted absolute future 
change. In Study 2, we investigated the specific roles that SE 
and SCC play in mediating the link between culture and 
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reported past and predicted future change of personality 
traits. We predicted that SE would mediate the link between 
culture and the magnitude of reported directional past change 
and that SCC would mediate the link between culture and the 
magnitude of predicted absolute future change.

The Current Study

For the present research, we focused on two cultural contexts 
that differ in temporal orientation and self-enhancement 
motivation (U.S. American and Japanese). In two large inde-
pendent studies, we compared the magnitude of the EoHI for 
a broad range of psychological domains (Study 1, n = 5,990: 
life satisfaction, marriage/family relationships, financial/
career situation, and health; Study 2, n = 1,609: personality 
traits) between U.S. Americans and Japanese. For Hypothesis 
1, we predicted that the magnitude of the EoHI would be 
greater for U.S. Americans than Japanese. In addition, based 
on evidence that U.S. Americans and Japanese differ accord-
ing to several aspects of the self, we predicted that SE and 
SCC would be associated with the EoHI (Hypothesis 2) and 
would mediate observed cultural differences in the magni-
tude of the EoHI (Hypothesis 3).

The EoHI has been demonstrated by comparing the 
amount (absolute value) of reported past and predicted future 
change (Quoidbach et al., 2013). Absolute values inherently 
obscure the direction of change. Measuring and comparing 
absolute values between past and future conditions advances 
our understanding of the magnitude of the EoHI but does not 
elucidate the pattern of the EoHI. Thus, we also investigated 
the pattern of the EoHI by measuring and comparing direc-
tional change. That is, we quantified the tendency to think 
about reported past change as either “growing” or “declin-
ing” in comparison to one’s past self, and quantified the ten-
dency to think about predicted future change as either 
“growing” or “declining” in comparison to one’s current self. 
By measuring directional change, we were able to also test 
the hypothesis that U.S. Americans would perceive the past 
more negatively (with respect to their current status) than 
Japanese (Hypothesis 4) and that SE and SCC would display 
unique roles as mediators on the link between culture and 
directional past change (Hypothesis 5) and absolute future 
change (Hypothesis 6), respectively. We tested each of the 
following specific hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: U.S. Americans would display a greater 
magnitude of the EoHI than Japanese.
Hypothesis 2: Higher SE and SCC would be associated 
with a greater magnitude of the EoHI.
Hypothesis 3: SE and SCC would mediate observed cul-
tural differences in the magnitude of EoHI between U.S. 
America and Japan.
Hypothesis 4: U.S. Americans would perceive the past 
more negatively (with respect to their current status) than 
Japanese.

Hypothesis 5: SE would mediate the link between  
culture and the magnitude of reported directional past 
change.
Hypothesis 6: SCC would mediate the link between 
culture and the magnitude of predicted absolute future 
change.

Study 1: Cultural Differences in the 
EoHI for Life Satisfaction

Method

Participants.  The data for study 1 were sourced from the 
Midlife in the United States (MIDUS) and Midlife in Japan 
(MIDJA) studies. These data and codebook are available for 
download from the Institute for Social Research at the Uni-
versity of Michigan (www.icpsr.umich.edu). The MIDUS 
and MIDJA projects include measures across a broad array 
of psychological and health-related outcomes and were col-
lected to generate large-scale nationally representative data 
sets. The methods of MIDUS and MIDJA projects were for-
mally designed to mirror one another to facilitate cross-
cultural research. We selected participant responses from 
Wave 2 of the MIDUS study (n = 3,987, 2,205 females, 
mean age = 56.15 years, SD age = 12.35) and Wave 1 of the 
MIDJA study (n = 1,027, 522 females, mean age = 54.36, 
SD = 14.15) to best equate average age between cultures.

Measures.  We focused our investigation on a set of items 
designed to measure life satisfaction currently, 10 years in 
the past, and 10 years in the future (Hong et al., 2019) and 
individual differences in SE. Participants were asked: ‘‘How 
would you rate your life overall these days?” ‘‘Looking back 
10 years ago, how would you rate your life overall at that 
time?” and ‘‘Looking ahead 10 years into the future, what do 
you expect your life overall will be like at that time?” We 
also sourced participant responses for past, current, and 
future evaluations for four other psychological domains: 
family relationships, work situation, financial situation, and 
health. Across all psychological domains, participants used 
an 11-point Likert-type scale with 0 corresponding to “worst 
possible,” and 10 corresponding to “best possible.” Thus, 
across all domains, we had a measure for current rating, and 
ratings for 10 years reported in the past and 10 years pre-
dicted in the future. These data served as the primary means 
to characterize the EoHI for each participant and ultimately 
within each cultural context.

To quantify individual differences in SE, we sourced 
participant responses to the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 
(Rosenberg, 2015). Participants responded to items on a 
7-point Likert-type scale, with 1 corresponding to strongly 
agree and 7 corresponding to strongly disagree. Data were 
coded such that higher values corresponded to greater SE. 
The psychometric properties of the Rosenberg Self-Esteem 
Scale have been shown to be valid and reliable across U.S. 

www.icpsr.umich.edu
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American and Japanese cultural contexts (Kobayashi & 
Brown, 2003). Internal consistencies for SE within both 
samples were within the acceptable range (Japan, α = .67; 
US, α = .76).1 Multigroup confirmatory factor analysis 
(MGCFA) using AMOS 20 confirmed partial configural 
and metric, but not scalar, equivalence across cultures 
(Supplementary Table 1).

Statistical analysis.  The EoHI is the tendency to believe that a 
greater amount of change occurred in the past than is pre-
dicted to occur in the future. For each participant, we opera-
tionally defined reported past change as the absolute value of 
the difference between current rating and the rating for 10 
years in the past. We operationally defined predicted future 
change as the absolute value of the difference between cur-
rent rating and the rating for 10 years in the future. We used 
a mixed model analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) to test for 
the effect of culture on the difference between reported past 
change and predicted future change (Hypothesis 1), with 
condition (past vs. future) entered as the within-subjects 
variable, culture (US vs. Japan) entered as the between-
subjects variable, and age and sex entered as covariates. Age 
and sex were entered as covariates because they are associ-
ated with life satisfaction, perceptions of change, and the 
EoHI specifically (Harris & Busseri, 2019; Quoidbach et al., 
2013). We report the results of this analysis for the EoHI for 
life satisfaction and subsequently for all of other domains 
(family relationships, work situation, financial situation, and 
health).

Our next goal was to investigate the link between SE and 
the magnitude of the EoHI for life satisfaction (Hypothesis 
2). For this analysis, we calculated a new variable for each 
participant designed to represent individual differences in 
the magnitude of the EoHI. This variable was calculated by 
subtracting the absolute value of predicted future change 
from the absolute value of reported past change. Higher val-
ues of the EoHI variable correspond to reporting that a 
greater amount of change occurred in the past than is pre-
dicted to occur in the future. We then used the EoHI variable 
as an outcome variable within a series of regression and 
mediation analysis. First, we used multiple regression to test 
for associations between SE and the EoHI in each cultural 
context, by entering SE, age, and sex as predictor variables 
and EoHI values as the criterion variable. For multiple 
regression, we report the strength of the association between 
SE and EoHI within each culture and the significance of the 
interaction coefficient for culture. The interaction coefficient 
for culture tests if the relationship between SE and EoHI val-
ues is different according to cultural context (US vs. Japan). 
We then formally tested if SE mediates the link between cul-
ture and the EoHI for life satisfaction (Hypothesis 3). We 
used a path analysis and entered SE as the mediator between 
culture (US vs. Japan) and susceptibility to the EoHI, with 
age and sex entered as covariates using the PROCESS v3.5 

macro in SPSS 26 (Model 4), and bootstrapping, with a total 
of 5,000 permutations (Preacher & Hayes, 2008).

Our final goal for Study 1 was to compare the pattern 
and direction of reported past and predicted future change 
between cultures (Hypothesis 4). This analysis was moti-
vated by prior evidence that those in WEIRD cultures tend 
to self-enhance more than Japanese (Kobayashi & Brown, 
2003; Ross et al., 2005) and that derogating one’s past self 
can serve to bolster one’s current self-concept (Wilson & 
Ross, 2001). To characterize the direction of reported past 
and predicted future change, we calculated new past and 
future change variables (Figure 1). We operationally defined 
reported (directional) past change as the difference between 
current ratings and past ratings (current–past). We operation-
ally defined predicted (directional) future change as the  
difference between future ratings and current ratings (future–
current). Across both directional change variables, higher 
values correspond to the belief that one’s status (i.e., life sat-
isfaction) is “better off” as compared with an earlier point  
in time (i.e., growth pattern). Higher reported (directional) 
past change values represent the belief that one is currently 
“better off” than in the past, and higher predicted (directional) 
future change values represent the belief that one will be 
“better off” in the future than they currently are.

We used multiple regression to test for the effect of cul-
ture on directional change. We ran two sets of multiple 
regression analyses, one for reported past and one for pre-
dicted future change. Each multiple regression analysis was 
conducted with culture, age, and sex entered as predictor 
variables and change values entered as criterion variable. We 
report the significance of the coefficients for culture. The 
significance of the coefficient for culture indicates if direc-
tional change values  differs according to cultural context 
(US vs. Japan), while controlling for age and sex.

Results

Because of heterogeneity across participants in responses 
to items, the sample sizes used within each statistical analy-
sis are sometimes different from one another. The sample 
sizes and demographics for each variable are provided in 
Table 1.

Comparing the EoHI between cultures.  We first tested for an 
interaction between culture and condition (past vs. future) for 
absolute change values for life satisfaction (Hypothesis 1). 
The results of a repeated measures ANCOVA, with condition 
entered as the within-subjects variable, and country entered 
as the between-subjects variable, with age and sex entered as 
covariates, revealed a significant interaction between culture 
and condition on absolute change values, F(1,4959) = 12.08, 
p = .001, partial η2 = .002 (Figure 2). While both cultures 
showed an effect of condition on absolute change values, 
US: F(1,3940) = 65.67, p < .001, partial η2 = .016, Japan: 
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F(1,1017) = 9.91, p = .002, partial η2 = .01, the difference 
between the past and future conditions was greater in the US 
(Δ = .338) than in Japan (Δ = .156). U.S. Americans tended 
to report a greater amount of past change, relative to the 
future change, than did Japanese.

We then tested for an interaction between culture and con-
dition (past vs. future) on absolute change values for each of 
the other psychological domains. We found a significant 
Culture × Condition interaction on absolute change values 
for family relationships, F(1,3587) = 26.41, p < .001,  
partial η2 = .007, and work situation, F(1,4631) = 23.19,  
p < .001, partial η2 = .005, but not for financial situation, 
F(1,4939) = .30, p = 58, partial η2 = .000, or health, 
F(1,5012) = 1.91, p = .17, partial η2 = .000. Because the 
EoHI for life satisfaction has been shown to differ according 
to age group (Harris & Busseri, 2019), we also tested for  
a Culture × Condition interaction within younger (US:  
n = 2,626, mean age: US = 45.60, Japan: n = 506, mean age 
= 41.97) and older (US: n = 2,334, mean age: US = 66.51, 
Japan, n = 521, mean age = 66.97) cohorts within our 
sample. We found that the interaction between culture and 
condition remained significant in both younger, F(1,2506) = 
4.78, p = .03, partial η2 = .00, and older F(1,2449) = 3.90, 
p = .048, partial η2 = .002 cohorts.

Self-esteem and the EoHI.  For Hypothesis 2, we tested for 
associations between individual differences in SE and the 
EoHI for life satisfaction and subsequently for the other psy-
chological domains (Table 2). We found that higher SE was 
associated with larger EoHI values for life satisfaction in 
U.S. America, but not in Japan. SE was also negatively asso-
ciated with the EoHI values for health in U.S. America and 
EoHI values for financial situation in Japan.

Next, we investigated whether individual differences in 
SE mediated the link between culture and the EoHI for life 
satisfaction (Hypothesis 3). The mediation model was run 
with culture (Japan = 0, US = 1) entered as the predictor (x) 
variable, EoHI values entered as the criterion (y) variable, 
and SE entered as the mediator, with age and sex entered as 
covariates. We found a significant indirect effect of SE on the 
link between culture and the EoHI for life satisfaction (95% 
confidence interval [CI]: [.0031, .0981]) (Figure 3). Because 
we also found cultural differences in the EoHI for family 
relationships and work situation, we also tested for an indi-
rect effect of SE on the link between culture and the EoHI for 
these domains. The results of these analyses showed that SE 
did not mediate the link between culture the EoHI for family 
relationships (95% CI: [−.0998, .0359]) or work situation 
(95% CI: [−.0694, .0691]).

Figure 1.  Equations used to calculate directional change variables.
Note. The resultant values represent the tendency to report and predict that one’s life is generally improving as time moves forward (left panel) (growth: 
positive values), or to report and predict that one’s life is generally declining as time moves forward (right panel) (decline: negative values). P = past;  
C = current; F = future; LS = life satisfaction.
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Cultural differences in the pattern of the EoHI.  We tested 
Hypothesis 4 by calculating the difference between current 
and reported past evaluations, and between predicted future 
and current evaluations. Thus, across all change scores, 
higher values represent growth toward becoming higher on 
each respective psychological domain as time moves from 
the past toward the future. Figure 4 displays the average pat-
tern of the reported past and predicted future change for each 
psychological domain.

We conducted a series of multiple regression analyses, 
with culture, age, and sex entered as predictor variables, and 
directional past and future change values entered as the crite-
rion variable (Table 3). For reported past change averaged all 
psychological domains, we found a significant effect of cul-
ture; U.S. Americans tended to report that the past was more 
negative than their current state (average directional change 
= −.536), while Japanese tended to report the past was more 
positive than their current state (average directional change 

Figure 2.  Average absolute reported past and predicted change for all psychological domains in study 1.
Note. Error bars indicate 95% confidence interval from the mean. n.s. = not signficant.
***p < .001.
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= .247) (lower right panel: Figure 4) (B = .742, 95% CI: 
[.63, .86], t = 12.66, p < .001). For predicted future change 
averaged across all psychological domains, we also found a 
significant effect of culture, U.S. Americans tended to pre-
dict the future would be more positive than their current state 
(average directional change = .197), while Japanese tended 
to predict the future would be more negative than their cur-
rent state (average directional change = −.338) (lower right 
panel: Figure 4) (B = .533, 95% CI: [.46, .61], t = 13.42, 
p < .001).

Discussion

In Study 1, we found a cultural difference in the magnitude 
of the EoHI. When thinking about life satisfaction, U.S. 
Americans tended to report a greater amount of past change, 
relative to future change, than did Japanese. We also found 
that SE mediates the observed cultural difference in the mag-
nitude of the EoHI for life satisfaction, indicating that one 
reason why U.S. Americans display a greater EoHI for life 
satisfaction than Japanese is because they show more self-
enhancement motivation. We also found a robust and con-
sistent cultural difference in directional reported past and 
predicted future change. While U.S. Americans consistently 
reported the past more negatively than their current state 
(with the exception of health), Japanese tended to think about 
the past in a more positive light. These findings suggest that 
one reason why the EoHI differs according to cultural con-
text is because of differences in motivation to see one’s cur-
rent self in a positive light. In Study 2, we sought to build on 
these findings and investigate psychological constructs more 
closely linked to people’s self-concepts (ie., personality). In 
Study 2, we measured the EoHI for Big-5 personality traits, 
SE, and confidence in how well people know themselves 
(i.e., self-concept clarity).

Study 2: Cultural Differences in the 
EoHI for Personality Traits

In Study 2, we sought to build on the findings from Study 1, 
by re-testing Hypotheses 1 to 4, and to test a series of addi-
tional specific Hypotheses (5 and 6). In Study 2, we mea-
sured the EoHI for personality traits within U.S. American 
and Japanese cultural contexts, based on samples with a 
lower average age than in Study 1. Prior research demon-
strates the EoHI for personality traits within a WEIRD cul-
tural context (Quoidbach et al., 2013), and extant evidence 
demonstrates that U.S. Americans and Japanese differ in 
many aspects of the self (Cousins, 1989; Kitayama et  al., 
1997). It is currently unknown how the EoHI for personality 
traits may manifest in non-WEIRD cultural contexts 
(Henrich et al., 2010).

One reason why the EoHI may manifest differently 
according to cultural context is because of cultural differ-
ences in self-concepts. Thus, because personality traits 
closely represent the way people think about themselves, the 
EoHI for personality traits may manifest differently within 
U.S. American and Japanese contexts. Furthermore, in Study 
1 we found that SE mediated the link between culture and the 
EoHI for life satisfaction. In Study 2, we again tested for an 
indirect effect of SE on the link between culture and the mag-
nitude of the EoHI. However, we also sought to build on our 
explanatory model by including a measure of confidence that 
one knows themselves well (SCC: Campbell et  al., 1996). 
For personality traits, we predicted that both SE and SCC 

Table 2.  The Association Between Self-Esteem and the End of 
History Illusion for Study 1.

Self-esteem

Variables B 95% CI t p

Life satisfaction
  US .011 [.00, .02] 3.00 .003
  Japan −.012 [–.03, .01] 1.26 .210
  Interaction .022 [.00, .04] 2.14 .033
Family relationships
  US −.004 [–.01, .01] .80 .426
  Japan −.008 [–.03, .01] .73 .467
  Interaction .005 [–.02, .03] .31 .755
Work situation
  US .002 [–.01, .01] .37 .713
  Japan −.008 [–.03, .19] .27 .571
  Interaction .007 [–.02, .04] .45 .651
Financial situation
  US .000 [–.01, .01] .11 .909
  Japan −.034 [–.06, –.01] 2.73 .007
  Interaction .033 [.01, .06] 2.79 .005
Health
  US −.008 [–.01, –.00] 2.43 .015
  Japan −.014 [–.04, .01] 1.34 .179
  Interaction .007 [–.01, .03] .78 .438

Note. Unstandardized parameter estimates (B) and 95% confidence 
intervals (CI) for linear effects.

Figure 3.  Results of mediation analysis for Study 1.
Note. The model depicts the indirect effect of SE on the link between 
culture (Japan = 0, US = 1), and the magnitude of the EoHI for LS.  
SE = self-esteem; EoHI = End of History Illusion; LS = life satisfaction.
*p < .05. **p < .005. ***p < .001.
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would mediate the link between culture and the magnitude 
EoHI (Hypothesis 3). Furthermore, as in Study 2, we also 
measured and compared reported past and predicted future 
directional change for personality traits between cultural 
contexts. Based on temporal self-appraisal theory (Wilson & 
Ross, 2001), and evidence that those in WEIRD cultures tend 
to self-enhance more than Japanese (Ross et al., 2005), we 
predicted that U.S. Americans would report that their past 
personality traits were more negative (i.e., less socially desir-
able) than their current personality traits, as compared with 

Japanese (Hypothesis 4). Finally, we investigated the spe-
cific roles that SE and SCC play in the EoHI. One way that 
the EoHI may contribute to SE is by enhancing one’s view of 
their current self by derogating their past selves. Thus, SE 
may be associated with greater directional past change and 
mediate the link between culture and the magnitude of 
reported directional past change (Hypothesis 5). One way 
that the EoHI may contribute to SCC is by preserving the 
belief that one knows themselves well, and will not change in 
the future. Thus, SCC may be negatively associated with 

Figure 4.  Reported past and predicted future directional change for each culture.
Note. Reported past change was calculated by subtracting past ratings from current ratings (current − past). Predicted future change was calculated by 
subtracting current ratings from future ratings (future − current). To optimally illustrate perceived past and predicted future change, each data series is 
anchored to the current evaluation, as indicated by the square data point in the center of each panel. Error bars indicate 95% confidence interval from 
the mean.
***p < .001.

Table 3.  The Association Between Culture (United Sates vs. Japan) on Directional Reported Past and Predicated Future Change for 
Study 1.

Effect of culture on:

Perceived directional change

Reported past Predicted future

B 95% CI t p B 95% CI t p

Life satisfaction 0.720 [0.59, 0.85] 10.90 .000 .354 [0.26, 0.45] 7.09 .000
Family relationships 0.693 [0.51, –0.88] 7.46 .000 .363 [0.28, 0.45] 8.22 .000
Work situation 0.914 [0.72, 1.11] 9.34 .000 .572 [0.42, 0.72] 7.46 .000
Financial situation 1.099 [0.92, 1.28] 12.19 .000 .895 [0.77, 1.02] 13.78 .000
Health 0.161 [0.03, 0.29] 2.38 .017 .446 [0.35, 0.54] 8.94 .000

Note. Unstandardized parameter estimates (B) and 95% confidence intervals (CI) for linear effects.
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predicted absolute future change and mediate the link 
between culture and the magnitude of predicted absolute 
future change (Hypothesis 6).

Method

Participants.  A power analysis using an alpha level set to .05 
indicated that a sample size of 592 per group was necessary 
to detect a small effect size (f2 = 0.04) with a high level of 
power (99%) (Faul et al., 2007). We recruited 1,609 partici-
pants (US: n = 815, Japan: n = 794) using internet-based 
crowdsourcing websites in the United States (https://mturk.
com) (301 females, mean age = 36.27 years, SD = 10.89) 
and Japan (https://lancers.jp) (368 females, mean age = 
40.13 years, SD = 10.37) to take part in a study on “human 
characteristics and attributes.”

Measures
Personality traits.  Participants completed the English  

(Gosling et  al., 2003) and Japanese (Oshio et  al., 2012) 
versions of the Ten Item Personality Inventory (TIPI) for 
their current selves. Participants also completed the TIPI 
as if they were themselves 10 years in the past and as if 
they were themselves 10 years in the future. All participants 
first completed the TIPI for their current selves; however, 
the order for the past and future TIPI scales was counter-
balanced across participants (US: 50.7% past-future, Japan: 
50.0% past-future). The TIPI was originally developed for the 
English language but has been subsequently translated and 
validated for Japanese (Oshio et al., 2012, 2014). Relibality  
coeficients were within the accpetable range (averaged 
within trait and across time: US, α = .74; Japan, α = .87).

Self-esteem.  Participants completed the English (Rosen-
berg, 2015) and Japanese (Mimura & Griffiths, 2007) ver-
sions of the Rosenberg self-esteem scale (US, α = .86; 
Japan, α = .91). Both versions have been shown to be valid 
and reliable within U.S. American and Japanese cultural 
contexts (Kobayashi & Brown, 2003). MGCFA confirmed 
partial configural and metric, but not scalar, equivalence 
across cultures (Supplementary Table 1).

Self-concept clarity.  Participants completed the English 
(Campbell et al., 1996) and Japanese (Tokunaga & Horiuchi, 
2012) versions of the self-concept clarity scale (US, α = .94; 
Japan, α = .83). Both versions have been shown to be valid 
reliable within U.S. American and Japanese cultural contexts 
(Tokunaga & Horiuchi, 2012). MGCFA confirmed partial 
configural and metric, but not scalar, equivalence across cul-
tures (Supplementary Table 1).

Statistical analysis.  As in Study 1, for each participant we 
operationally defined reported past change as the absolute 
value of the difference between current personality rating 
and their reported rating for themselves 10 years in the past. 

We operationally defined predicted future change as the 
absolute value of the difference between current personality 
rating and their rating for themselves 10 years in the future. 
The absolute value of the difference for current–past or cur-
rent–future was calculated for each of the 10 items within 
the TIPI, and then averaged across all Big-5 traits, and then 
for each trait.

Also, as in study 1, we used a mixed model analysis of 
covariance (ANCOVA) to test for the effect of culture on 
the difference between reported past change and predicted 
future change (Hypothesis 1). The mixed model ANCOVA 
was structured with condition (past vs. future) entered as 
the within-subjects variable, culture (US vs. Japan) entered 
as the between-subjects variable, and age and sex entered 
as covariates. Age and sex were entered as covariates 
because they are associated with personality change 
throughout the lifespan (Roberts et  al., 2006). We report 
the results of this analysis for the EoHI across all person-
ality traits, and subsequently for each of the Big-5 person-
ality traits: emotional stability (inverse of neuroticism), 
extraversion, openness to experience, agreeableness, and 
conscientiousness. Neuroticism scores were inversed to 
represent emotional stability so that higher scores across all 
personality traits correspond to “higher standing” in the 
socially desirable direction.

We then investigated the link between SE, SCC, and the 
magnitude of the EoHI for personality traits (Hypothesis 2). 
We calculated a new variable for each participant to repre-
sent the magnitude of the EoHI based on the difference 
between predicted future and reported past change. The 
EoHI for personality traits variable was used as an outcome 
variable within a series of regression and mediation analysis. 
We used a path analysis for Hypothesis 3 to test the role of 
SE and SCC as mediators between culture (Japan vs. US) 
and magnitude of the EoHI for personality traits, with age 
and sex entered as covariates using the PROCESS v3.5 
macro in SPSS 26 (Model 4), and bootstrapping, with a total 
of 5,000 permutations (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). In a similar 
fashion as Study 1 (see Figure 1 for calculation), we mea-
sured and compared past and future directional change for 
personality traits between cultural contexts (Hypothesis 4).

Finally, we used multiple regression analyses to investi-
gate the specific roles that SE and SCC play in the EoHI. The 
reason why SE may be associated with the EoHI may be 
based on the tendency to derogate one’s past self. WEIRD 
cultures are associated with an increased tendency to dero-
gate past selves to preserve or enhance their current selves 
(Ross et al., 2005; Wilson & Ross, 2001). Thus, SE may be 
linked to directional past change. The reason why SCC may 
be associated with the EoHI may be based on the motivation 
to preserve the belief that one knows themselves well, and 
will not change in the future. Thus, SCC may be linked to 
absolute future change.

Because we were interested in understanding the unique 
effects for SE and SCC, for each regression where SE was 

https://mturk.com
https://mturk.com
https://lancers.jp
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entered as a predictor, we entered SCC as a covariate, and for 
each regression where SCC was entered as a predictor, we 
entered SE as covariate. For SE, we entered SE as the predic-
tor variable and reported directional past change as the crite-
rion variable, with SCC, age, and sex entered as covariates. 
For SCC, we entered SCC as the predictor variable and pre-
dicted absolute future change as the criterion variable, with 
SE, age, and sex entered as covariates. Finally, we formally 
tested for the unique roles of SE and SCC as mediators 
between culture and directional past and absolute future, 
respectively, by conducting a series of path analyses (Preacher 
& Hayes, 2008) (Hypotheses 5 and 6). For each model with 
SE as the mediator, we controlled for SCC, and for each 
model with SCC as the mediator, we controlled for SE.

Results

Cultural differences in the EoHI for personality traits.  We first 
tested for an interaction between culture and condition (past 
vs. future) for absolute change values averaged across all 
personality traits (Hypothesis 1). The results of a repeated 
measures ANCOVA, with condition entered as the within-
subjects variable, and country entered as the between-
subjects variable, with age and sex entered as covariates, 
revealed a significant interaction between culture and condi-
tion on absolute change values, F(1,1654) = 8.96, p = .003, 
partial η2 = .006. While both cultures showed an effect of 
condition on absolute change values, US: F(1,812) = 10.04, 
p = .002, partial η2 = .012, Japan: F(1,791) = 12.95, p < 
.001, partial η2 =.016, the difference between the past and 
future conditions was greater in the US (Δ = .156) than in 
Japan (Δ = .050). U.S. Americans tended to report a greater 
amount of past change, relative to the future change, than did 
Japanese.

We then tested for an interaction between culture and 
condition (past vs. future) for change values for each of the 
Big-5 personality traits (Figure 5). This analysis revealed a 
significant Culture × Condition interaction for emotional 
stability (inverse of neuroticism), F(1,1605) = 7.00, p = 
.008, partial η2 = .004, openness to experience, F(1,1604) 
= 9.41, p = .002, partial η2 = .006, and conscientiousness, 
F(1,1605) = 15.69, p < .001, partial η2 = .010, but not for 
extraversion, F(1,1605) = 1.99, p = .159, partial η2 = 
.001, or agreeableness, F(1,1605) = .18, p = .670, partial 
η2 = .000.

Self-esteem, self-concept clarity, and the EOHI for personality 
traits.  We investigated whether individual differences in SE 
and SCC were associated with the magnitude of the EoHI for 
personality traits (Hypothesis 2) (Table 4).2 We found that 
SE and SCC were positively associated with EoHI values for 
personality traits in the US, and SCC was positively associ-
ated with EoHI values for personality traits in Japan. We also 
observed a moderating effect of culture on the link between 
SE and EoHI values for personality traits.

We then conducted a path analysis to test for indirect 
effects of SE and SCC on the link between culture and mag-
nitude of the EoHI for personality traits (Hypothesis 3). The 
model was run with culture (Japan = 0, US = 1) entered as 
the predictor (x) variable, EoHI values for personality traits 
entered as the criterion (y) variable, and SE and SCC entered 
as mediators, with age and sex entered as covariates. This 
analysis revealed significant indirect effects of both SE and 
SCC on the association between culture and the EoHI for 
personality traits (95% CI: [.0030, .0763]) (Figure 6).

Cultural differences in the pattern of the EoHI for personality 
traits.  To test Hypothesis 4, we calculated difference scores 
between current and past evaluations, and between future 
and current evaluations. Thus, across all change scores, 
higher values represent growth toward becoming higher (in 
the socially desirable direction) on each personality trait as 
time moves forward (see Figure 1 for calculation). Figure 7 
displays the average pattern of reported past and predicted 
future change for each personality trait. Table 5 presents the 
results of a series of multiple regression analyses, with cul-
ture, age, and sex entered as predictor variables, and direc-
tional past and future change values entered as the criterion 
variable. For reported past change, averaged across all per-
sonality traits, we found a significant effect of culture; U.S. 
Americans tended report their past selves more negatively 
than their current selves (average directional change = 
−.245), while Japanese tended to report their past selves rela-
tively similar to their current selves (average directional 
change = .062) (Figure 7: lower right panel) (B = .280, 95% 
CI: [.22, .34], t = 8.88, p < .001). For predicted future 
change, averaged across all personality traits, we found a sig-
nificant effect of culture; Japanese showed a stronger ten-
dency to report their future selves’ more positively than their 
current selves’ (average directional change = .206), than did 
Americans (average directional change = .096) (Figure 7: 
lower right panel) (B = −.139, 95% CI: [−.19, −.08], t = 
4.99, p < .001).

Next, we tested for the effect of culture on directional 
change for each personality trait (Figure 7 and Table 5). 
For reported past change, we found a robust and consistent 
pattern across all personality traits; Americans tended to 
evaluate their past selves relative to their current selves, 
more negatively than Japanese. For future change, we 
found an effect of culture on predicted future change for 
emotional stability, extraversion, and conscientiousness, 
but not for openness to experience of agreeableness.

Perceived change, self-esteem, and self-concept clarity.  We con-
ducted a series of analyses designed to investigate the spe-
cific roles that SE and SCC play in the EoHI for personality 
traits (Hypotheses 5 and 6). The reason why SE may be asso-
ciated with the EoHI may be based on the tendency to dero-
gate one’s past self. As evidenced by research on temporal 
self-appraisal theory, people tend to derogate their past selves 
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Figure 5.  Average absolute reported past and predicted change for all personality traits in Study 2.
Note. Error bars indicate 95% confidence interval from the mean. n.s. = not signficant.
**p < .005. ***p < .001.

Table 4.  The Association Between Self-Esteem, Self-Concept Clarity, and the End of History Illusion for Personality Traits.

EoHI for 
personality

Self-esteem Self-concept clarity

B 95% CI t p B 95% CI t p

US .208 [.14, .28] 5.99 .000 .124 [.09, .16] 7.37 .000
Japan .048 [–.01, .10] 1.69 .092 .080 [.02, .13] 2.67 .004
Interaction .160 [.07, .25] 3.57 .000 .049 [–.02, .11] 1.48 .139

Note. Unstandardized parameter estimates (B) and 95% confidence intervals (CI) for linear effects.
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to preserve or enhance their current selves (Ross et al., 2005; 
Wilson & Ross, 2001). Thus, SE may be linked to directional 
past change. The reason why SCC may be associated with 
the EoHI may be based on the motivation to preserve the 
belief that one knows themselves well, and will not change in 
the future. Thus, SCC may be linked to any type of future 
change, irrespective of direction (i.e., absolute future 
change). These predictions were supported in our data for the 
EoHI for personality traits. Across both cultures, SE was 
associated greater directional past change, while controlling 
for SCC, age, and sex (B = .268, 95% CI: [.22, .32], t = 
10.14, p < .001) and SCC was associated with reduced  
absolute future change, while controlling for SE, age, and 
sex (B = −.129, 95% CI: [−.16, −.10], t = 8.87, p < .001).

We then tested for the unique roles of SE and SCC as 
mediators on the link between culture and reported direc-
tional past and predicted absolute future, respectively, by 
conducting a series of path analyses. For each model with SE 
as the mediator, we controlled for SCC, and for each model 
with SCC as the mediator, we controlled for SE. For 
Hypothesis 5, we found that SE mediated the link between 
culture and reported directional past change (controlling for 
SCC, age, and sex) (95% CI: [.0745, .1477]) (Figure 8), 
while SCC did not (controlling for SE, age, and sex) (95% 
CI: [−.0329, −.0023]). For Hypothesis 6, we found that SCC 
mediated the link between culture and predicted absolute 
future change (controlling for SE, age, and sex) (95% CI: 
[.0259, .0606]), while SE did not (controlling for SCC, age, 
and sex) (95% CI: [−.0298, .0338]).

Together, the results of study 2 show that the EoHI for 
personality traits differs according to cultural context; U.S. 
Americans displayed a larger magnitude of the EoHI than 
their Japanese counterparts. We also found that individual 
differences in aspects of the self (self-esteem and self-con-
cept clarity) mediated the link between culture and the mag-
nitude of the EoHI, and that U.S. Americans think about their 

past selves more negatively than Japanese. Finally, we found 
that SE and SCC play specific roles in the EoHI. SE is asso-
ciated with greater directional past change and mediates the 
link between culture and the magnitude of reported direc-
tional past change, while SCC is associated with predicted 
absolute future change and mediates the link between culture 
and the magnitude of predicted absolute future change.

General Discussion

These findings advance the understanding of EoHI in several 
important ways. First, we show the magnitude of the EoHI 
differs according to cultural context. Although both U.S. 
Americans and Japanese tend to display the EoHI, the mag-
nitude of the illusion is greater for U.S. Americans than 
Japanese. We provide empirical support for the theory that 
the why the EoHI occurs, is in part, in order to preserve posi-
tive current self-concepts (SE), and confidence that one 
knows themselves well (SCC). We also provide new infor-
mation about the EoHI by measuring and comparing direc-
tional change. This analysis yielded robust and consistent 
evidence that culture is associated with differences in the 
way the past is remembered. Across a broad range of psycho-
logical domains, U.S. Americans think about the past in a 
more negative light than Japanese. Cultural context was also 
associated with some differences in the way the future is 
imagined. Finally, we demonstrate that SE plays an impor-
tant specific role in explaining cultural differences in direc-
tional past change for personality traits, and SCC plays an 
important specific role in explaining cultural differences in 
predicted absolute future change for personality traits.

The EoHI serves as a proxy to how many aspects of one’s 
life story is construed. In spite of recognizing that a great 
deal of flux occurred in the past, people show a tendency to 
believe that they have reached a moment in time where 
things will now be more stable. The affinity toward stability 
and confidence to predict the future is likely present, although 
variable, across many different cultural contexts. By also 
analyzing our data using a directional approach, we were 
able to show that in many cases, people construe their past as 
largely comprised of growth and improvement, as opposed 
to decline. This finding supports temporal self-appraisal the-
ory (Wilson & Ross, 2001) and that people are drawn toward 
stories involving personal growth and redemption. People 
within WEIRD cultural contexts (especially U.S. Americans) 
show a particularly high affinity toward life stories involving 
redemption and rags-to-riches experiences (Guo et al., 2016; 
McAdams, 2013).

Cultural Differences in Temporal Orientation

These findings compliment prior evidence of cultural differ-
ences in temporal orientation. Several empirical studies 
show that several East Asian cultures including Japan are 
more orientated toward the past than U.S. Americans (Gao, 

Figure 6.  Results of mediation analysis for personality traits 
(Study 2).
Note. The model depicts the indirect effect of SE and SCC on the link 
between culture (Japan = 0, US = 1), and the magnitude of the EoHI  
for personality traits. SE = self-esteem; SCC = self-concept clarity;  
EoHI = End of History Illusion.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .005. ***p < .001.
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2016). One possible interpretation of prior evidence of cul-
tural differences in temporal orientation and our current 
findings is that culture is associated with differences in the 
accuracy of remembering the past. Although there is some 
evidence that cultural differences in memory accuracy do 
sometimes occur, the accuracy advantage shifts between cul-
tures according to what is being remembered, how it was 
encoded, and how it is being measured (Gutchess & Huff, 

2016). For example, some research shows that Chinese 
show improved memory accuracy for contexts, while U.S. 
Americans show improved memory accuracy for objects 
(Chua et al., 2005). Other research shows no effect of culture 
for general item level memory but improved accuracy of 
European Americans for objects when shown in isolation 
(Millar et al., 2013). For episodic memory, there exists some 
evidence of Chinese having an advantage (Ji et  al., 2000), 

Table 5.  The Association Between Culture (United Sates vs. Japan) on Directional Reported Past and Predicated Future Change for 
Personality Traits.

Effect of culture on:

Perceived directional change

Reported past Predicted future

B 95% CI t p B 95% CI t p

Emotional stability .361 [.25, .47] 6.55 .000 −.258 [–.35, –.17] 5.57 .000
Extraversion .236 [.13, .34] 4.48 .000 −.163 [–.25, –.07] 3.58 .000
Openness to experience .189 [.09, .29] 3.63 .000 −.067 [–.15, .02] 1.56 .118
Agreeableness .128 [.03, .23] 2.60 .009 −.071 [–.15, .01] 1.69 .091
Conscientiousness .487 [.38, .60] 8.77 .000 −.138 [–.23, –.04] 2.81 .005

Note. Unstandardized parameter estimates (B) and 95% confidence intervals (CI) for linear effects.

Figure 7.  Reported past and predicted future directional change for personality traits for each culture.
Note. Reported past change was calculated by subtracting past ratings from current ratings (current − past). Predicted future change was calculated by 
subtracting current ratings from future ratings (future − current). To optimally illustrate perceived past and predicted future change, each data series is 
anchored to the current evaluation, as indicated by the square data point in the center of each panel. Error bars indicate 95% confidence interval from 
the mean.
***p < .001.
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while other evidence that U.S. Americans have an advantage 
(Wang, 2009; Wang et al., 2011).

In the context of the EoHI, we found consistent evidence 
of cultural differences in the way the past is remembered but 
also in the way the future is predicted. In Study 1, we found 
that U.S. Americans predicted the future more positively, 
than Japanese, and in Study 2, we found Japanese predicted 
more socially desirable personality growth in the future than 
U.S. Americans. The observation that culture is associated 
with differences in the way the future is predicted does not 
support the interpretation that memory accuracy strongly 
impacts the current findings. Furthermore, the mediation 
analyses in both studies support the interpretation that SE 
mediated the links between culture and EoHI magnitude. If 
memory accuracy strongly influenced observed cultural dif-
ferences in the EoHI, the path between culture and EoHI 
magnitude would likely remain statistically significant when 
SE is entered as a mediator. Taken together, there is little 
empirical support that observed differences in the EoHI are 
based on any generalized cultural differences in memory 
accuracy.

Culture and Life Satisfaction

We found cultural differences in the magnitude and pattern 
of the EoHI for life satisfaction. U.S. Americans tended to 
show a larger EoHI, reported their past more negatively and 
predicted their future more positively than Japanese. This 
finding is consistent with other research showing cultural 
differences in perceived changes (reported and predicted) in 

life satisfaction (Löckenhoff et al., 2009) and that Japanese 
tend to predict less positive change in the future for life sat-
isfaction than Americans (Hong et al., 2019).

In terms of actual life satisfaction, some large-scale stud-
ies show that culture is associated with mean level differ-
ences in current life satisfaction (Cheng et al., 2016; Diener 
& Diener, 1995) but tends to change in a similar way through-
out the lifespan across different cultures (Blanchflower & 
Oswald, 2008). There also exists a growing consensus that 
the way life satisfaction is measured is often through an indi-
vidualistic lens. Several studies show that cultural differ-
ences in life satisfaction can be accounted for by the way life 
satisfaction is being measured (Kwan et  al., 1997; Oishi 
et al., 1999). For example, Krys and colleagues (2019, 2021) 
showed that when well-being is measured using the family as 
the key reference group (as opposed to the individual), the 
association between individualism and well-being is attenu-
ated. These findings highlight the importance of character-
izing life satisfaction and well-being using a broad array  
of measures. In Study 1 we also found cultural differences  
in the EoHI for family relationships and work situation. 
However, the mediation analysis demonstrated that SE medi-
ated the link between culture and life satisfaction, but not 
family relationships or work situation. The observation of 
cultural differences in the EoHI for family relationships and 
work situation may, in part, reflect how relational (Schug 
et al., 2009) and career (Clark & Ogawa, 1992) mobility tend 
to differ in the United States and Japan.

Culture and Perceived Personality Change

We found cultural differences in the magnitude of the EoHI 
for emotional stability, openness to experience and conscien-
tiousness, but not for extraversion or agreeableness. Across 
all Big-5 personality traits we found that U.S. Americans 
tended to report their past selves more negatively than 
Japanese. These findings support the theory that the link 
between temporal self-appraisal and self-enhancement is 
greater in WEIRD cultures than in East Asian collectivistic 
cultures, such as Japan. In terms of actual change of person-
ality traits, some research shows that U.S. Americans display 
less long-term absolute changes of their personality traits 
than Japanese (Chopik & Kitayama, 2018; Haas & van-
Dellen, 2020). Interestingly, in terms of perceived changes, 
we found that U.S. Americans tended to report greater 
reported past (.928) and predicted future (.772) change than 
Japanese (past = .692, future = .642). This is a particularly 
important distinction, in that actual personality change nega-
tively impacts well-being more for U.S. Americans than 
Japanese (Haas & vanDellen, 2020). Thought of together, 
cultural context is likely differentially associated with actual 
and perceived personality changes.

For the future, we found that Japanese tended to predict 
that they would be higher in emotional stability, extraversion, 
and conscientiousness than U.S. Americans. This pattern may 

Figure 8.  Results of time specific mediation analysis for 
personality traits (Study 2).
Note. The top model depicts the indirect effect of SE on the link between 
culture (Japan = 1, US = 2) and reported directional past change. The 
bottom model depicts the indirect effect of SCC on the link between 
culture (Japan = 0, US = 1) and predicted absolute future change.  
SE = self-esteem; SCC = self-concept clarity; CI = confidence interval.
*p < .05. **p < .005. ***p < .001.
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reflect cultural differences in the trajectory of personality 
development throughout the life span. Chopik and Kitayama 
(2018) found that actual changes in emotional stability, extra-
version and conscientiousness differ between U.S. American 
and Japanese cultures, but actual changes in agreeableness 
and openness did not.

Self-Enhancement and Self-Concept Clarity

We found consistent evidence that two aspects of the self, 
positive self-views (self-esteem) and knowing one’s self well 
(self-concept clarity) were important in explaining observed 
cultural differences in the magnitude of the EoHI, and that 
SE and SCC were linked with specific aspects of the EoHI 
for personality traits. SE mediated the link between culture 
and reported directional past change, and SCC mediated the 
link between culture and predicted absolute future change. 
These findings show that U.S. Americans view of their per-
sonality development is, in part, driven by their motivation to 
believe that they have grown and improved in relation to the 
past and that they will be stable moving forward in the future. 
These findings support the possibility that other constructs 
that share variance with SE and SCC, such as overconfidence 
and other forms of self-serving bias, may also mediate the 
link between culture and the EoHI. Our finding also builds 
on a growing body of research showing that self-enhance-
ment motivation is greater in WEIRD cultures than in many 
other parts of the world (Heine, 2005) and that self-enhance-
ment motivation comes with many direct and indirect conse-
quences (Alicke & Sedikides, 2011).

Limitations and Conclusion

This study is limited in several ways. First, our findings are 
based solely on perceived change and not actual change. A 
longitudinal study on actual change based on the parameters 
in this study would take a total of 20 years. Across studies, 
we found evidence of partial configural and metric invari-
ance, but not scalar invariance (cross-group equality of inter-
cepts). Although full (strict) scalar invariance is rarely 
achieved in large-scale cross-cultural research (Marsh et al., 
2018), we acknowledge this as an important limitation to the 
current report. This study is also limited in that we did not 
collect any other measures on temporal orientation. It will be 
valuable for future studies to explicitly test for links between 
individual differences in temporal orientation and suscepti-
bility to the EoHI. These findings are also limited in terms of 
the scope of culture. The current findings are thus only gen-
eralizable to U.S. American and Japanese cultural contexts. 
Future research is required to test for evidence that country 
and culture-level metrics, such individualism/collectivism, 
cultural tightness-looseness (Gelfand et al., 2011), and self-
construals, are linked to susceptibility of the EoHI. Finally, 
this study brings up new important questions about the EoHI. 
For example, do people tend to believe that the human 

species has changed more in the past than will change in the 
future?

In summary, life stories are central to how people think 
about who they are moving along in time. The EoHI helps 
to paint a picture that one has changed substantially in  
the past and is now in a relatively stable good position. 
Although the illusion seems to exist across different cul-
tures, U.S. Americans seem to paint the picture of the EoHI 
with relatively more vivid colors than Japanese.
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Notes

1.	 Some of the participants SE scores were calculated based on 
imputed data (see documentation of scales for MIDUS and 
MIDJA). We found that the pattern of all results in this study 
that included SE remained essentially the same when the pres-
ence of imputed data (or not) was controlled for.

2.	 SE and SCC were positively correlated (U.S. American: r = .62, 
p < .001; Japanese: r = .43, p < .001).
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