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Abstract

In the Stress Process Model, the sense of control is situated as a central psychosocial resource that buffers
the effect of stressors on psychological distress. Although studies support this proposition, scholars have
called for more research on whether buffering effects generalize across social contexts and groups. |
address this call by examining cross-cultural differences in the sense of control’s buffering effects. Prior
studies suggest that perceived control is a less important resource for well-being among individuals in col-
lectivistic cultures compared with those in individualistic cultures. This has stimulated the diminished buff-
ering hypothesis, which predicts weaker stress-buffering of perceived control among those in collectivistic
cultures. This study tests this hypothesis using population-based data of Americans and Japanese, two
groups that have been deemed quintessentially individualistic and collectivistic, respectively. Results
show that across a set of five prominent work stressors, there are no differences in the stress-buffering
functions of the sense of control between Americans and Japanese. These patterns pose questions about
the view that sense of control is a less important resource for those in collectivistic cultures. As a stress-
buffering resource, the sense of control appears to be just as important for Japanese as it is for Americans.
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A fundamental proposition of the Stress Process
Model is that psychosocial resources weaken or
buffer the effects of stressors on psychological dis-
tress (Pearlin 1989; Pearlin and Bierman 2013;
Turner 2010). Primary among psychosocial
resources is the sense of control, the belief in per-
sonal control over life outcomes (Pearlin and
Schooler 1978; Ross and Mirowsky 2013; Ross
and Sastry 1999). As Ross and Mirowsky
(2013:379) contend: “[O]f all the beliefs about
self and society that might affect distress, belief
in control over one’s own life may be the most
important.” Studies have documented the buffer-
ing effects of the sense of control across a variety

of stressors (Badawy and Schieman 2020; Jang,
Chiriboga, and Small 2008; Koltai and Stuckler
2020; Krause and Stryker 1984; Pudrovska et al.
2005). However, whether the buffering effects
generalize across social contexts and groups remains
inadequately understood. In their discussion of future
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directions in stress process research, Pearlin and Bier-
man (2013:333) call for more investigation on the
contingencies involved in buffering effects:

[W]e need to be better informed as to which
resources serve as effective moderators of
what kinds of stressors, for what kinds of
people, and under what kinds of conditions.
These matters constitute a major part of
future agenda of research into the buffering
role of psychosocial resources.

In this study, I respond to Pearlin and Bier-
man’s (2013) call by examining cross-cultural
differences in the buffering effects of the sense
of control. My motivation stems from prior sug-
gestions of a Western bias in the literature on per-
ceived control. Specifically, some have argued
that compared with individuals in individualistic
cultures, the sense of control may be a less impor-
tant resource for those in collectivistic cultures
(Kitayama et al. 2010; O’Connor and Shimizu
2002; Sastry and Ross 1998). This perspective
has stimulated what I refer to as the diminished
buffering hypothesis, which predicts that the sense
of control provides weaker stress-buffering among
those in collectivistic cultures compared with
those in individualistic cultures.! To my knowl-
edge, however, this hypothesis is yet to be empir-
ically tested. Given the central role that the sense
of control plays as a stress-buffer, it is essential to
document whether this function is generalizable
across cultures. I test this hypothesis by comparing
Americans and Japanese—two groups that have
been deemed quintessentially individualistic and
collectivistic, respectively. To this end, I utilize
population-based data from Midlife Development
in the United States Refresher study (MIDUS-R)
and the Midlife Development in Japan study
(MIDJA) that contain identical and reliable meas-
ures of chronic stressors, sense of control, and psy-
chological distress.

BACKGROUND

Sense of Control and its Stress-
Buffering Functions

The sense of control refers to the belief that mean-
ingful life events and circumstances are shaped by
one’s own choices, efforts, and actions, rather than

external forces such as luck, fate, and powerful
others (Mirowsky and Ross 2003; Ross and Mir-
owsky 2013; Ross and Sastry 1999). The sense
of control shares conceptual terrain with other
constructs that assess perceived causal relevance,
including the sense of powerlessness (Seeman
1959), locus of control (Rotter 1966), and sense
of mastery (Pearlin and Schooler 1978). The
expectation that one’s efforts translate to desired
ends is empowering, and thus a higher sense of
control is associated with lower psychological dis-
tress (Pearlin et al. 1981; Ross and Mirowsky
1989; Turner, Taylor, and Van Gundy 2004;
Wheaton 1980). In addition to its direct effect on
distress, the sense of control also moderates the
effect of stressors on distress—that is, the effect
of stressors on distress is weaker for those with
a higher sense of control (Badawy and Schieman
2020; Jang et al. 2008; Koltai, Bierman, and
Schieman 2018; Koltai and Stuckler 2020; Krause
and Stryker 1984; Pudrovska et al. 2005). This
moderating effect (also known as the buffering
effect) may emerge for a few reasons. First, the
belief in control over one’s life may make life’s
challenges seem less ominous, thereby reducing
the perceived threat posed by stressors (Pearlin
1989; Pearlin and Bierman 2013). Second, the
sense of control is associated with coping strategies
that involve actively defining and solving problems,
rather than avoidance or denial (Ben-Zur 2002;
Caplan and Schooler 2007). As a result, a higher
sense of control may promote the motivation and
persistence to overcome stressful circumstances
(Turner et al. 2004; Wheaton 1983).

I examine the buffering effect of perceived
control across a variety of stressors. According
to Wheaton and colleagues (2013), chronic stres-
sors exist in several forms, including conflict,
demands, uncertainty, and structural constraints.
I therefore examine stressors that represent those
forms: Work—family conflict, job pressure, job
insecurity, and perceived inequality in work. First,
work—family conflict refers to interrole conflict
that arises in the enactment of responsibilities in
work and family roles (Greenhaus and Beutell
1985). Both work-to-family conflict (WFC) and
family-to-work conflict (FWC) are growing con-
cerns, given the rise in dual-earner and single-
parent households, the proliferation of communi-
cation technologies that allow work to be com-
pleted anytime and anywhere, and the need to
take care of children and aging family members
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(Allen and Martin 2017; Bellavia and Frone 2005;
Greenhaus and Powell 2017). Second, job pres-
sure refers to the strain associated with time pres-
sure and workload (Diestel and Schmidt 2009;
Schieman 2013). It is a central component of
well-known work stress frameworks such as the
Demand-Control model (Karasek 1979), and the
sense of overload is an increasingly common prob-
lem among contemporary workers (Kelly and
Moen 2020). Third, job insecurity refers to the
subjective evaluation of the threat of job loss in
the future (Sverke, Hellgren, and Naswall 2002).
Economic trends characterized by increased
global competition, shifts toward flexible produc-
tion systems, and replacement of permanent posi-
tions with contract work have contributed to the
rise in precarious work and a growing sense of
job insecurity (Kalleberg 2018). A long tradition
of research on occupational stress identifies
work—family conflict, job pressure, and job inse-
curity as key stressors that impinge on contempo-
rary workers’ health and well-being (Bellavia and
Frone 2005; Hakanen, Schaufeli, and Ahola 2008;
Sverke et al. 2002). In addition to these well-
known stressors, I also assess perceived inequality
in work, which refers to the evaluation of having
fewer structural opportunities and resources at
work relative to others (Ryff et al. 1999). Per-
ceived inequality in work dovetails with Wheaton
and colleagues’ (2013) notion of structural con-
straints, which refers to “the lack of access to
opportunity or necessary means to achieve ends”
(p-304), and prior research has documented the
stressor’s negative effects on health (Fuller-Row-
ell et al. 2018). In sum, I begin by examining
the buffering effect of perceived control across
a range of chronic stressors. Next, I turn to the
question of whether the buffering effects differ
across cultures.

Cultural Differences in Stress-
Buffering Functions

Are the stress-buffering functions of perceived
control generalizable across cultures? Cross-
cultural researchers have frequently drawn upon
the concept of individualism and collectivism (I/
C) to explain social-psychological differences
between individuals in Western and Asian nations.
This research can be traced back to the influential
work of Hofstede (1980), who analyzed work

values among employees of a multinational coop-
eration (later revealed as IBM) in 40 countries. His
analysis revealed four cultural dimensions by
which nations can be ordered, one of which was
I/C. The United States ranked first as the most
individualistic country and other Western nations
such as Australia (second), Great Britain (third),
and Canada (fourth) also ranked high. By contrast,
Asian nations like Japan ranked significantly
lower (22nd; Hofstede 1980). Hofstede (1980)
was careful to note that his country-level analysis
cannot be used to explain behavior at the individ-
ual level. Nevertheless, his work stimulated a large
body of research that used Hofstede’s I/C rankings
to explain psychological differences between indi-
viduals in Western and Asian nations and inspired
others to theorize and assess individualism and
collectivism at the individual level (see Oyserman,
Coon, and Kemmelmeier 2002). For instance, in
a seminal study Markus and Kitayama (1991) pro-
posed that individuals in individualistic cultures
(referencing Americans) tend to hold independent
construals that entail “a conception of the self as
an autonomous, independent person” (p. 226).
By contrast, individuals from collectivistic cul-
tures (referencing Japanese) tend to hold interde-
pendent construals that involve “seeing oneself
as part of an encompassing social relationship
and recognizing that one’s behavior is determined,
contingent on, and to a large extent organized by
what the actor perceives to be thoughts, feelings,
and actions of others in the relationship”
(p. 227). While various individual-level measures
of I/C has been developed, a core theme across
measures of individualism is personal indepen-
dence, while a core theme across measures of col-
lectivism is the sense of duty and obligation to the
in-group (Oyserman et al. 2002). According to
Matsumoto (2018), Hofstede’s I/C rankings and
the specific comparisons between Americans and
Japanese that appeared in subsequent work on
individualism and collectivism have reinforced
what Takano and Osaka (1999, 2018) call the
“common view”: The idea that Americans are typ-
ical individualists and Japanese are typical
collectivists.

This “common view” has served as a basis for
theorizing about group differences in the levels
and effects of perceived control. If Japanese are
more collectivistic and therefore have a greater
sense of duty to the in-group and give priority to
the goals of the collective, then they may perceive
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that their life outcomes are often determined by
external forces. This suggests that Japanese should
report a lower sense of control. Some scholars
have also argued that Americans and Japanese
may attain well-being through different means,
suggesting group differences in the effect of sense
of control on well-being. If Americans are moti-
vated toward independence, it is feasible that
they would achieve better health by exercising
a sense of personal control (Kitayama et al.
2010). By contrast, if Japanese are motivated
toward interdependence, they may achieve better
health not through a sense of personal control
but through relational means (Kitayama et al.
2010). Further, others have argued that the pursuit
of personal goals and autonomy may be sanc-
tioned for those in collectivistic cultures, and as
such the benefits of sense of control for well-being
should be weaker among those in collectivistic
cultures. As Sastry and Ross (1998:103) argue,

Failure to achieve personal goals may be
less important because individuals are
encouraged to subordinate their own needs
to those of the group. Not only are these
individuals rewarded for fulfilling their
obligations to community and family; indi-
viduals who pursue individual autonomy
and who strive to meet their personal goals
may be punished. Compared with those in
individualistic cultures, persons in collec-
tivistic cultures may derive less benefit to
well-being form a high sense of personal
control.

In apparent support of these ideas, prior studies
document that Asian groups (including Japanese)
report a lower average level of perceived control
(O’Connor and Shimizu 2002; Sastry and Ross
1998; Steptoe et al. 2007). Furthermore, analysis
of the main effect of the sense of control indicates
a weaker association between perceived control
and well-being among Asian groups compared
with Americans and other Western groups
(Kitayama et al. 2010; O’Connor and Shimizu
2002; Sastry and Ross 1998). A meta-analysis on
locus of control and psychological distress indi-
cates that perceived control is less strongly associ-
ated with anxiety symptoms (but not depression)
among collectivistic countries as defined by Hof-
stede’s I/C scores (Cheng et al. 2013). These pat-
terns are consistent with what we would expect
based on the “common view,” that Japanese tend

to be collectivistic, while Americans tend to be
individualistic. However, it is noteworthy that
prior studies rarely incorporate a measure of I/C
at the individual level to assess whether the pat-
terns exist because Americans tend to be individ-
ualistic while Japanese tend to be collectivistic. As
I discuss in a following section, recent reviews
have challenged the common view, generating
questions about its role in shaping group differen-
ces in levels and effects of personal control.

While prior research has examined cultural
differences in levels and main effects of sense of
control, there has been little attention to cultural
differences in its buffering effects. This is a signif-
icant omission given that perceived control is fre-
quently situated as a key buffering resource in the
Stress Process Model. The idea that perceived
control is a less important resource for the well-
being of those in collectivistic societies can be
applied to buffering effects. If Americans are
motivated toward independence and achieve better
health through the exercise of personal control
(Kitayama et al. 2010), then a sense of control
should be an important resource that facilitates
coping under stressful circumstances. By contrast,
if Japanese are motivated toward interdependence
and achieve better health through relational path-
ways (Kitayama et al. 2010), then personal control
should not be as essential. Furthermore, if the pur-
suit of personal goals and autonomy are sanc-
tioned in collectivistic cultures (Sastry and Ross
1998), it is difficult to imagine that personal
control would confer any health advantages—
including one if its key functions, which is to
weaken the effect of stressors. Taken together,
these ideas suggest that the sense of control should
exhibit diminished buffering among Japanese
compared with Americans. That is, the extent to
which the sense of control functions as a stress-
buffer should be weaker among Japanese.

Few have examined the Western-Asian
differences in the stress-buffering effect of the
sense of control. An exception is O’Connor and
Shimizu’s (2002) study that used a sample of Brit-
ish and Japanese undergraduate students to assess
group differences in the associations among per-
ceived stress, sense of control, and psychological
distress. In one analysis, their study revealed that
sense of control had significant negative correla-
tions with perceived stress and each measure of
psychological distress (negative mood, malaise,
and anxiety) in the British sample, but no signifi-
cant correlations were observed in the Japanese
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sample. The authors interpret this pattern through
the I/C lens:

The absence of any significant associations
between personal control, stress and psy-
chological distress in the Japanese sample
provides support for the notion of a Western
bias within the stress literature. That is, con-
trol beliefs do not play a buffering role in
stress—psychological  distress  relations
within interdependent, allocentric cultures.
(O’Connor and Shimizu 2002:181)

O’Connor and Shimizu’s (2002) efforts to
uncover cultural differences in the buffering effect
of perceived control are important. However, the
absence of the correlations in the Japanese sample,
on its own, is insufficient to support the interpreta-
tion that perceived control does not play a buffer-
ing role. Stress-buffering is typically demonstrated
with an interaction between the stressor and the
resource in question, such that the positive associ-
ation between the stressor and distress is attenu-
ated for those with a higher level of the resource
(Wheaton 1983, 1985). Under this conception of
stress-buffering, support for the diminished buffer-
ing hypothesis requires three conditions to be sat-
isfied: (1) A significant two-way interaction term
between the stressor in question and sense of con-
trol, indicating that the sense of control functions
as a buffer among those in a individualistic cul-
ture, (2) the same two-way interaction should indi-
cate weaker or no buffering among those in a col-
lectivistic culture, and (3) a significant three-way
interaction among the stressor, sense of control,
and culture such that the extent to which the sense
of control functions as a buffer is significantly
weaker among those in a collectivistic culture. It
is important to note that satisfying Conditions
(1) and (2) are insufficient to claim group differen-
ces; the three-way interaction term in Condition
(3) directly tests whether the buffering effect sig-
nificantly differs between groups. In this study, I
evaluate the diminished-buffering hypothesis
based on these conditions.

Beyond the lack of prior research, another
motivation for examining group differences in
stress-buffering effects of perceived control stems
from emerging evidence that the “common view”
needs reconsideration. In their review of 15 stud-
ies comparing Americans and Japanese on I/C,
Takano and Osaka (1999) find: “[s]urprisingly,
14 studies did not support the common view; the

only study that supported it turned out to bear little
relevance to the ordinary definition of individual-
ism/collectivism” (Takano and Osaka 1999:311).
Similar conclusions have been reached in another
review (Oyserman et al. 2002). In a recent updated
review, Takano and Osaka (2018) examined 20
additional studies published since their 1999 study
and again found little evidence to support the com-
mon view. Subsequent commentaries of Takano
and Osaka’s (2018) review (Hamamura and Take-
mura 2018; Matsumoto 2018; Uleman 2018;
Vignoles 2018) are in general agreement that the
common view is untenable given the empirical
evidence. Furthermore, research that has examined
the explanatory role of individualistic values on
group differences in the levels and main effects
of perceived control show that individualistic val-
ues did not explain why Asian groups (including
Japanese) report lower sense of control than
Americans and did not explain the weaker associ-
ation between sense of control and subjective
well-being among Asian groups (Narisada and
Schieman 2016). Collectively, these studies chal-
lenge the common view and raise questions about
the role of I/C in explaining group differences in
levels and effects of the sense of control. Based
on the common view, the sense of control should
be a less important resource for well-being for
those in collectivistic cultures. That idea should
generalize to the sense of control’s key function
as a stress-buffering resource. I therefore examine
whether the sense of control provides weaker
stress-buffering for Japanese compared with
Americans.

RESEARCH PROBLEM

Despite the centrality of the sense of control as
a stress-buffer, sociologists have called for more
investigation into the contingencies involved in
buffering effects. I address this call by comparing
the stress-buffering functions of the sense of con-
trol between Americans and Japanese. The idea
that Americans tend to be individualistic while
Japanese tend to be collectivistic has informed
prior theorizing about the weaker effects of the
sense of control on well-being for the Japanese.
However, emerging evidence indicate that this
“common view” needs to be reconsidered. In this
study, I test whether the buffering effects of sense
of control is consistent with what we would
expect from the common view. I ask: Are the
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stress-buffering effects of perceived control
weaker among the Japanese compared with
Americans?

METHOD
Data

I draw on two population-based data sets: the
MIDUS-R and the MIDJA. MIDUS-R (Ryff
et al. 2017) is a national sample of non-
institutionalized English-speaking adults aged 25
to 75 in the United States and was conducted
between 2011 and 2014. Participants were
selected using a Random Digit Dial (RDD) land-
line telephone sample frame, a list frame targeted
to decadal age brackets, and a RDD cellphone
sample frame. Data collection consisted of an ini-
tial 30-minute phone interview with 3,577 adults
(59 percent response rate), and 2,598 subsequently
completed the mailed self-administered question-
naire (SAQ) that assessed information on psycho-
social factors and health, including work stressors,
sense of control, and psychological distress. The
analytical sample consists of those who completed
the SAQ and were currently employed (n = 1,587)
as the focal independent variables in the present
study (work stressors) were assessed only among
the employed.>*

MIDJA (Ryff et al. 2018) examines psychoso-
cial factors in health and well-being among mid-
dle- and older-aged Japanese adults and was con-
ducted between April and September 2008. The
eligible participants were non-institutionalized,
Japanese-speaking adults aged 30-79 residing in
one of 23 wards of Tokyo. Data were collected
with an SAQ using the “deliver-and-pick-up”
method, where the questionnaire was delivered
to each participant’s home and consent obtained
upon delivery. The sample consists of 1,027
adults, with a response rate of 56.2 percent. As
with MIDUS-R, the analytical sample of MIDJA
consists of those who were currently employed (r
= 735). Online Supplemental Appendix Table 1
displays the sociodemographic characteristics of
the full sample and the employed sample in the
MIDUS-R and the MIDJA. In both data sets, the
employed sample consists of a lower proportion of
women, although the gap is larger in the MIDJA.
The proportion of married individuals is similar
between the full and employed samples, while the

employed sample is slightly younger and more
educated.

Measures

Psychological distress. Psychological distress
is assessed with the K6 measure (Furukawa
et al. 2008; Kessler et al. 2002). The measure
assesses the frequency of the following in the
past 30 days: “So sad nothing could cheer you
up,” “hopeless,” “nervous,” “restless or fidgety,”
“that everything was an effort,” and “worthless.”
The response choices are coded as: (0) none of
the time, (1) a little of the time, (2) some of the
time, (3) most of the time, and (4) all of the
time. The items were averaged to construct the
psychological distress index, where higher scores
indicate more distress (ays = .86, atyapan = .87). 4

Work-to-family conflict. WFC is assessed
with the following four items that refer to the
past year: “Your job reduces the effort you can
give to activities at home,” “Stress at work makes
you irritable at home,” “Your job makes you feel
too tired to do the things that need attention at
home,” and “Job worries or problems distract
you when you are at home.” The response choices
are coded: (1) never, (2) rarely, (3) some of
the time, (4) most of the time, and (5) all of
the time. The items were averaged to construct
a work-to-family conflict index (ays = .83, japan=
.83). This measure has appeared in prior research
(Grzywacz and Marks 2000, 2001; Voydanoff
2004) and is similar to WFC measures used in
well-known surveys of workers such as the
National Study of the Changing Workforce.

Family-to-work conflict. FWC is assessed
with the following four items that refer to the
past year: “Responsibilities at home reduce the
effort you can devote to your job,” “Personal or
family worries and problems distract you when
you are at work,” “Activities and chores at home
prevent you from getting the amount of sleep
you need to do your job well,” and “Stress at
home makes you irritable at work.” The response
choices are coded: (1) never, (2) rarely, (3) some
of the time, (4) most of the time, and (5) all of
the time. The items were averaged to construct
a family-to-work conflict index (ays = .78, Qjapan
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=.72). Like the WFC measure, this FWC measure
has appeared in prior research (Grzywacz and
Marks 2000, 2001).

jOb pressure. Job pressure is assessed with the
following five items that refer to the current job:
“How often do you have to work very
intensively—that is, you are very busy trying to
get things done,” “How often do different people
or groups at work demand things from you that
you think are hard to combine,” “(How often)
you have too many demands made on you,”
“(How often) you have a lot of interruption,”
and “(How often) you have enough time to get
everything done” (reversed). The response choices
are coded: (1) never, (2) rarely, (3) some of the
time, (4) most of the time, and (5) all of the
time. The items were averaged to construct a job
pressure index, where higher scores indicate
more pressure (ys = .76, oyapan = .76). This mea-
sure has appeared in prior research (Grzywacz and
Marks 2000; Voydanoff 2004).

jOb insecurity. Job insecurity is assessed with
the following item: “If you wanted to stay in
your present job, what are the chances that you
could keep it for the next two years?” The
response choices are coded: (1) excellent, (2)
very good, (3) good, (4) fair, and (5) poor. The
measure has appeared in prior research (Kim,
Kramer, and Pak 2021) and is similar to global
measures of job insecurity assessed in other
national surveys, including the U.S. General
Social Survey (Glavin and Schieman 2014; Smith
et al. 2019).

Perceived inequality in work. Perceived
inequality in work is assessed with the following
six items: “I feel cheated about the chances I
have had to work at good jobs,” “Most people
have more rewarding jobs than I do,” “It makes
me discouraged that other people have much bet-
ter jobs than I do,” “When I think about the work I
do on my job, I feel a good deal of pride” “I feel
that others respect the work I do on my job,” and
“When it comes to my work life, I’ve had oppor-
tunities that are as good as most people’s.”
Respondents are asked the extent to which the
statements describe their current job, with the fol-
lowing response choices: (1) not at all, (2) a little,
(3) some, and (4) a lot. The last three items are
reverse coded. The items were averaged to

construct a perceived inequality in work index,
where higher scores indicate more perceived
inequality (ays = .78, @japan = -68). This measure
has appeared in recent research (Carr and Nam-
kung 2021).

Sense of control. Sense of control is assessed
with twelve items from Lachman and Weaver
(1998). The measure consists of all seven items
from Pearlin and Schooler’s (1978) mastery scale
and five additional items: “There is little I can do
to change the important things in life,” “I often
feel helpless in dealing with problems of life,”
“I have little control over the things that happen
to me,” “There is really no way I can solve the
problems I have,” “I sometimes feel I am being
pushed around in my life,” “Other people deter-
mine most of what I can and cannot do,” “What
happens in my life is beyond my control,” “There
are many things that interfere with what I want to
do,” “I can do just about anything I set my mind
to,” “What happens to me in the future mostly
depends on me,” “When I really want to do some-
thing, I usually find a way to succeed at it,” and
“Whether or not I am able to get what I want is
in my own hands.” The response choices for the
first eight items are coded as: (1) strongly agree,
(2) somewhat agree, (3) a little agree, (4) neither
agree or disagree, (5) a little disagree, (6) some-
what disagree, and (7) strongly disagree. The last
four items are reverse coded. Following previous
studies (Hong et al. 2021; Kirsch and Ryff 2016;
Morton, Mustillo, and Ferraro 2014; Prenda and
Lachman 2001), the items were averaged to con-
struct a sense of control index, where higher scores
indicate more perceived control (atys = .87, Qtjapan =
82)3

Culture. uUs. respondents are coded 0, and
Japan respondents are coded 1.

Control variables. 1 control for socioeconomic
and demographic variables that may function as
confounders. Socioeconomic controls include
education (0 = less than high school, 1 = high
school, 2 = vocational/some college, 4 = univer-
sity degree, 5 = graduate degree), occupation (0
= non-professional, 1= professional), financial sit-
uation (a 11-point scale ranging from 0 = the
worst possible financial situation to 10 = the
best possible financial situation), financial need
(1 = more money than you need, 2 = just enough
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money, 3 = not enough money), and home owner-
ship (1 = own home outright, 2 = paying on a mort-
gage, 3 = rent). Demographic controls include
gender (0 = men, 1 = women), age (in years),
and marital status (0 = not married, 1 = married).
Unlike MIDUS-R, MIDJA does not contain meas-
ures of personal or household income. Fortu-
nately, both data sets contain measures of finan-
cial situation, need, and home ownership that
together assess respondents’ financial circumstan-
ces. Prior research using the MIDJA have used
these items to control for financial circumstances
(Bierman 2014).

Plan of Analysis

I analyze the MIDUS-R and MIDJA data by
appending them into one data set. This step is nec-
essary to test the diminished buffering hypothesis.
As mentioned previously, assessing whether the
stress-buffering effect of sense of control differs
between Americans and Japanese requires the esti-
mation of a three-way interaction among the
stressor in question, sense of control, and culture.
A separate culture analysis of two-way interac-
tions between the stressor in question and the
sense of control is insufficient, as this approach
cannot determine whether buffering effects are
significantly different between groups.

Overall, 9 percent of the combined data are
missing due to nonresponse (11 percent in
MIDUS-R and 5 percent in MIDJA). Missing
data are addressed using multiple imputation
with chained equations (MICE) with 50 imputa-
tions. The dependent variable (psychological dis-
tress) was used in the imputation stage, but cases
that were missing on this variable were excluded
from the regression analysis (von Hippel 2015).
This step results in a final analytical sample of
2,308 respondents (nys = 1,576; Ryapan = 732).
The MIDUS-R data contain a sampling weight
constructed by the MIDUS team while the MIDJA
data do not. To analyze the combined sample, I
constructed a weight variable that adjusts the
MIDUS-R respondents by its sampling weight
while giving each MIDJA respondent a weight
of 1.

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for all
study variables. Then I use OLS regression to test
the diminished buffering hypothesis in Tables 2—6.
In Table 2, I begin with the analysis of the Amer-
ican sample. Model 1A examines the main effects

of WFC and sense of control on psychological dis-
tress. Model 1B adds a two-way interaction, WFC
X Sense of Control, to test whether the sense of
control buffers the effect of WFC. The same mod-
els are examined in the Japanese sample in Models
2A and 2B. Finally, Model 3 uses the combined
data to test the diminished buffering hypothesis
directly with a three-way interaction: WFC X
Control X Japan. This three-way interaction tests
whether any observed two-way interactions are
significantly different from each other. The same
set of models are examined for each stressor in
subsequent tables: FWC (3), job pressure (4),
job insecurity (5), and perceived inequality in
work (6).

RESULTS

Before presenting the results from multivariate
analysis, some descriptive patterns in Table 1 are
noteworthy. First and foremost, we observe a lower
level of sense of control in Japan compared
with the United States. This pattern is consistent
with prior analyses of nationally representative
data from the World Values Survey that contains
a single-item measure of perceived control (Horn-
sey et al. 2019; Narisada and Schieman 2016;
Sastry and Ross 1998). Patterns from the other
focal variables show higher levels of WFC,
FWC, and job pressure in the United States, and
higher levels of psychological distress, job insecu-
rity, and perceived inequality in work in Japan.
Correlation matrices for all study variables are
reported in Online Supplemental Appendix Table 2.

In Table 2, I turn to testing the diminished
buffering hypothesis: Are there group differences
in the stress-buffering effects of the sense of con-
trol? Among Americans, Model 1A indicates that
WEFC is positively associated with distress (b =
191, p < .001), while sense of control is nega-
tively associated with distress (b = —.208, p <
.001). Model 1B shows a significant two-way
interaction between WFC and sense of control
(b = —.070, p = .036), indicating that the sense
of control buffers the effect of WFC on distress.
Similar patterns are found among Japanese. Model
2A indicates that WFC is positively associated
with distress (b = .243, p < .001), and sense of
control is negatively associated with distress (b =
—.214, p < .001). Model 2B shows a significant
two-way interaction between WFC and sense of
control (b = —.064, p = .036), indicating that the



140

Society and Mental Health 13(2)

Table 2. Psychological Distress Regressed on WFC, Sense of Control, and Interactions.

us. Japan Combined
(n = 1,576) (n=732) (n = 2,308)
Model 1A Model IB Model 2A Model 2B Model 3
WEFC 9 HE* .560%* 243%** 535%** 565%*
(.029) (-193) (.029) (.150) (-191)
Sense of Control —.208%**%* -017 =21 4%** -.068 -.012
(.023) (.083) (.026) (.071) (.083)
Japan 323
(.605)
WEC X Sense of Control -.070* —.064* -071*
(.033) (.030) (.033)
WEFC X Japan —-.005
(:239)
Sense of Control X Japan —-.053
(.108)
WEFC X Control X Japan .003
(.044)
Constant 1.614 577 1.816 1121 .653
R? 312 322 326 331 333

Note. Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented (standard errors in parentheses). All models adjust for the
following control variables: Gender, age, marital status, education, occupation, financial situation, financial need, and

home ownership. WFC = work-to-family conflict.
*p < .05. **p < .0l. ***p < .00] (two-tailed test).

sense of control also buffers the effect of WFC for
the Japanese. The central question is whether two-
way interactions are significantly different from
each other. That is, does the buffering effect of
sense of control significantly differ between
Americans and Japanese? In the combined sample,
Model 3 indicates that the three-way interaction
term (WFC X Control X Japan) is not statistically
significant (b = .003, p = .955). This demonstrates
that perceived control’s buffering effect for WFC
does not differ between Americans and Japanese.

Next, I examine the patterns for FWC in
Table 3. Among Americans, Model 1A shows
that FWC is positively associated with distress
(b = .136, p < .001), and sense of control is
negatively associated with distress (b = —.219,
p < .001). Model 2A shows no significant two-
way interaction between FWC and sense of con-
trol (b = —.059, p = .135), indicating that sense
of control does not buffer the effect of FWC on
distress. Among Japanese, Model 2A shows that
FWC (b = .286, p < .001) and sense of control
(b =-223, p < .001) are associated with distress
in the expected directions. Model 2B shows that
the interaction between FWC and sense of control
is significant (b = —.089, p = .023), indicating that

the sense of control buffers the effect of FWC.
Thus, when Americans and Japanese are examined
separately, the two-way interactions indicate that
the sense of control functions as a stress-buffer
for FWC among Japanese but not among Ameri-
cans. However, a test of the three-way interaction
is necessary to test whether the differences in the
two-way interactions are large enough to conclude
that the stress-buffering effects are significantly
different between Americans and Japanese. In
the combined sample, Model 3 shows that the
three-way interaction term (FWC X Control X
Japan) is not significant (b = —.026, p = .641).
Thus, for FWC the sense of control’s buffering
effect does not differ between groups.

Next, I turn to the results for job pressure in
Table 4. Among Americans, Model 1A shows
that job pressure (b = .075, p = .002) and sense
of control (b = —.238, p <.001) are associated
with distress in the expected directions, and Model
1B shows that sense of control buffers the effect of
job pressure (b = —.067, p = .032). Among the
Japanese, Model 2A shows that pressure (b =
.106, p <.001) and sense of control (—.249, p <
.001) are associated with distress in the expected
direction, but Model 2B shows that the sense of
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Table 3. Psychological Distress Regressed on FWC, Sense of Control, and Interactions.

United States (n = 1,576)

Japan (n = 732) Combined (n = 2,308)

Model 1A Model IB  Model 2A Model 2B Model 3

FWC A36%** 448 286%** 693 *** 455%
(.033) (:234) (.038) (-191) (-:230)
Sense of Control —2|9%** -.088 —223%** 056 -.084
(.024) (.084) (.026) (.074) (.083)
Japan -.298
(.:627)
FWC X Sense of Control -.059 —.089%* —-.062
(.040) (.039) (-039)
FWC X Japan 237
(-299)
Sense of Control X Japan .026
(-112)
FWC X Control X Japan -.026
(.055)
Constant 1.962 1.267 1.797 .998 1.291
R? .283 .288 3lé6 321 .308

Note. Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented (standard errors in parentheses). All models adjust for the
following control variables: Gender, age, marital status, education, occupation, financial situation, financial need, and

home ownership. FWC = family-to-work conflict.
*p < .05. ¥*p < .0l. ***p < .00] (two-tailed test).

control does not function as a stress-buffer (b =
—.027, p = .415). Thus, when Americans and Jap-
anese are examined separately, sense of control
functions as a stress-buffer for job pressure for
Americans but not for Japanese. The next question
is whether the differences in the two-way interac-
tions are large enough to conclude that stress-
buffering effects of perceived control differ
between groups. Model 3 shows that the three-
way interaction term (Job Pressure X Control X
Japan) is not significant (b = .043, p = .340).
Thus, sense of control’s buffering effect for job
pressure does not differ between groups.

Next, the results for job insecurity are shown in
Table 5. Among Americans, Model 1A shows that
job insecurity is not significantly associated with
psychological distress although the coefficient
approaches statistical significance (b = .033, p =
.069), and the sense of control is negatively asso-
ciated with distress (b = —.242, p < .001). Model
1B shows no significant two-way interaction
between job insecurity and sense of control (b =
—.036, p = .122), indicating that the sense of con-
trol does not buffer the effect of job insecurity.
Among Japanese, Model 2A shows that job inse-
curity (b = .084, p < .001) and sense of control

(b= —.236, p < .001) are associated with distress
in the expected directions. Model 2B shows no
significant two-way interaction between job inse-
curity and sense of control (b = —.027, p = .171).
In the combined sample, Model 3 shows that
the three-way interaction term (Job Insecurity X
Control X Japan) is not significant (b = .012, p =
.689). Thus, sense of control does not buffer the
effect of job insecurity in either group, and there
are no group differences in sense of control’s buft-
ering effect.

Finally, the results for perceived inequality in
work are presented in Table 6. Among Americans,
Model 1A shows that perceived inequality is not
significantly associated with psychological dis-
tress although the coefficient approaches statisti-
cal significance (b =.070, p = .055), and the sense
of control is negatively associated with distress
(b=—-.229 p < .001). Model 1B shows no signif-
icant two-way interaction between job insecurity
and sense of control (b =—062, p = .113), indicat-
ing that the sense of control does not buffer the
effect of job insecurity. Among Japanese, Model
2A shows that perceived inequality (b=.229, p <
.001) and sense of control (b = —.216, p < .001)
are associated with distress in the expected
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Table 4. Psychological Distress Regressed on Job Pressure, Sense of Control, and Interactions.

United States (n = 1,576)  Japan (n = 732) Combined (n = 2,308)

Model A Model IB Model 2A Model 2B Model 3
Job Pressure .075%* 445% J06**F* 236 453*
(.024) (.184) (.032) 171) (.18l)
Sense of Control —.238%** -.037 —249%** 176 -.031
(.025) (-091) (.027) (.092) (.090)
Japan 781
(.715)
Job Pressure X Sense of Control —.067* —-.027 —.069*
(-031) (.034) (-031)
Job Pressure X Japan -.223
(-248)
Sense of Control X Japan —.149
(-129)
Job Pressure X Control X Japan .043
(.046)
Constant 2.171 1.048 2318 1.965 1.109
R? 272 277 259 .260 .278

Note. Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented (standard errors in parentheses). All models adjust for the
following control variables: Gender, age, marital status, education, occupation, financial situation, financial need, and
home ownership.

*p < .05. ¥*p < .0l. ***p < .00 (two-tailed test).

Table 5. Psychological Distress Regressed on Job Insecurity, Sense of Control, and Interactions.

United States (n = 1,576) Japan (n = 732)

Combined (n = 2,308)

Model A Model IB Model 2A Model 2B Model 3
Job Insecurity .033 225 .084***  208* 233
(.018) (-132) (.017) (-094) (.137)

Sense of Control —242%HE | TTEEE _D36HEE | THEE — | 77%%*
(.025) (.048) (-026) (.047) (.050)
Japan —-.062
(.381)
Job Insecurity X Sense of Control —-.036 -.027 -.036
(.023) (.020) (.024)
Job Insecurity X Japan —-.043
(.168)
Sense of Control X Japan -.002
(.069)
Job Insecurity X Control X Japan 012
(.031)
Constant 2.365 2017 2.439 2.163 2.100
R? 269 272 275 277 281

Note. Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented (standard errors in parentheses). All models adjust for the
following control variables: Gender, age, marital status, education, occupation, financial situation, financial need, and
home ownership.

*p < .05. **p < .0l. ***p < .00| (two-tailed test).
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Table 6. Psychological Distress Regressed on Perceived Inequality in Work, Sense of Control, and
Interactions.
United States (n = 1,576)  Japan (n = 732) (Sc;mzb,?oeg)
Model 1A Model IB Model 2A Model 2B Model 3
Perceived Inequality .070 .397 229%%%  BeTH* 421
(.036) (222) (.053) (.280) (:222)
Sense of Control —229%%* -113 —216*** 066 -.107
(.025) (.068) (.028) (.115) (.068)
Japan -1.110
(.713)
Perceived Inequality X Sense of Control —-.062 —.135% —-.066
(.039) (.056) (.039)
Perceived Inequality X Japan 434
(.354)
Sense of Control X Japan 175
(.132)
Perceived Inequality X Control X Japan —-.067
(.068)
Constant 2.187 1.566 1.915 .553 1.591
R* 269 273 268 276 281

Note. Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented (standard errors in parentheses). All models adjust for the
following control variables: Gender, age, marital status, education, occupation, financial situation, financial need, and

home ownership.
*p < .05. **p < .0l. ***p < .00] (two-tailed test).

directions. Model 2B shows a significant two-way
interaction between perceived inequality and
sense of control (b = —.135, p = .017). Thus,
when the Americans and Japanese are examined
separately, sense of control functions as a buffer
for the Japanese, but not for Americans. But are
the differences in the two-way interactions large
enough? In the combined sample, Model 3 shows
that the three-way interaction term (Perceived
Inequality X Control X Japan) is not significant
(b= —.067, p =.327). Thus, there are no signif-
icant group differences in the way that perceived
control functions as a buffer. Collectively, the
results across the five chronic stressors—WFC,
FWC, job pressure, job insecurity, and perceived
inequality in work—do not support the dimin-
ished buffering hypothesis.®”

DISCUSSION

One of the central propositions of the Stress Pro-
cess Model is that psychosocial resources—
exemplified by the sense of personal

control—buffers the impact of stressors on psy-
chological distress (Pearlin 1989; Pearlin and
Bierman 2013; Turner 2010). Empirical support
for this proposition has been documented across
various stressors (Badawy and Schieman 2020;
Jang et al. 2008; Koltai and Stuckler 2020; Krause
and Stryker 1984; Pudrovska et al. 2005). How-
ever, in their review of research on the Stress Pro-
cess Model, Pearlin and Bierman (2013) have
called for more investigation on the conditions
under which the psychosocial resources functions
as a stress-buffer. This question is important to
consider as buffering effects may not be generaliz-
able across social contexts and groups. Inspired by
this call, I assessed cultural differences in the ways
that sense of control functions as a stress-buffer.
The motivation for comparing Americans and Jap-
anese stems from prior theoretical arguments and
evidence suggesting that the sense of control is
less beneficial for well-being among those from
Asian nations due to their collectivistic (as
opposed to individualistic) culture, and compari-
sons between Americans and Japanese have
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appeared prominently in cross-cultural research on
individualism and collectivism.

A common view is that Americans are typical
individualists, while the Japanese are typical col-
lectivists (Takano and Osaka 1999, 2018). Implic-
itly or explicitly, this idea has served as a basis for
interpreting group differences in the levels and
effects of the sense of control. If Japanese place
emphasis on duty to the in-group while placing
less focus on the pursuit of personal independence
and autonomy, they may perceive that life out-
comes are often determined by others, suggesting
a lower sense of control. Similarly, if interdepen-
dence rather than independence is the source of
health and well-being among the Japanese, and if
the pursuit of personal goals and autonomy is
sanctioned in collectivist cultures, sense of control
should be less strongly associated with well-being
among the Japanese (Kitayama et al. 2010;
O’Connor and Shimizu 2002; Sastry and Ross
1998). The crux of this perspective—that the sense
of control has reduced benefits for well-being
among those in collectivistic cultures—can be
applied to buffering effects, a major function of
the sense of control. We should observe that
when the Japanese are exposed to stressful condi-
tions, the sense of control should provide weaker
protection. However, this diminished buffering
hypothesis has not yet been empirically tested.

To test the hypothesis, I analyzed population-
based data from MIDUS-R and MIDJA. These
data are well-suited for testing the hypothesis as
they contain identical and reliable measures of
chronic stressors, sense of control, and psycholog-
ical distress. Across five chronic stressors that
impinge on contemporary workers—WFC, FWC,
job pressure, job insecurity, and perceived
inequality in work—the results reject the dimin-
ished buffering hypothesis. That is, the ways in
which the sense of control functions as a stress-
buffer are equivalent among Americans and Japa-
nese. There were some differences in the buffering
effects when two-way interactions were examined
separately within each group. For instance, in the
analysis of job pressure, stress-buffering was
found among Americans but not among Japanese.
For FWC and perceived inequality in work, stress-
buffering was observed among Japanese but not
among Americans. However, across all stressors,
three-way interactions—which directly test group
differences in the buffering effects—revealed no
significant group differences in the buffering func-
tions of the sense of control. In other words, when

Americans and Japanese are analyzed separately,
there are some differences in the two-way interac-
tions; however, the nonsignificant three-way inter-
actions indicate that the differences in the two-
way interactions are not large enough to conclude
that the stress-buffering effects differ between
Americans and Japanese. Taken together, these
patterns do not support the diminished buffering
hypothesis. Ultimately, the results raise questions
about the claim that the sense of control has
reduced benefits for well-being among the Japa-
nese compared with Americans—this does not
appear to be the case for stress-buffering effects.
Why did the sense of control provide similar
buffering effects against stressors among Ameri-
cans and Japanese? Although my analysis does
not empirically assess why the buffering effects
are equivalent, recent scholarship on American
and Japanese differences in I/C may give us clues.
Prior cross-cultural research on group differences
in levels and effects of the sense of control have
often drawn on the I/C perspective to interpret
why Asian groups report a lower sense of control
and demonstrate a weaker relationship between
sense of control and well-being (Kitayama et al.
2010; O’Connor and Shimizu 2002; Sastry and
Ross 1998). However, some scholars (Takano
and Osaka 1999, 2018) have challenged the valid-
ity of the “common view.” Therefore, one poten-
tial reason for the similarity in buffering effects
may be that Americans and Japanese do not differ
in individualism and collectivism. It is worth not-
ing, however, that while I find that the stress-
buffering effects are equivalent, I find that the Jap-
anese report a significantly lower average level of
sense of control—a pattern that is consistent with
previous studies and is aligned with what we
would expect based on the common view. More
research is needed to explain why the Japanese
report a lower average level of perceived control
than Americans, but the stress-buffering effects
are equivalent. The pattern is also noteworthy
because we might expect that if a group is lacking
in a resource, the capacity for the group to use the
resource as a buffer may also be diminished. On
the contrary, the results indicate that a relative
lack of perceived control does not negate its
capacity to use the resource as a stress-buffer.
Another noteworthy pattern is that the sense of
control did not buffer the effect of job insecurity
among both Americans and the Japanese. This
result may point to the limits of sense of control
as a buffer in the context of uncertainty. One
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reason why the sense of control is thought to func-
tion as a stress-buffer is that it tends to foster cop-
ing efforts that involve defining and solving prob-
lems (Ben-Zur 2002). This suggests that the extent
to which the sense of control functions as a stress-
buffer should depend, in part, on whether the
stressor in question is amenable to strategizing
and problem solving. The threat of job loss is an
inherently uncertain experience that is usually dif-
ficult to anticipate (De Witte et al. 2015). Thus,
perceived job insecurity may be relatively imper-
vious to beliefs about personal control. This may
be why I do not observe buffering effects for job
insecurity in either group. Prior research has docu-
mented the limits of perceived control as a buffer in
the presence of job insecurity, showing that the
resource does not buffer the effects of high job inse-
curity on distress (Glavin and Schieman 2014).
Before concluding, several study limitations
require discussion. First, the analysis is based on
cross-sectional data. The design prevents the abil-
ity to establish temporal ordering and there may be
unobserved factors that confound the relationships
examined here. Second, MIDUS-R is a probability
sample of U.S. residents, while MIDJA is a proba-
bility sample of Tokyo residents. It is unclear
whether the patterns observed in MIDJA are gen-
eralizable to Japan as a whole. Future studies
should therefore replicate the analyses with
a nationally representative sample of Japanese res-
idents. Third, the study was restricted to those who
were employed, and the working sample in both
the MIDUS-R and the MIDJA tends to be less
female, younger, and more educated (see Online
Supplemental Appendix Table 1). This choice
was made to assess a range of widely studied stres-
sors that tap various forms of chronic
stressors—conflict, demands, uncertainty, and
structural constraints—which, in turn, provided
a broad test of the diminished buffering hypothe-
sis. Nevertheless, it is possible that the patterns
documented in the present study do not generalize
to the unemployed because of differences in the
characteristics between these groups. Future stud-
ies should therefore test the diminished buffering
hypothesis across other types of stressors beyond
the work role. Fourth, future research should
examine the patterns for other psychosocial
resources like self-esteem and social support. It
is possible that the patterns identified for the sense
of control might generalize to self-esteem. Con-
versely, if the Japanese tend to achieve health
through relational means (Kitayama et al. 2010),

then social support may exhibit stronger stress-
buffering effects among the Japanese compared
with Americans. Fifth, the current study examined
the K6 scale as the outcome as it is a widely used
measure of psychological distress that has been
validated in both United States and Japan (Furu-
kawa et al. 2008; Kessler et al. 2002) and because
theory predicts that perceived control is a key
determinant of psychological distress (Mirowsky
and Ross 2003). However, it is possible that the
results may differ across measures of mental
well-being utilized in other studies, such as the
Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression
(CES-D) Scale (O’Connor and Shimizu 2002)
and the Bradburn affect balance scale (Sastry
and Ross 1998). In the present study, I replicated
the results with positive affect, a measure of pos-
itive emotions complementary to psychological
distress, and these results are consistent with the
findings for psychological distress (see note 6
and Online Supplemental Appendix Tables 3A—
3E). Nonetheless, future research might consider
whether the patterns hold for other mental health
outcomes. Finally, this study is limited in that
only residents of the United States and Japan are
assessed. As discussed above, the groups were
chosen because comparisons of United States
and Japan have appeared prominently in the I/C
literature, previous studies have used the I/C liter-
ature to motivate predictions about Western-Asian
differences in perceived control, and based on data
availability. Nevertheless, future studies should
examine whether the patterns replicate with resi-
dents of other Western and Asian nations. Despite
these limitations, the MIDUS-R and the MIDJA
are unique in that they are representative samples
and provide identical and reliable measures of stres-
sors, sense of control, and psychological distress
across cultural contexts. In this regard, these data
provide advantages over prior cross-cultural analy-
ses of perceived control that have used a single-
item measure of sense of control from the World
Values Survey (Hornsey et al. 2019; Narisada
and Schieman 2016; Sastry and Ross 1998) or
samples of undergraduate students (O’Connor
and Shimizu 2002).

CONCLUSION

Ross and Mirowsky (2013) state that the sense of
control over life outcomes may be the most impor-
tant belief about self and society that affect
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psychological distress. But are its stress-buffering
effects generalizable across cultures? One hypoth-
esis is that the belief in personal control is a less
important buffering resource among individuals
in collectivistic cultures compared with those in
individualistic cultures. In a comparison of Amer-
icans and the Japanese—two groups that have
been deemed quintessentially individualistic and
collectivistic, respectively—the present study
rejects this hypothesis. Across a set of prominent
work-related chronic stressors, the sense of control
functions as an equivalent stress-buffer. These
results suggest that the sense of control—as
a stress-buffering resource—is just as important
for distress among Japanese as it is for Americans.
Given the centrality of the sense of control in the
stress process, future studies should continue to
examine whether its buffering effect is generaliz-
able across or is contingent upon social contexts
and groups.
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NOTES

1. The diminished buffering hypothesis is concerned
with the differences in the magnitude of buffering
effects between groups. The hypothesis does not refer
to diminishing returns on buffering effects at extreme
levels of stressors or endured stressors over time.

2. In MIDUS-R’s self-administered questionnaire, there
are two variables that assess whether the respondent
is currently employed. In response to the initial

question (RA1SG19), 1,566 reported that they were
currently working for pay. The survey contains a fol-
low-up question (RA1SG37) that asked respondents
to confirm whether they are currently working for
pay. In response to this question, 1,587 reported
that they were currently working. I use information
from this follow-up question to determine the current
employment status in MIDUS-R.

. The MIDUS-R team planned to collect data from

aged 25 to 75, but there are a few cases in the data
that are below and above this range (Ryff et al.
2017). These age outliers may have stemmed from
errors from the interviewer or the participant (Ryff
et al. 2017). There are n = 2 age outliers among the
currently employed. I present the results with the
age outliers excluded, but analysis with them
included yield the same conclusions.

. In separate analyses, I conducted confirmatory factor

analysis (CFA) for psychological distress. For each
country I specified one latent factor predicting the
six items. I correlated error terms where modification
indices indicated a significant reduction in the chi-
square statistic. Following Hu and Bentler (1999), 1
consider a comparative fit index (CFI) >.95, a root
mean square of approximation (RMSEA) <.06, and
a standardized root mean square residual (SRMR)
<.08 as indicators of satisfactory model fit. In the
United States, the chi-square statistic was still signif-
icant, x2(6) =21.046, p = .002, but the goodness-of-
fit statistics were excellent with CFI =.996, RMSEA
= .040, and SRMR = .015. All six indicators of
psychological distress have loadings that are signifi-
cant at the .001 level. The standardized loadings
are: sad (.847), hopeless (.794), nervous (.578), rest-
less (.535), effort (.781), and worthless (.710). Like-
wise, in Japan the chi-square statistic was
still significant, x*(6) = 19.282, p = .004, but the
goodness-of-fit statistics are excellent with CFI =
.994, RMSEA = .056, and SRMR =.020. All six indi-
cators of psychological distress have loadings that are
significant at the .001 level. The standardized load-
ings are: sad (.770), hopeless (.859), nervous (.613),
restless (.693), effort (.731), and worthless (.756).
Based on these results, a unidimensional specifica-
tion of psychological distress provides satisfactory
fit to the data in both the United States and Japan.

. In separate analysis, I conducted CFAs for the sense

of control. Researchers in the sociology of mental
health have conceptualized and measured the sense
of control as a unidimensional construct ranging
from low to high control (Pearlin and Schooler
1978; Ross and Mirowsky 2013). Based on this
work, I specified a one factor model. I correlated
error terms where appropriate. In the United States,
the chi-square statistic is significant, x*(47) =
295.708, p < .001, but the goodness-of-fit statistics
indicate satisfactory fit (CFI = .961, RMSEA =
.058, SRMR = .034). All 12 indicators have loadings
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that are significant at the .001 level. The standardized
loadings are: nochange (.628), helpless (.691), lit-
tlecntrl (.692), nosolve (.698), pushed (.604), setmind
(.478), futureme (.468), waysucceed (.538), own-
hands (.475), otherdetermine (.646), beyondcntrl
(.642), and interfere (.544). Likewise, in Japan the
chi-square statistic is significant, x*(46) = 153.157,
p < .001, but the goodness-of-fit statistics indicate
satisfactory fit (CFI = .953, RMSEA = .057,
SRMR = .044). All 12 indicators have loadings that
are significant at the .001 level. The standardized
loadings are nochange (.353), helpless (.653), lit-
tlecntrl (.693), nosolve (.675), pushed (.735), setmind
(:299), futureme (.267), waysucceed (.364), own-
hands (.289), otherdetermine (.549), beyondcntrl
(.603), and interfere (.524). Based on these results,
a unidimensional specification of sense of control
provides satisfactory fit to the data in the United
States and Japan.

6. In supplemental analyses, I examined positive affect
as the dependent variable. Positive affect measures
positive emotions (e.g., cheerful, in good spirits).
The results, which are consistent across all five stres-
sors, indicate no significant two-way interaction
terms between the stressor in question and the sense
of control. There are also no significant three-way
interactions among the stressor in question, sense of
control, and culture. The results are reported in
Online Supplemental Appendix Tables 3A to 3E.
The results are based on 2,311 respondents (nys =
1,580; nyapan = 731) after excluding cases that were
missing on the dependent variable (positive affect).

7. Some readers may wonder about the inclusion of
Asian respondents in the MIDUS-R data. In the total
sample (n = 3,577), only 49 individuals reported that
their main racial origin is Asian. Among the currently
employed (n = 1,587), 28 respondents reported that
their main racial origin is Asian. Supplementary anal-
ysis that excludes Asian respondents yields similar
results to those reported here and leads to the same
conclusions.

8. In my analysis I do not include all stressors simulta-
neously to examine the total effect of the stressor on
distress, and whether the sense of control moderates
this effect. However, in supplemental analysis, I
examined the results when all stressors are added to
the model simultaneously. These results still show
that there are no significant three-way interactions,
and therefore the main conclusions of the study
remain the same: There are no significant differences
in the ways that sense of control functions as a buffer-
ing resource.

REFERENCES

Allen, Tammy D., and Angela Martin. 2017. “The
Work-Family Interface: A Retrospective Look at

20 Years of Research in JOHP.” Journal of Occupa-
tional Health Psychology 22:259-72.

Badawy, Philip J., and Scott Schieman. 2020. “Control
and the Health Effects of Work—Family Conflict: A
Longitudinal Test of Generalized Versus Specific
Stress Buffering.” Journal of Health and Social
Behavior 61:324-41.

Bellavia, Gina M., and Michael R. Frone. 2005.
“Work-Family Conflict.” Pp. 113—148 in Handbook
of Work Stress, edited by J. Barling, K. E. Kelloway,
and M. R. Frone. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Ben-Zur, Hasida. 2002. “Coping, Affect and Aging: The
Roles of Mastery and Self-esteem.” Personality and
Individual Differences 32:357-72.

Bierman, Alex. 2014. “Is Marital Status a Critical Con-
tingency in the Relationship Between Physical Lim-
itations and Subjective Well-being Among Japanese
Adults?” Journal of Family Issues 35:1876-97.

Caplan, Leslie J., and Carmi Schooler. 2007.
“Socioeconomic Status and Financial Coping Strate-
gies: The Mediating Role of Perceived Control.”
Social Psychology Quarterly 70:43-58.

Carr, Deborah, and Eun Ha Namkung. 2021. “Physical
Disability at Work: How Functional Limitation
Affects Perceived Discrimination and Interpersonal
Relationships in the Workplace.” Journal of Health
and Social Behavior 62:545-61.

Cheng, Cecilia, Shu-fai Cheung, Jasmine Hin-man Chio,
and Man-pui Sally Chan. 2013. “Cultural Meaning of
Perceived Control: A Meta-analysis of Locus of Con-
trol and Psychological Symptoms across 18 Cultural
Regions.” Psychological Bulletin 139:152-88.

De Witte, Hans, Tinne Vander Elst, and Nele De Cuyper.
2015. “Job Insecurity, Health and Well-being.” Pp.
109-28 in Sustainable Working Lives: Managing
Work Transitions and Health throughout the Life
Course, edited by J. Vuori, R. Blonk, and R. H. Price.
Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Springer.

Diestel, Stefan, and Klaus-Helmut Schmidt. 2009.
“Mediator and Moderator Effects of Demands on
Self-control in the Relationship between Work
Load and Indicators of Job Strain.” Work & Stress
23:60-79.

Fuller-Rowell, Thomas E., David S. Curtis, David H.
Chae, and Carol D. Ryff. 2018. “Longitudinal Health
Consequences of Socioeconomic Disadvantage:
Examining Perceived Discrimination as a Mediator.”
Health Psychology 37:491-500.

Furukawa, Toshi A., Norito Kawakami, Mari Saitoh,
Yutaka Ono, Yoshibumi Nakane, Yosikazu Naka-
mura, Hisateru Tachimori, Noboru Iwata, Hidenori
Uda, Hideyuki Nakane, Makoto Watanabe, Yoichi
Naganuma, Yukihiro Hata, Masayo Kobayashi,
Yuko Miyake, Tadashi Takeshima, and Takehiko
Kikkawa. 2008. “The Performance of the Japanese
Version of the K6 and K10 in the World Mental
Health Survey Japan.” International Journal of
Methods in Psychiatric Research 17:152-58.



148

Society and Mental Health 13(2)

Glavin, Paul, and Scott Schieman. 2014. “Control in the
Face of Uncertainty: Is Job Insecurity a Challenge to
the Mental Health Benefits of Control Beliefs?”
Social Psychology Quarterly 77:319-43.

Greenhaus, Jeffrey H., and Nicholas J. Beutell. 1985.
“Sources of Conflict between Work and Family
Roles.” Academy of Management Review 10:76—88.

Greenhaus, Jeffrey H., and Gary N. Powell. 2017. Mak-
ing Work and Family Work: From Hard Choices to
Smart Choices. New York: Routledge.

Grzywacz, Joseph G., and Nadine F. Marks. 2000.
“Family, Work, Work-Family Spillover, and Prob-
lem Drinking during Midlife.” Journal of Marriage
and Family 62:33648.

Grzywacz, Joseph G., and Nadine F. Marks. 2001.
“Social Inequalities and Exercise during Adulthood:
Toward an Ecological Perspective.” Journal of
Health and Social Behavior 42:202-20.

Hakanen, Jari J., Wilmar B. Schaufeli, and Kirsi Ahola.
2008. “The Job Demands-Resources Model: A
Three-year Cross-Lagged Study of Burnout, Depres-
sion, Commitment, and Work Engagement.” Work &
Stress 22:224-41.

Hamamura, Takeshi, and Kosuke Takemura. 2018.
“Common View by Whom?” Asian Journal of Social
Psychology 21:331-35.

Hofstede, Geert. 1980. Culture’s Consequences. Beverly
Hills, CA: Sage.

Hong, Joanna H., Margie E. Lachman, Susan T. Charles,
Ying Chen, Caitlyn L. Wilson, Julia S. Nakamura,
Tyler J. VanderWeele, and Eric S. Kim. 2021.
“The Positive Influence of Sense of Control on Phys-
ical, Behavioral, and Psychosocial Health in Older
Adults: An Outcome-wide Approach.” Preventive
Medicine 149:106612.

Hornsey, Matthew J., Katharine H. Greenaway, Emily A.
Harris, and Paul G. Bain. 2019. “Exploring Cultural
Differences in the Extent to Which People Perceive
and Desire Control.” Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy Bulletin 45:81-92.

Hu, Li-tze, and Peter M. Bentler. 1999. “Cutoff Criteria
for Fit Indexes in Covariance Structure Analysis:
Conventional Criteria Versus New Alternatives.”
Structural Equation Modeling: A Multidisciplinary
Journal 6:1-55.

Jang, Yuri, David A. Chiriboga, and Brent J. Small.
2008. “Perceived Discrimination and Psychological
Well-being: The Mediating and Moderating Role of
Sense of Control.” The International Journal of
Aging and Human Development 66:213-27.

Kalleberg, Arne L. 2018. Precarious Lives: Job Insecu-
rity and Well-being in Rich Democracies. Cam-
bridge, England: Polity Press.

Karasek, Robert A. 1979. “Job Demands, Job Decision
Latitude, and Mental Strain: Implications for Job
Redesign.” Administrative Science Quarterly 24:
285-308.

Kelly, Erin L., and Phyllis Moen. 2020. Overload.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Kessler, Ronald C., Gavin Andrews, Lisa J. Colpe, Eva
Hiripi, Daniel K. Mroczek, Sharon-Lise T. Normand,
Ellen E. Walters, and Alan M. Zaslavsky. 2002.
“Short Screening Scales to Monitor Population Prev-
alences and Trends in Non-specific Psychological
Distress.” Psychological Medicine 32:959-76.

Kim, Yun-Kyoung, Amit Kramer, and Sunjin Pak. 2021.
“Job Insecurity and Subjective Sleep Quality: The
Role of Spillover and Gender.” Stress and Health
37:72-92.

Kirsch, Julie A., and Carol D. Ryff. 2016. “Hardships of
the Great Recession and Health: Understanding Varie-
ties of Vulnerability.” Health Psychology Open 3:1-15.

Kitayama, Shinobu, Mayumi Karasawa, Katherine B.
Curhan, Carol D. Ryff, and Hazel Rose Markus.
2010. “Independence and Interdependence Predict
Health and Wellbeing: Divergent Patterns in the
United States and Japan.” Frontiers in Psychology
1:1-10.

Koltai, Jonathan, and David Stuckler. 2020. “Recession
Hardships, Personal Control, and the Amplification
of Psychological Distress: Differential Responses to
Cumulative Stress Exposure during the U.S. Great
Recession.” SSM—Population Health 10:100521.

Koltai, Jonathan, Alex Bierman, and Scott Schieman.
2018. “‘Financial Circumstances, Mastery, and Men-
tal Health: Taking Unobserved Time-Stable Influen-
ces into Account.”’” Social Science & Medicine 202:
108—116.

Krause, Neal, and Sheldon Stryker. 1984. “Stress and
Well-being: The Buffering Role of Locus of Control
Beliefs.” Social Science & Medicine 18:783-90.

Lachman, Margie E., and Suzanne L. Weaver. 1998.
“The Sense of Control as a Moderator of Social Class
Differences in Health and Well-being.” Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology 74:763—73.

Markus, Hazel Rose, and Shinobu Kitayama. 1991.
“Culture and the Self: Implications for Cognition,
Emotion, and Motivation.” Psychological Review
98:224-53.

Matsumoto, David. 2018. “Time to Rethink the Common
View.” Asian Journal of Social Psychology 21:
324-30.

Mirowsky, John, and Catherine E. Ross. 2003. Social
Causes of Psychological Distress. 2nd ed. New
York: Aldine De Gruyter.

Morton, Patricia M., Sarah A. Mustillo, and Kenneth F.
Ferraro. 2014. “Does Childhood Misfortune Raise
the Risk of Acute Myocardial Infarction in
Adulthood?” Social Science & Medicine 104:
133-41.

Narisada, Atsushi, and Scott Schieman. 2016. ““A Quin-
tessentially American Thing?’: The Unexpected Link
between Individualistic Values and the Sense of Per-
sonal Control.” Society and Mental Health 6:147-67.



Narisada

149

O’Connor, Daryl B., and Mikiko Shimizu. 2002. “Sense
of Personal Control, Stress and Coping Style: A
Cross-Cultural Study.” Stress and Health 18:
173-83.

Oyserman, Daphna, Heather M. Coon, and Markus Kem-
melmeier. 2002. “Rethinking Individualism and
Collectivism: Evaluation of Theoretical Assump-
tions and Meta-analyses.” Psychological Bulletin
128:3-72.

Pearlin, Leonard 1. 1989. “The Sociological Study of
Stress.” Journal of Health and Social Behavior 30:
241-56.

Pearlin, Leonard 1., and Alex Bierman. 2013. “Current
Issues and Future Directions in Research into the
Stress Process.” Pp. 32540 in Handbook of the Soci-
ology of Mental Health, edited by C. S. Aneshensel,
J. C. Phelan, and A. Bierman. Dordrecht, The Neth-
erlands: Springer.

Pearlin, Leonard 1., Elizabeth G. Menaghan, Morton A.
Lieberman, and Joseph T. Mullan. 1981. “The Stress
Process.” Journal of Health and Social Behavior 22:
337-56.

Pearlin, Leonard 1., and Carmi Schooler. 1978. “The
Structure of Coping.” Journal of Health and Social
Behavior 19:2-21.

Prenda, Kimberly M., and Margie E. Lachman. 2001.
“Planning for the Future: A Life Management Strat-
egy for Increasing Control and Life Satisfaction in
Adulthood.” Psychology and Aging 16:206—16.

Pudrovska, Tetyana, Scott Schieman, Leonard I. Pearlin,
and Kim Nguyen. 2005. “The Sense of Mastery as
a Mediator and Moderator in the Association
between Economic Hardship and Health in Late
Life.” Journal of Aging and Health 17:634—60.

Ross, Catherine E., and John Mirowsky. 1989.
“Explaining the Social Patterns of Depression: Con-
trol and Problem Solving—Or Support and Talk-
ing?” Journal of Health and Social Behavior 30:
206-19.

Ross, Catherine E., and John Mirowsky. 2013. “The
Sense of Personal Control: Social Structural Causes
and Emotional Consequences.” Pp. 379-402 in
Handbook of the Sociology of Mental Health, edited
by C. S. Aneshensel, J. C. Phelan, and A. Bierman.
Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Springer.

Ross, Catherine E., and Jaya Sastry. 1999. “The Sense of
Personal Control: Social Structural Causes and Emo-

tional Consequences.” Pp. 36994 in Handbook of

the Sociology of Mental Health, edited by C. S.
Aneshensel, and J. C. Phelan. New York: Kluwer
Academic/Plenum Publishers.

Rotter, Julian B. 1966. “Generalized Expectancies for
Internal versus External Control of Reinforncement.”
Psychological Monographs: General and Applied
80:1-28.

Ryff, Carol D., David Almeida, John Ayanian, Neil
Binkley, Deborah S. Carr, Christopher Coe, Richard
Davidson, Joseph Grzywacz, Arun Karlamangla,

Robert Krueger, Margie Lachman, Gayle Love,
Marsha Mailick, Daniel Mroczek, Barry Radler, Ter-
esa Seeman, Richard Sloan, Duncan Thomas, Max-
ine Weinstein, and David Williams. 2017. “Midlife
in the United States (MIDUS Refresher 1),
2011-2014 (ICPSR 36532) (Version 3).” Data Set,
Codebook, and Documentation. Inter-university
Consortium for Political and Social Research.
Retrieved March 2, 2023 (https://www.icpsr.umich
.edu/web/NACDA/studies/36532).

Ryff, Carol D., Shinobu Kitayama, Mayumi Karasawa,
Hazel Markus, Norito Kawakami, and Christopher
Coe. 2018. “Survey of Midlife in Japan (MIDJA),
April-September 2008 (ICPSR 30822) (Version 3).”
Data Set, Codebook, and Documentation. Inter-
university Consortium for Political and Social
Research. Retrieved March 2, 2023 (https://www
.icpsr.umich.edu/web/NACDA/studies/30822/
publications).

Ryff, Carol D., William J. Magee, Kristen C. Kling, and
Edgar H. Wing. 1999. “Forging Macro-micro Link-
ages in the Study of Psychological Well-being.”
Pp. 247-78 in The Self and Society in Aging Pro-
cesses, edited by C. D. Ryff and V. W. Marshall.
New York: Springer.

Sastry, Jaya, and Catherine E. Ross. 1998. “Asian Eth-
nicity and the Sense of Personal Control.” Social
Psychology Quarterly 61:101-20.

Schieman, Scott. 2013. “Job-related Resources and the
Pressures of Working Life.” Social Science Research
42:271-82.

Seeman, Melvin. 1959. “On The Meaning of Alienation.”
American Sociological Review 24:783-91.

Smith, Tom W., Michael Davern, Jeremy Freese, Ste-
phen L. Morgan, Jaesok Son, Benjamin Schapiro,
and Arnav Chatterjee. 2019. “General Social Sur-
veys, 1972-2018 Cumulative Codebook.” Chicago,
IL. Retrieved March 2, 2023 (https://gss.norc.org/
documents/codebook/gss_codebook.pdf).

Steptoe, Andrew, Akira Tsuda, Yoshiyuki Tanaka, and
Jane Wardle. 2007. “Depressive Symptoms,
Socio-economic Background, Sense of Control, and
Cultural Factors in University Students from 23
Countries.” [International Journal of Behavioral
Medicine 14:97-107.

Sverke, Magnus, Johnny Hellgren, and Katharina Nis-
wall. 2002. “No Security: A Meta-analysis and
Review of Job Insecurity and Its Consequences.”
Journal of Occupational Health Psychology 7:
242-64.

Takano, Yohtaro, and Eiko Osaka. 1999. “An Unsup-
ported Common View: Comparing Japan and the
U.S. on Individualism/Collectivism.” Asian Journal
of Social Psychology 2:311-41.

Takano, Yohtaro, and Eiko Osaka. 2018. “Comparing
Japan and the United States on Individualism/Collec-
tivism: A Follow-up Review.” Asian Journal of
Social Psychology 21:301-16.



150

Society and Mental Health 13(2)

Turner, R. Jay. 2010. “Understanding Health Disparities:
The Promise of the Stress Process Model.” Pp. 3-21
in Advances in the Conceptualization of the Stress
Process: Essays in Honor of Leonard 1. Pearlin, edi-
ted by W. R. Avison, C. S. Aneshensel, S. Schieman,
and B. Wheaton. New York: Springer.

Turner, R. Jay, John Taylor, and Karen Van Gundy.
2004. “Personal Resources and Depression in the
Transition to Adulthood: Ethnic Comparisons.”
Journal of Health and Social Behavior 45:34-52.

Uleman, James S. 2018. “I/C: Individualism/Collectiv-
ism or Individuate/Categorise?” Asian Journal of
Social Psychology 21:317-23.

Vignoles, Vivian L. 2018. “The ‘Common View,’ the
‘Cultural Binary,” and How to Move Forward.”
Asian Journal of Social Psychology 21:336-45.

von Hippel, Paul T. 2015. “Regression with Missing Y's:
An Improved Strategy for Analyzing Multiply
Imputed Data.” Sociological Methodology 37:
83-117.

Voydanoff, Patricia. 2004. “The Effects of Work
Demands and Resources on Work-to-Family Conflict
and Facilitation.” Journal of Marriage and Family
66:398-412.

Wheaton, Blair. 1980. “The Sociogenesis of Psycholog-
ical Disorder: An Attributional Theory.” Journal of
Health and Social Behavior 21:100-24.

Wheaton, Blair. 1983. “Stress, Personal Coping Resour-
ces, and Psychiatric Symptoms: An Investigation of
Interactive Models.” Journal of Health and Social
Behavior 24:208-29.

Wheaton, Blair. 1985. “Models for the Stress-Buffering
Functions of Coping Resources.” Journal of Health
and Social Behavior 26:352—64.

Wheaton, Blair, Marisa Young, Shirin Montazer, and
Katie Stuart-Lahman. 2013. “Social Stress in the
Twenty-first Century.” Pp. 299-323 in Handbook
of the Sociology of Mental Health, edited by C. S.
Aneshensel, J. C. Phelan, and Bierman. Dordrecht,
The Netherlands: Springer.



