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Personality changes during acculturation adaptation: Chinese
International Students in Japan
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Abstract

The study followed up 300 Chinese international students during their first year in Japan to examine
whether their personality would change during the process of adaptation to a different culture. The
Temperament and Character Inventory (TCI) was used as the personality measure, which was tested
for three times (Timel = one month before they came to Japan; Time2 = after they stayed in Japan for
six months; Time3 = after they stayed in Japan for one year). Finally 72 participants (aged 19-26 yrs)
among them effectively completed all of the three surveys. The results show that, among the seven
dimensions of TCI, there were significant differences between the three times in Harm-Avoidance,
Reward-Dependence, Persistence, Self-Directedness, Self-Transcendence and Cooperativeness, while
no significant difference was found in Novelty-Seeking. It implicates that some changes happened on
the international students’ personality during their interaction with a different culture. The specific
changing trends on each personality dimensions and the culture differences between Japan and China

were discussed.
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Introduction

Personality is defined as a dynamic and organized set of characteristics possessed by person that
uniquely influences his or her cognitions, motivations, and behaviors in various situations (Ryckman,
2004). Usually personality is thought a unique and stable way that an individual reacts to outside world
or inside experiences, and most personality theories are based on its static aspect. Recently, however,
more and more researches pay attention to personality change, which is the concept that although
personality may have some stability throughout the lifespan, some individuals may undergo substantial
alteration of their characteristic patterns of adapting to their social and personal environments (Caspi
& Roberts, 1999). The interaction with culture has always been regarded as an important factor for
personality development (Havighurst, Kuhlen & McGuire, 1947) or personality evolution (Tuckman
& Widener, 1997). For immigrants, it is found that their personality, identity and cognition will be
influenced by new culture and bilingualism (Boski, et al., 1989; Ervin-Tripp, 2011). However, there are
few researches addressing the personality change of international students. Although they stay in a
different country for a shorter time compared to immigrants, the impact of a different culture during
their adolescent period on their personality is also need to be paid attention to. Stewart (1973) reported
that the personality of New Zealand international students changed after they stayed in the U.S.A.
for just one year. Sun (2011) also suggested that one of the reasons for Chinese international students’
maladjustment after repatriation was their personality change. Japan and China are geographical
neighbors and have some common elements of Asian culture, but there are still many differences in
culture between the two countries (Qi, 2002), especially under the influences of modernization and
economy development (Shwalb, Nakazawa, Yamamoto & Hyun, 2004). In recent years, the high living
standards and modern culture of Japan attract many Chinese young people to Japan. Considering
experiences in youth period play an important role in personality development, it is assumed that the
different culture experiences in Japan will impact the personality of Chinese international students.

This study attempts to examine, during the first year in Japan, whether some change will happen in
the personality of Chinese international students, and to explore the changing trend using follow-up
investigation.

Method

Participants

Totally 300 new arrival Chinese students from five universities in Tokyo were invited and consented
to participate in the follow-up study, which lasted one year and conducted three times. All of them
were recruited with the help of teachers in their institutions. However, only 72 of the participants
effectively completed all of the surveys in three times, aged 19-26 years (19 males and 53 females, mean
age = 21.18 years). All of the 72 ones have passed Japanese Language Proficiency Test (JLPT )-Level 2
or above, which ensured their basic communication ability in Japan to some extent. 35 of them came
from Liaoning, 9 from Beijing, 8 from Shanghai, 6 from Shandong, and the left 14 from other different
ten cities in China.
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Procedure

A self-administered questionnaire was employed in the study. All measures were in Chinese. The
questionnaires were sent to the participants by mail or given in person and were collected in the same
way after one week. Each time a present (approximately 300 Yen) was given to the respondent in
return for cooperation.

The first survey was carried out one month before the students came to Japan so as to get the initial
data on their psychological conditions before contacting with a different culture. Participants were
visited in class at their school, informed of the instructions, and asked to complete the questionnaire
separately in the presence of the researcher. While, the ones could not finish questionnaires in class
were allowed to do it at home but bring it back after one week when the researcher comes to make
collection.

The second survey was followed up to the 300 students participated in the first survey after they
stayed in Japan for 6 months, with the same questionnaire sent by mail/E-mail or given in person.
However, it was difficult to contact all the participants, because some of them had changed their
residences or E-mail addresses and some were unwilling to continue to participant in this study.
Additionally, due to mistakes in answering, only 144 of them completed the questionnaire validly this
time.

The third survey was followed up to the students participated in the second survey after they stayed
in Japan for 1 year with the same questionnaire. Finally 72 of them completed the questionnaire
validly.

Materials
The questionnaire included sections on socio-demographic information and personality.

Socio-demographic information.
The socio-demographic variables included age, sex, home town/city, length of stay in Japan, and
Japanese language ability (score of Japanese-Language Proficiency Test and oral Japanese ability).

Personality

The Temperament and Character Inventory (TCI) (Cloninger, Svrakic & Przybeck, 1993) was adopted
as the personality measure.

Temperament refers to automatic emotional responses to experience that are moderately heritable
(i.e. genetic, biological) and stable throughout life. The four measured Temperament dimensions are
Novelty Seeking (NS), Harm Avoidance (HA), Reward Dependence (RD), and Persistence (P).

NS was measured by its four subscales: Exploratory Excitability vs. Stoic Rigidity (NS1),
Impulsiveness vs. Reflection (NS2), Extravagance vs. Reserve (NS3), and Disorderliness vs.
Regimentation (NS4).

HA consists of four aspects: Anticipatory Worry & Pessimism vs. Uninhibited Optimism (HA1), Fear
of Uncertainty (HA2), Shyness with Strangers (HA3), and Fatigability & Asthenia vs. Vigor (HA4).

RD consists of the following three aspects: Sentimentality vs. Tough Mindedness (RD1), Attachment
vs. Detachment (RD3), and Dependence vs. Independence (RD4).

The temperament dimension of P is a single scale which describes four distinct behavior paradigms
that can explain maintenance of behavior.

Character refers to self-concepts and individual differences in goals and values, which influence

voluntary choices, intentions, the meaning and salience of what is experienced in life. Differences
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in character are moderately influenced by sociocultural learning and mature in progressive steps
throughout life. Character takes into account the psychology of the development of personality.
The three measured Character dimensions are Self-Directedness (SD), Cooperativeness (C), and Self-
Transcendence (ST).

SD is a higher order character trait consisting of the following five aspects: Responsibility vs.
Blaming (SD1), Purposefulness vs. Lack of Goal Direction (SD2), Resourcefulness vs. Inertia (SD3), Self-
Acceptance vs. Self-Striving (SD4), and Congruent Second Nature vs. Bad Habits (SD5).

ST includes Creative Self-Forgetfulness vs. Self-Conscious Experience (ST1), Transpersonal
Identification vs. Personal Identification (ST2), and Spiritual Acceptance vs. Rational Materialism (ST3).

The dimension of C consists of Social Acceptance vs. Social Intolerance (C1), Empathy vs. Social
Disinterest (C2), Helpfulness vs. Unhelpfulness (C3), Compassion vs. Revengefulness (C4), and Pure
Hearted Principles vs. Self-Serving Advantage (C5).

The used TCI-55 short version in the study was modified according to the TCI-144 standardized
Chinese version and the TCI-125 original English version. The 55 items were rated on a 4-point scale
ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (completely true). Each dimension was composed of several related
items, and the score of the dimension was the sum of these items. The Cronbach’ @ was .83, .72, .81,
.73, .85, .82 and .89 respectively for HA, NS, RD, P, SD, ST and C.

Result

Changes in personality during the first year in Japan

Paired T-test was conducted to compare the means of seven dimensions of TCI between the three
times (see Table 1). The result shows that there were significant differences between the three times in
HA, RD, P, SD, ST and C. After the subjects stayed in Japan for 6 months, their HA and RD became
higher than they in China, while their P, SD, ST and C became lower than before. After 1 year,
however, SD and ST increased to the level with no significant difference with Timel; HA, P and C
had some rebound but still significantly different with Timel; while the score on RD kept the trend
of increasing, but no significant difference with Time2. This suggests that some changes happened in
their personality during their first year in Japan, especially during the first six months. Figure 1 gives a

clearer picture about the changes.

Table 1
Mean differences between the three times of TCI 7 dimensions (N = 72)
HA NS RD P SD ST C
Timel 1751 a 26.01 20.24 a 9.19 a 2474  a 1364 a 30.72 a
Time2 1859 b" 25.92 2147 b~ 831 b" 2346 b 1267 b 2894 Db”
Time3 1832 b"  25.65 2246 b~ 8.44 b"  24.19 12.72 2988 b

There’s significant difference between a and b, “p < .01, "p < .05
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Figure 1. Changes in the seven dimensions of TCI during the first year in Japan.

Solid line: p < .01; dotted line: p < .05.

Discussion

Changes in Temperament and Character

Through a short longitudinal investigation, the study found that during the first year in Japan, some
changes happened in personality of the Chinese international students.

In detailed terms, the students’ HA increased at Time2 (after staying in Japan for 6 months),
and rebounded a little at Time3 (after 1 year) but still higher than Timel (before coming to
Japan). According to the TCI theory, individuals with high HA tend to be cautious, careful, tense,
apprehensive, nervous, timid, doubtful, discouraged, insecure, passive, negativistic, or pessimistic.
It is understandable that in a new culture and environment, the overwhelming unclear or unknown
things might increase individuals’ worry, fear, shyness and consume more energy to make them feel
tired than before. However, the decreasing trend of HA from Time2 to Time3 suggests that HA might
decrease after a longer stay, with familiar with the new environment and more information available.

RD kept increasing from Timel, Time2 to Time3. It suggests the Chinese international students
in Japan became more sentimental, dedicated, attached, dependent and warmer than they in China.
Perhaps it comes from the influence of Japanese culture. In Japanese society, people always stress
‘consideration for others’ feelings’ or ‘delicate attention to situations’. Japanese people are characterized
as sensitive, dedicating as well as less independent (Nakayama, 2004). And Yamaguchi (1994) described
Japanese collectivism as ‘expectation of rewards and punishments from the ingroup’. However, to some
extent, Chinese are more independent than Japanese. Moreover, Chinese people value the family based
on blood relationship, whereas Japanese people value public organizations more than private families
(Yamamoto, 2007). So under such an environment, which highly stress the relationships with others (not
only family members or friends), it is possible that the international students turned to more sensitive,
dedicated, attached, and dependent to adapt to the culture.

Persistence of the students became lower than before they came to Japan. It suggests that their
eagerness of effort, hardness, ambition and perfectionistic preservation in response to anticipated reward
decreased during the first year in Japan. When faced with frustration, criticism, obstacles, and fatigue,
they tended to give up more easily than before. Perhaps unpredicted stresses in a new culture and in
independent life weakened their eagerness and ambition. Another explanation is that the realistic life
pushes them learn to accept imperfect things and to be satisfied with current accomplishments more
easily.
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Individuals with high SD are described as mature, strong, responsible, purposeful, resourceful,
and self-accepted. In contrast, those with low SD are immature, weak, fragile, blaming, ineffective,
irresponsible, and poorly integrated. The decrease in SD at the first period (from Timel to Time2) is
considered to be understandable. When coming to a new country, Uncertain things might make new
arrivals lost in self, culture shock might cause them lose direction, and difficulties met with in a new
society might weaken one’s self-efficacy. However, the rebound from Time2 to Time3 suggests that
individuals’ SD will recover with the regain of resources and adjustment to the new culture.

The decrease in ST from Timel to Time2 suggests that individuals become more impatient,
unimaginative, self-aware, materialistic and unfulfilled during the first half year in Japan. Through
additional interview of some participants, we know that when in China most of the students live
with parents and do not need to worry about their life. Whereas when leaving parents and living
independently in overseas, they have to face a lot of realistic problems in life. Perhaps it is that makes
them more rational, objective, and materialistic. But at Time3, the ST rebounded to the level that has
no significant difference with Timel implicates that the change in ST might be temporary but not in
nature.

Cooperativeness decreased during the first year. It wasn’t predicted that the cooperativeness tendency
would come down in such a society that highly values cooperative interpersonal relationship. Perhaps
faced with too many different values at once in a new culture, individuals might feel difficult to
accept them at beginning. Moreover, most of the Chinese in Japan reported that they had experienced
discrimination at different degrees (Sun, 2004), which also might decrease their cooperativeness. On the
other hand, through interview with some subjects, it is found that most of the Chinese students were at
private expense, and they had to do part-time job to survive in Japanese society, where the expense is
much higher than they in China, so most of them were living a busy life filled by study and part-time
job. High stresses without enough resource in psychology and lack of communication with others may
also cause the decrease of Cooperativeness. Finally, the hardness in economy will limit their ability
to help others or consider for more people around. However, an increasing trend for Cooperativeness
can be seen from Time2 to Time3, which implicates that the Cooperativeness might rebound after a
longer stay, with their settling down in the new society, learning more about the Japanese culture, and
gaining more resource in material and psychology.

From a whole view, we can see significant changes happened on participants’ temperaments and
characters during the first half year. While during the next half year, some changing trends became
weak, or even rebounded to the former level. It confirmed the findings of previous researches that
the first several months were the most unsteady period for students studying abroad (Inoue, 1997).
However, the changes on HA, RD, P and C remained after one year. Perhaps it is a result of adaptation
to the new culture and environment. Thus, whether the change in personality for adaptation is
temporary or in nature, it is necessary to follow up for a longer time. Furthermore, whether the changes
occurred during adaptation to host culture will reversely influence their repatriation adjustment,
it should be another interesting research in the future to explore personality evolution during the
interaction with culture.
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