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Abstract Debates regarding the nature of self-enhancement versus accurate self-assessment

have been active among psychologists for decades. More recently, researchers have become

interested in the panculturality of self-enhancement. Some researchers argue that self-en-

hancement is universal and present within all cultures. Others declare self-enhancement to be

a Western tendency, with self-diminishment being the norm among East Asians. Importantly,

the majority of such studies have not compared self-perceptions against objective external

criteria, especially those with East Asians. Furthermore, the link between narcissism and self-

enhancement has been largely overlooked within Korean samples. To address such gaps, we

utilized scores on an objective test as a criterion to investigate the accuracy of Koreans’ self-

assessments of performance, as well as how individual differences in narcissism are related to

such assessments. A sample of Korean students (N = 146; 71 women) completed self-report

measures of narcissism and self-esteem, and took a listening comprehension quiz. Estimated

and actual scores were collected and used to compute self-enhancement scores. Results

demonstrated that Koreans’ self-perceptions of performance on the quiz were quite accurate.

As has been found in Western cultures, narcissism was related to self-enhancement.

Keywords Cultural psychology � Korean � Narcissism � Personality � Self-enhancement �
Self-assessment

Introduction

Debates regarding the nature of self-enhancement versus accurate self-assessment have

been active among psychologists for decades. Researchers have examined whether self-

perceptions are positively distorted (Brown 1986; John and Robins 1994), whether positive
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self-distortions are conducive to mental health (Colvin et al. 1995; Taylor and Brown

1988), and whether self-enhancement motivations are stronger than self-assessment

motivations (Gregg et al. 2011; Trope 1986).

More recently, researchers have become interested in the panculturality of self-en-

hancement. While some claim self-enhancement to be a universal human motive (Sedi-

kides et al. 2003), others assert cross-cultural differences exist in the desire to self-enhance

(Heine 2005). Moreover, while research clearly indicates that narcissism is a strong pre-

dictor of self-enhancement in Western cultures (John and Robins 1994), this relationship

has not been clarified within Eastern cultures. The present research aimed to contribute to

the literature by answering two independent, but related, questions: (1) Are Korean stu-

dents’ self-perceptions of performance accurate at the group level? and (2) Is narcissism

related to self-enhancement bias in a collectivistic culture where self-diminishment is

highly valued?

Cross-cultural perspectives on self-enhancement and relevant measurement
issues

Self-enhancement refers to the motivation to view oneself in a highly positive way

(Sedikides and Gregg 2008). This motivation can take many forms, including self-serving

bias, the better-than-average effect, and unrealistic optimism. Numerous published studies

have documented the prevalence of self-enhancement, suggesting that most people tend to

self-enhance (Alicke and Govorun 2005; Guenther and Alicke 2010). Sedikides et al.

(2003) have even declared self-enhancement to be so globally pervasive that it is a

‘‘pancultural’’ phenomenon.

Other researchers argue that self-enhancement is a cultural construction, and only

pervasive among Westerners living within individualistic cultures (Heine and Lehman

1997). While Westerners are likely to self-enhance and provide unrealistically positive

views of the self, collectivist East Asians are more likely to exhibit self-diminishment and

self-criticism (Heine 2005; Heine et al. 1999; see: Chang et al. 2003 for Korean sample

specifically). According to a recent meta-analysis comparing self-enhancement prevalence

among Westerners and East Asians (Heine and Hamamura 2007), Westerners showed

greater self-enhancement than East Asians in 30 of the 31 methodologies (d = 0.84).

When separated by culture, self-enhancement was clearly present in the Western samples

(d = 0.87), yet absent in the East Asian samples (d = -0.01). Some have attempted to

resolve this conflict in the literature by asserting that East Asians do self-enhance, but only

in specific situations and contexts (Lee et al. 2014c), such as when the need for modesty is

weak (Cai et al. 2007), in private, anonymous situations (Kobayashi and Greenwald 2003),

in the presence of strangers (Kim et al. 2011; Takata 2003), or regarding valued inter-

personal but not personal attributes (Endo et al. 2000).

Importantly, the way in which self-enhancement is assessed can take one of two distinct

forms (Krueger and Wright 2011): the social comparison approach or the social realist

approach. In the social comparison approach, participants are asked to rate themselves on a

number of positive traits, relative to the average person. For example, participants may be

presented with a scale ranging from 1 (much worse than average) to 7 (much better than

average), with the midpoint score of 4 meaning ‘‘about the same’’. If more than 50% of

participants give themselves a score greater than 4, it can be concluded that, at the group

level, self-enhancement is present (e.g., Svenson 1981). This is because it is a statistical

impossibility for more than 50% of people to score above the average, provided extreme

outliers are not present at the low end. Alternatively, participants can make two ratings:
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one for themselves and one for the average person. If the mean difference between the two

scores is positive, according to the social comparison approach, self-enhancement is pre-

sent; the individual views him or herself as better than average (e.g., Klar and Giladi 1999).

In the social realist approach, researchers compare participants’ self-perceptions in a

specific domain with a corresponding external criterion, although they differ in the crite-

rion they consider to be most valid. Some researchers use social consensus, comparing

one’s self-perceived personality with several others’ aggregated ratings (Funder and Colvin

1988). Others employ scores on objective tests as their criterion. One’s self-perceived

academic ability, for example, can be compared with one’s academic achievement (Robins

and Beer 2001).

The social comparison approach poses two major disadvantages, relative to the social

realist approach. First, the former may be conflated with the tendency to view everyone as

better than average, not just the self (Hamamura et al. 2007). In other words, rating oneself

as better than average may be the consequence of failing to consider the properties of the

group, rather than the product of self-enhancement motives alone. Second, studies taking

the social comparison approach cannot determine the accuracy of individuals’ self-per-

ceptions, as objective criteria are not utilized (Krueger and Wright 2011). For example,

suppose Amy believes that her IQ score is 130. That is, Amy believes that she is more

intelligent than the average person, given that the population mean IQ score is 100. Despite

her claim to be better than average, Amy’s belief alone is not enough to determine whether

her self-perception is overly positive. If Amy’s actual IQ is 100, we would conclude that

she was self-enhancing. If her actual score is 150, we would conclude that she was self-

diminishing, despite her better than average self-rating. The social realist approach utilizes

such a criterion, thereby allowing researchers to determine the presence and degree of self-

enhancement (or self-diminishment) for each individual. In the current research, we adopt

the social realist approach.

Self-enhancement and narcissism in the individualistic culture

Culture is not the sole determinant of an individual’s propensity to self-enhance; person-

ality also plays a role. Narcissism, characterized by excessive self-admiration and feelings

of superiority, has been repeatedly linked to overly positive self-views within Western

cultures. Narcissistic individuals have been shown to rate their own performance (John and

Robins 1994; Robins and Beer 2001), personality (Park and Colvin 2014), behavior

(Gosling et al. 1998), academic achievement (Farwell and Wohlwend-Lloyd 1998),

intelligence, and physical attractiveness (Gabriel et al. 1994) more highly or more posi-

tively than diverse forms of external criteria meant to capture reality.

For example, one of the aforementioned studies (John and Robins 1994) asked

American students to participate in a group discussion. Participants then were asked to rank

each group member’s contribution, including their own. Additionally, a staff of 11 psy-

chologists ranked each group member’s contribution. Each participant’s self-rated ranking

was then compared against the rankings made by their group members and by the staff. On

average, individuals tended to self-enhance, as would be expected within a Western cul-

ture. Importantly, self-enhancement bias over the staff and peer criteria was positively

correlated with narcissism. Robins and Beer (2001) replicated these findings, again

demonstrating that self-enhancement bias is positively correlated with narcissism among

Western individuals.
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Self-enhancement and narcissism in Korea

Although cross-cultural studies of self-enhancement are common (Heine and Hamamura

2007; Sedikides et al. 2005), few have been conducted with Korean samples. Moreover, to

our knowledge, no studies to date have been published in English using the social realist

approach with Koreans. Just three studies have been published in Korean, yielding

inconsistent results.

Kim (2009) assessed self-enhancement in Korean students who were training to become

daycare center teachers. Both the students and their supervisors completed a questionnaire,

asking about the students’ abilities and attitudes as future daycare center teachers,

including responsibility, passion, and teaching and supervising abilities. Upon comparison,

students’ self-evaluations were lower than their supervisors’ evaluations, suggesting self-

diminishment at the group level.

Roh and Sohn (2011) found results in opposition to those above using a round-robin

paradigm, similar to that employed by John and Robins (1994). Korean college students

formed groups and engaged in a team-based project. Upon completion, students rated one

another on their contribution. More than half (58.9%) of participants provided self-ratings

higher than those of their peers, whereas just 23.4% of students provided self-ratings lower

than those of their peers, suggesting self-enhancement at the group level.

Finally, Hong and Ko (2003) reported results indicative of neither self-enhancement nor

self-diminishment. After completing a group problem-solving task, group members rated

every member’s leadership abilities, including their own. No significant difference was

found between self-rated and peer-rated leadership.

Given these conflicting findings, and given the differing research designs employed in

each of the above three studies, it is difficult to affirm the presence of self-enhancement or

self-diminishment at the group level in Korean samples. Furthermore, as all three studies

utilized others’ ratings as the criterion, methodological issues may have obscured Koreans’

self-enhancing (or self-diminishing) tendencies. When one person rates another, biases can

come from both parties. A target may see him or herself in an overly positive or overly

negative fashion. At the same time, observers may rate this target more positively or

negatively (i.e., perceiver effects). In this design, if observers’ ratings are overly negative,

targets’ self-ratings are classified as self-enhancement, even if they are in fact accurate. To

avoid this criterion problem, some researchers control for the perceiver effect (Kwan et al.

2004; Kwan et al. 2008). In the present study, we minimized biases from the criterion side

by utilizing performance on an objective task as a criterion (Kim and Chiu 2011; Kim et al.

2010; Park and Park 2015).

Surprisingly, the link between narcissism and self-enhancement was not examined in

any of the studies reviewed above, which raises an interesting question. In an individu-

alistic culture where self-enhancement is pervasive, it seems normative to pursue highly

positive self-views. Showing off one’s grandiosity is in line with cultural norms and can be

an effective impression management strategy, at least in the short term (Back et al. 2010;

Paulhus 1998). Yet the link between narcissism and self-enhancement may not be obvious

in a collectivistic culture where grandiose self-expressions are frowned upon. For example,

research has shown Koreans, Japaneses, and Asian Americans hold more positive per-

ceptions of self-effacing individuals, as compared to self-enhancing ones (Kim et al. 2003;

Muramoto et al. 2009). Such findings are reflective of cultural differences in what is

considered to be socially desirable behavior; self-control, restraint, and modesty are highly

valued in Eastern cultures (Markus and Kitayama 1991). Due to these cultural
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expectations, one might predict that narcissistic East Asians will exhibit ‘‘tactical self-

enhancement’’ or ‘‘impression management’’: expressing modesty and deemphasizing their

positive attributes to appear more normatively appropriate and earn respect from others

(Cai et al. 2011; Lalwani et al. 2009).

On the other hand, there is also evidence to suggest that narcissism may predict self-

enhancement among East Asians. For example, Thai individuals high in narcissism show a

preference for high status mates, suggesting self-enhancement motives (Tanchotsrinon

et al. 2007). Similarly, in China, narcissism has been linked to self-presentation on social

media (Mo and Leung 2015), self-reported use of self-enhancement strategies (Hepper

et al. 2013), and self-enhancement on culturally valued personality traits, as compared to

peer ratings (Zhou et al. 2015). Narcissism has not been linked to self-enhancement among

Koreans specifically, although it has been associated with self-presentation motives (Lee

et al. 2014a) and a need for uniqueness in purchasing behavior among consumers (Lee

et al. 2013). Thus, if Korean narcissists view the cultural ideal of modesty as the paragon of

socially desirable behavior, we should see self-diminishment. If they instead view supe-

riority, grandiosity, and status as desirable, despite cultural ideals to the contrary, we

should see self-enhancement.

Computation of self-enhancement

There exist several different ways to compute self-enhancement scores when using the

social realist approach (for a detailed review, see Krueger and Wright 2011). The residual

score method involves regressing self-perceptions on a criterion, then using the resultant

residuals in all future analyses. The difference score method involves subtracting a cri-

terion from self-perception, then using the resultant difference scores in all future analyses.

In both cases, positive scores indicate self-enhancement, and negative scores indicate self-

diminishment.

Statisticians have discussed advantages and disadvantages of each approach without

reaching an agreement (e.g., Edwards, 2001; Rogosa and Willett 1983). As Krueger and

Wright (2011) pointed out, most psychological studies argue for one method over the

others, then report results based on that method (for exception, see: De Los Reyes and

Kazdin 2004). In the current research, we examined the relationship between narcissism

and self-enhancement using both methods.

Unskilled and unaware of it

Finally, it is worth noting that the exact motivations underlying self-enhancement are not

always clear (Sedikides and Gregg 2008). It may be the case that individuals self-enhance

deliberately to maintain their own self-worth, well-being, or positive affect (Taylor and

Brown 1988), or to paint a flattering picture of themselves for others (Baumeister 1982).

Alternatively, self-enhancement may be unintentional; individuals may be both unskilled

and unaware of it (Kruger and Dunning 1999).

Dunning and colleagues (Ehrlinger et al. 2008; Kruger and Dunning 1999) investigated

the root of the positively distorted self-perceptions observed among Western students.

After taking a test, participants evaluated their performance in both absolute (raw score)

and relative (percentile) terms. Researchers then divided them into four groups based on

their actual performance. Those in the bottom-quartile showed positively distorted self-

perceptions. In contrast, top-quartile participants underestimated both their absolute and

relative performance, though their underestimation was more pronounced for relative
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ratings. In other words, although self-enhancement was present at the group level, this

effect was chiefly driven by bottom-performers. Because the analysis method used by

Dunning and colleagues (Ehrlinger et al. 2008; Kruger and Dunning 1999) provides an

excellent tool to investigate the nature of accuracy and bias in self-perceptions of per-

formance among specific subgroups, we conducted a similar analysis.

The present study

We investigated (1) whether self-perceptions of performance are accurate or biased among

Korean students at the group level, using a social realist approach and (2) whether nar-

cissism is related to self-enhancement in a collectivistic culture where self-diminishment is

valued. To answer such questions, we used self-estimated and actual scores on a listening

comprehension quiz to compute self-enhancement scores for each participant. Due to the

multifaceted nature of narcissism, Ackerman et al. (2011) have urged researchers to

conduct subscale analyses in addition to the total score analyses. However, few studies

have examined the link between subscales of narcissism and self-enhancement bias. In one

such study, Park and Colvin (2014) reported that narcissism and its subscales were related

to overly positive self-perceptions of personality, relative to friend-perceptions, except for

the exploitativeness/entitlement subscale. In an effort to shed light on this topic, we

conducted subscale analyses as well. Finally, although self-esteem was not of our primary

interest, we additionally assessed this trait due to its commonalities with narcissism.

Previous research has used self-esteem as a control variable when assessing the effects of

narcissism (e.g., Bushman and Baumeister 1998; Morf and Rhodewalt 1993).

Method

The data analyzed in the present study are part of a larger dataset on personality and social

perception. Participants were told that the goal of the research was to identify personality

traits that predict effective communication skills, which have become highly valued among

Korean students. To curtail suspicion, participants completed a battery of questionnaires

ostensibly intended to assess communication skills in addition to the experimental task of

interest. Only those measures and procedures pertaining to our current research goals are

described.

Participants and procedure

Participants (N = 146; 71 women) were Koreans living in Korea, recruited via adver-

tisements on the Korea University website. All participants were undergraduate or graduate

students. The mean age was 22.49 (SD = 2.73), ranging from 18 to 30. After participants

came to the lab, an experimenter told them the study was about factors affecting com-

munication skills, which are critical to successful life. Participants completed a series of

online questionnaires, and took a listening comprehension quiz. Following their comple-

tion of this quiz, they provided self-ratings of their estimated performance. All participants

received 10,000 KRW (roughly 10 USD) in exchange for their participation.
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Materials

Narcissism

Participants completed the 13-item Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI; Gentile et al.

2013), a brief version of the 40-item NPI (Raskin and Terry 1988). They responded on a

6-point scale to indicate how accurately each statement described them. Although the

original NPI requires participants to select one of two opposing statements that best

describes them, the Likert response format has been used in previous research (McGregor

et al. 2005; Park et al. 2013). Responses across the 13 items were averaged (Cronbach’s

a = 0.85). Additionally, the following three subscales were calculated: 4-item Leadership/

Authority (a = 0.68; e.g., ‘‘I am a born leader’’), 5-item Grandiose exhibitionism

(a = 0.76; e.g., ‘‘I like to show off my body’’), and 4-item Entitlement/Exploitativeness

(a = 0.59; e.g., ‘‘I insist upon getting the respect that is due me’’).

Self esteem

Participants completed the 10-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg 1965;

a = 0.88) on a 6-point Likert scale. This scale includes items such as ‘‘I take on a positive

attitude toward myself,’’ and ‘‘I feel that I am a person of worth, at least on an equal basis

with others.’’

Estimated and actual scores on the listening comprehension quiz

Participants listened to a 4-min audio clip on Socrates and his philosophy, and answered an

8-item multiple choice listening comprehension quiz on the content of the audio clip. They

then estimated how many questions they got correct out of eight. Later, the quiz was

graded and each participant’s actual score on the test was recorded.

Individual differences in self-enhancement

Difference and residual scores were computed to indicate individual differences in self-

enhancement. For difference scores, actual scores on the listening comprehension quiz

were subtracted from estimated scores. For residual scores, estimated scores were

regressed on actual scores, and the residuals were retained (John and Robins 1994). In both

indices, positive values indicate self-enhancement (overly positive self-perception), and

negative values indicate self-diminishment (overly negative self-perception).

Results

Preliminary analyses

Descriptive statistics and correlations between variables are presented in Table 1. Nar-

cissism and self-esteem were positively correlated (r = 0.31). There was also a positive

relation between estimated and actual scores (r = 0.57), indicating that participants were

relatively aware of their performance. Both narcissism and self-esteem were unrelated to

estimated or actual scores. No significant gender differences were observed in narcissism,
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self-esteem, estimated scores, or actual scores. Accordingly, all results are presented for

men and women combined.

Are Koreans self-enhancing, self-diminishing, or accurate in their self-
perceptions of performance?

To investigate whether our Korean sample self-enhanced at the group level, we performed

a repeated-measures t test. Estimated scores (M = 6.00, SD = 1.36) were not significantly

higher than actual scores (M = 5.92, SD = 1.34), t(145) = 0.79, p = 0.43, indicating a

lack of self-enhancement or self-diminishment at the group level. Table 2 shows more

detailed information regarding the proportions of people who were accurate or biased.

About 38% of participants overestimated, 33% underestimated, and 29% accurately esti-

mated their own performance. However, 80% of estimations were within the ± 1 point

range relative to the criterion on an 8-point scale, suggesting that the majority of Koreans

were relatively accurate in their self-perceptions of performance.

Unskilled and unaware of it?

To further investigate the nature of students’ self-perceptions, we categorized participants

into four groups based on actual performance following Dunning and colleagues (Ehrlinger

et al. 2008; Kruger and Dunnng 1999). As shown in Fig. 1, in the bottom and second quartiles,

estimated scores were significantly higher than actual scores, ts\ 2.89, ps\ 0.01. Those in

the third quartile had relatively accurate perceptions, t = 0.84, p = 0.41. Top-quartile par-

ticipants underestimated their performance, t = -3.71, p\ 0.001. Next, we performed an

analysis of variance with quartiles as the independent variable and estimated scores as the

dependent variable, and the result was significant,F(3, 142) = 21.28, p\ 0.001. Tukey HSD

tests revealed that every possible pair but two significantly differed: the second and third

quartiles, and third and top quartiles did not differ.

Is narcissism or self-esteem related to self-enhancement?

We correlated narcissism with the two indices of self-enhancement. As shown in Table 1,

narcissism was positively related to difference and residual scores, rs[ 0.16, ps\ 0.05.

Among the narcissism subscales, entitlement/exploitativeness was unrelated to these two

scores, consistent with Park and Colvin (2014). Leadership/authority was positively related

to both scores, while grandiose exhibitionism was positively related to difference scores,

Table 2 Percentage of partici-
pants accurately and inaccurately
estimating their performance

Difference between estimated
and actual scores

Frequency Percent (%)

-3 3 2.1

-2 10 6.8

-1 35 24.0

0 43 29.5

1 39 26.7

2 11 7.5

3 5 3.4

Total 146 100
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but not to residual scores. The same pattern of results was observed when controlling for

self-esteem. Self-esteem, on the other hand, was not related to difference or residual scores,

rs\ 0.08, ps[ 0.05. Therefore, although both narcissism and self-esteem include a pos-

itive self-view, only narcissism is related to overly positive self-perceptions of perfor-

mance, consistent with previous research (Gabriel et al. 1994).

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine (1) the accuracy or bias in self-perceptions of

performance among Korean students, using a social realist approach and (2) whether

narcissistic individuals display self-enhancement in a collectivistic culture where self-

diminishment is a social norm (Heine et al. 1999). Previous studies with Koreans com-

paring self-perceptions with observer-perceptions have yielded inconsistent findings about

the presence of self-enhancement (Hong and Ko 2003; Kim 2009; Roh and Sohn 2011).

Because we used scores from an objective test as a criterion, the perceiver biases inherent

in social consensus scores were not an issue. At the group level, we found no signs of self-

enhancement or self-diminishment. Rather, Koreans were quite accurate. Self-perceptions

were well-balanced, centering around the accuracy point (see Table 2). In addition, esti-

mated scores did not significantly differ from actual scores.

To further investigate the nature of these relatively accurate self-perceptions observed in

the present sample, we categorized participants into four groups based on their actual

performance, following Dunning and colleagues (Ehrlinger et al. 2008; Kruger and

Dunnng 1999). The results were similar to previous research in that bottom-quartile par-

ticipants overestimated, while top-quartile participants underestimated their performance.

However, in Dunning’s studies, miscalibration was larger in overestimation than under-

estimation, yielding positively distorted self-perceptions. In our Korean sample, miscali-

bration in overestimation and underestimation was quite balanced, yielding relatively

accurate self-perceptions at the group level. Put differently, unskilled Korean participants

Fig. 1 Estimated and actual score on the quiz as a function of their actual performance quartile
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in this study were ‘‘less unaware’’ of their performance than the Western participants

featured in Dunning’s studies, though their perceptions were still positively distorted.

The relation between narcissism and self-enhancement was examined using both dif-

ference and residual scores, and the results were convergent: Narcissism was positively

related to self-enhancement in our sample of Korean students. This finding is particularly

interesting, given that one might expect expressing narcissism via self-enhancement to be

culturally discordant for Koreans. In individualistic cultures, narcissistic individuals’

desires for self-enhancement are not culturally troublesome, as self-enhancement is nor-

mative. Thus, their culture allows them to pursue grandiosity and social respect, both of

which help to maintain their self-image. However, in a collectivistic culture where self-

diminishment is the social norm, a choice must be made: individuals may show off their

grandiosity via self-enhancement and lose social respect, or may diminish themselves to

receive social respect. In our Korean sample, narcissism was expressed via the former, as

has been found in Western cultures, despite the cultural conflict it stands to engender. Such

findings extend previous findings from Chinese and Thai samples (Hepper et al. 2013;

Tanchotsrinon et al. 2007; Zhou et al. 2015).

Nevertheless, our findings lead to an interesting question: Is pursuing a grandiose self

more detrimental to narcissistic individuals in a collectivistic culture than in an individ-

ualistic culture? In other words, do narcissistic individuals face higher rates of social

exclusion in collectivist cultures, given the misalignment of their behaviors with cultural

norms? Future research may examine this question.

Contributions and implications

The present study is one of the rare studies to examine self-enhancement using a social

realist approach with Korean samples. In addition, it is the first to demonstrate the link

between narcissism and self-enhancement in Korea. Together, our findings suggest that

while self-enhancement may not be pancultural, perhaps narcissistic self-enhancement is

pancultural.

It is important to note that these results were true of narcissism alone. Self-esteem,

despite its positive self-view, was not significantly related to self-enhancement, and the

link between narcissism and self-enhancement remained significant controlling for self-

esteem. These findings imply the distinct nature of each of these traits (Campbell et al.

2002; Hyun et al. 2016; Park and Colvin 2015). Still, this may partly depend on the domain

being assessed. Gabriel et al. (1994) demonstrated narcissism predicted self-enhancement

in the domains of intelligence and physical attractiveness for both genders, while self-

esteem predicted self-enhancement among men for intelligence only. As self-esteem’s

relationship with self-enhancement can vary with context, further research is needed

regarding the link between the two.

It is worth discussing why neither self-enhancement nor self-diminishment was found at

the group level in our Korean sample. Although our data do not speak to this directly, we

offer two possible explanations. First, East Asians tend to believe that people are mal-

leable, whereas Westerners tend to view people as fixed (Heine et al. 2001). When people

believe that change is possible, they are motivated to assess themselves accurately for the

purpose of self-improvement. Conversely, when there is no belief in change, people are

motivated to maintain their positive self-image by focusing on their strengths, striving for a

positive over accurate assessment (Dweck and Leggett 1988; Gregg et al. 2011). Thus, it

may be the case that East Asians do not self-enhance due to their malleable self-theories. A

second possible explanation is that East Asians may be more sensitive to their social

Accuracy and bias in self-perception of performance: Narcissism… 39

123



standing, due to their collectivist culture (Heine and Renshaw 2002). As such, it is

important for them to know where they stand in a group to maintain social harmony. This

sensitivity may result in a heightened self-assessment motivation, which in turn leads to

more accurate self-perceptions.

Limitations and suggestions for future research

Although our research makes a significant contribution to the literature on East Asian self-

enhancement, it is not without limitations. First, and perhaps most importantly, we only

assessed self-enhancement in one domain: a listening comprehension quiz. Therefore, we

must be cautious in generalizing our findings to other domains such as self-perceptions of

behavior, abilities, and personality traits. Such caution is particularly warranted, given that

some research has found self-enhancement among East Asians to be task- and context-

dependent (Lee et al. 2014c). Still, although we recognize that conclusions regarding the

behavior of an entire nation cannot and should not be drawn from one study alone, we

believe that this research represents an important first step. We encourage other researchers

to extend the current research, and to further examine if, when, how, and why Korean

individuals self-enhance.

Second, we did not recruit participants from a Western culture against which to compare

our Korean sample. As indexed in our literature review, a large number of studies have

been published that repeatedly confirm Westerners’ tendencies to self-enhance within the

framework of the social realist approach. Nevertheless, a large cross-cultural study

examining Koreans’ and Westerners’ self-enhancement, and how such self-enhancement is

related to narcissism, would be of interest (Heine and Renshaw 2002).

Finally, although it is not a limitation per se, it is worth acknowledging that East Asian

countries are rapidly becoming industrialized and Westernized, a process with the potential

to spark changes in personality at the national level. A recent cross-temporal meta-analysis

reported that narcissism among Korean college students has increased between 1999 and

2014 (Lee et al. 2014b). Thus, Koreans, especially young adults, may go through psy-

chological turmoil (Cho et al. 2010), pursuing different goals (Park et al. 2016). On the one

hand, their collectivistic upbringing is pressing them to pursue traditional values, including

self-diminishment. On the other hand, young people’s heightened levels of narcissism are

leading them to pursue self-enhancement. This dichotomy is important to consider when

conducting research on these topics, and may help to explain why we did not find self-

diminishment at the group level. Future research using Korean samples should maintain

awareness of the changing cultural landscape.

Conclusions

In conclusion, these results demonstrate that (1) Koreans at the group level tend to provide

accurate self-assessments of performance in objective tasks and (2) narcissism at the

individual level is linked with self-enhancement, even in a collectivist culture where self-

diminishment is valued, which is consistent with results from the West. These results

provide further information regarding Koreans’ self-assessment tendencies, as well as

demonstrate the cross-cultural consistency of narcissism as a construct.
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