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Abstract 

Current research has examined the positive and negative changes an individual may develop as a 

result of experiencing an impactful and highly stressful life event. However, the majority of these 

studies have been conducted with undergraduate students; yet, developmentally the adolescence 

stage differs from that of young adulthood. Therefore, the primary purpose of this study is to 

investigate the type of events experienced among adolescents in Japan and the United States that 

may result in negative symptoms (e.g., distress, depression, and anger) as well as positive 

outcomes such as psychological growth and how stressful life events vary according to one’s 

culture; specifically, individualistic culture (e.g., USA) versus collectivistic culture (e.g., Japan) 

(Breslau, Davis, Andreski & Peterson, 1991; Kobayashi, Kerbo & Sharp, 2010; Taku, 2010). We 

hypothesize that American high school students are more likely to identify an event that directly 

affects the student such as an accident reflecting individualistic characteristics, whereas Japanese 

high school students might indicate experiencing family issues or an event that affects the 

community such as a natural disaster reflecting collectivistic ideas. Four hundred and fifteen 

Japanese high school students and 186 American high school students were recruited (American 

student recruitment is ongoing). Participants were given a paper and pencil survey and asked to 

indicate which events they had experienced and/or considered stressful within the last three 

years. In the survey, participants also indicated if a specific event happened to them directly or 

someone else directly in order to examine if this aspect of the survey is an indicator of 

collectivistic or individualistic ideas.  All data is currently in the coding process. The preliminary 



analysis showed that the majority of American high school students indicated “death of someone 

close to you” most commonly and their Japanese counterparts identified “natural disasters” 

(Table 1). This research will have significant implications in helping to identify culturally 

specific intervention techniques for adolescents who have experienced a variety of impactful life 

events in Japan and the United States because identification of the type of events experienced 

leads to identification of symptoms produced in each culture. Once symptoms have been 

identified the individuals that work with adolescents will be better equipped to provide culturally 

relevant intervention programs that will lead to positive growth after an impactful and stressful 

event by educating adolescents on how to manage these events and possible negative symptoms 

such as depression. 
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Table 1 

 

Impactful Life Events Selected by Adolescents in Japan and the United States 

Impactful Event                    United States       Japan        Total 

                           (N = 91)        (N = 75)        (N = 166) 

 

 

Natural Disaster 0 30 30 

Friendship Problems 2 5 7 

Romantic Relationship Problems 1 6 7 

Other 4 5 9 

Accident or Injury 8 2 10 

Serious Illness 3 0 3 

Serious School/Academic Problems 0 8 8 

Family Issues 15 3 18 

Family Issues and Death of Someone Close to You 0 1 1 

Death of Someone Close to You 24 5 29 

Assault on You or Someone You Know 0 2 2 

Move 4 2 6 

Bullying or Abuse  4 6 10 


