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Abstract 

Cultures may display paradoxical natures when studied closely. For example, Americans are 

individualistic, yet are most generous with charity giving or volunteering for community events. This 

illustrates the challenges associated with stereotyping groups and cultures. Cultures are sometimes 

treated as homogenous with attendant generalisation.  

In the educational context, generalisations consequently influence attitudes held towards groups of 

learners. People from particular cultural backgrounds are often treated as a homogenous group with 

its attendant stereotypes irrespective of their individual contexts; an example is individuals from a 

Chinese cultural background who live in the West relative to those living in China. 

The present study used a questionnaire to measure an important value in Confucian culture (Chinese 

background) - Filial Piety - and how it relates to affective variables suggested to be important to 

academic achievement: self-efficacy and motivation. A sample of 9-11 year old children from the UK 

were compared with a similar sample from an authentic Confucian context - Beijing. 

The results suggest a review of expectations of what is meant by “authentic confucian” and gives some 

insight into the potential problems that could arise with stereotyping cultures and groups. As schools 

reach out to parents and communities, there are implications for the stereotypic approaches adopted. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Filial Piety as an Attribute of Confucian Culture 

There is a long-standing interest in academic achievement and motivation by researchers in the field of 

cross-cultural studies, particularly of East Asian culture. This is no doubt because East Asian students 

are often found to outperform their peers in the West in standardized achievement tests such as PISA 

and TIMMSS (see Lau & Ho, 2015; Sabah, Hammouri, & Akour, 2013; Sellar & Lingard, 2013; Zhang, 
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Khan, & Tahirsylaj, 2015). In trying to understand the higher performance of East Asian education 

systems, many researchers have found it natural to turn to an analysis of the motivational 

characteristics of their school children, supposing that curricular differences were insufficient to 

account for the gap (Jerrim, 2014). 

Hong and Salili (2000) argue that the strong learning motivation of East Asian learners was related to 

their culture (see also Leung, 2014; Stankov, 2010). This is supported by the postulations of Ho (1981), 

that hard work in academic pursuits was accorded higher status in society than other careers in Chinese 

culture. In fact, among Chinese students, working hard to achieve academic goals is considered to be 

more crucial than relying on their intellectual ability (Zhu & Leung, 2011). This was echoed by Leung 

(2016), with a Chinese proverb “stupidity is overcome by hard work”. This, he said, was an illustration 

of how Confucian ideology and thought contributes to a cultural disposition towards hard work, effort, 

and a preeminent value of education. Parental influence and the vicarious observation of the wider 

community in Chinese culture helps to inculcate students in these all-important virtues and attitudes 

toward their learning. Children grow to internalise and adopt their parents’ valuation of education, their 

expectations towards their school work (which tend to be very high), and vicarious and other means of 

feedback on their academic performance. Chinese parents’ influence over their children’s school 

achievement is thought to be connected with the traditional ideals and overarching power of Filial Piety 

(FP) - a key element of Confucian ideology (Lin & Fu, 1990). This is because in Confucian culture, 

children are morally obliged to pursue the virtue of respect and honour for one’s parents, elders, and 

ancestors. 

Furthermore, Ng (2003) attributed the differences in motivation of East Asian learners relative to other 

societies to their collectivist cultures (driven by Confucian teaching). In particular, parents and school 

teachers in Confucian society hold the views that “learning cannot be separated from achievement” and 

“learning and achievement are social obligations”. Markus and Kitayama (1991) similarly argued that 

individuals from collective societies (such as Confucian East Asia) would typically derive their 

motivation from what would benefit others and the entire group, not just themselves, while people in 

Western individualist cultures tended to have motivations that would be typically more self-benefiting.  

Confucianism is able to engender prioritising the wider social good in its members by focusing on 

known others outside the individual - family and especially parents - the motivation to engage in 

actions to benefit others becomes focused on real people, and that is a powerful driver. 

Dong and Xu (2016) defined FP as: 

“a traditional Confucian virtue in Chinese culture, which refers to a prominent, family-centred 

cultural value that adjusts children’s attitudes and behaviours toward their parents to ensure 

parental well-being” (p. 46). 

FP is a bedrock of societies with a Confucian Heritage. Its roots lie in the traditions of Confucianism 

which has for over 2,000 years been the driving force behind the development of virtues and morals 

concerning family roles and relationships (Chen, 1986; Littlejohn, 2010). According to Lum, Yan, Ho, 
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Shum, Wong, Lau and Wang (2015), Confucian ideology has for centuries served as a guiding principle 

in shaping the family structure and intergenerational relationships between parents and their children by 

defining the obligations and connection among them through an intricate value system. The moral 

concept “Xiao (孝)” is at the core of Confucian family values. The Chinese character for FP, Xiao is 

derived by combining two other characters namely: Lao (老) and Zi (子). The character Lao represents 

elders, including parents, other older family members and the ancestors; Zi represents the child. 

Symbolically, Lao is above Zi; similarly, the elder is considered in the society as always being above 

the child, which illustrates and emphasises the hierarchy within, and the child’s duty to respect and 

show devotion to the parents and elders. This is a pattern of socialization within communities that are 

in line with the demands of Confucian societies. 

It gives a prescription about how children should love and respect their parents and families as well as 

toward their ancestors. A consequence of this is that children in Confucian culture strive to fulfil their 

filial obligation through academic achievement as a means to repay and honour their parents (Chow & 

Chu, 2007). 

An implication of the preceding review is that Confucian background learners strive and study hard as 

a way to undertake their filial obligation; it can therefore be postulated that FP is an important driver or 

possibly a predictor of academic achievement motivation. When a student obtains good results in a test 

or an examination, it serves to bring honour to their family and repay their parents. As a result, 

Confucian culture students study to fulfil a filial obligation, not simply for their own selves, unlike their 

Western counterparts. 

However, within other cultures such as White British culture, there are learners with high academic 

achievement as well. Even though Chow and Chu (2007) tested the impact of FP on academic 

motivation using a “Self Determination Theory” framework, and did find evidence of its positive 

correlation within the Chinese Confucian context, coupling this with self-determination theory makes it 

hard to explain why hard work and consequent achievement would occur in non-Confucian societies. 

Using the theory of planned behaviour framework allows for this without problem - just by a different 

set of influences. This is because the theory of planned behaviour lends itself to a more clearly defined 

means of how the cultural dimension of individualism-collectivism could operationalise FP through 

Subjective Norms.  

Drawing a sample from a broad cross-section of cultural backgrounds in the multicultural UK 

classroom, and getting participants to complete a measure of FP on the grounds that: a) this should 

capture a wider range of children with Confucian influences, and b) those with higher tendencies 

towards FP should exhibit the same pattern of associations as a sample drawn from an authentic 

Confucian context - Beijing. 

1.1.1 Filial Piety in other Cultures 

It is possible the concept of Filial Piety (FP), even though it is predominantly a Confucian trait, is 

present in other cultures to a degree. This is captured in the assertion by Gallois, Giles, Ota, Pierson, 
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Ng and Lim (1999) that:  

“the concept of filial piety is present in most of the cultures in the world, although its form, 

salience and importance may differ” (p. 195). 

Similarly, Jones, Lee and Zhang (2011) reiterated the global nature of the basic form of filial relations. 

They posited that filial beliefs are rooted in Confucian beliefs about Hsiao - FP, whose main virtue is 

Shu (reciprocity). They further argued that reciprocity is not a phenomenon unique to Chinese or 

Confucian culture. Western theories about responsibility of children to aging parents, they claimed, 

have reciprocity at the core (e.g., social exchange, equity, social capital theories; see Liang, Krause, & 

Bennett, 2001). 

Kuang et al. (2010) suggest FP is a natural, instinctual and spontaneous phenomenon. This they 

conceptualised as “natural piety”. It is active and internal, they opined. They contrast natural piety with 

“cultural piety” - the kind practiced by Eastern Confucian cultures. Cultural piety, they argued, is a 

result of cultural teachings and cultural factors.  

Natural FP, because of its nature, can be found among all people regardless of race, culture, and 

religion; cultural FP on the other hand, varies dramatically with regard to race, culture, and religion 

(Kuang et al., 2010). Evidence from research on FP between American and Chinese undergraduate 

students by Kuang et al. (2010) supported this view. Natural and cultural FP can therefore be thought of 

as additive influences for those in Confucian societies.  

Kuang et al. (2010) provided a new insight to understand FP from a biological view. The study 

highlighted the interaction between biological aspect of human filial nature and the mind-body axis. 

She proposed three important points:  

1. There is a hidden link between one’s filial attitude/practice and one’s performance/achievement in 

life.  

2. Intentionally nurturing a positive filial attitude toward parents and the elderly optimizes human 

performance and facilitates achievement.  

3. Ill-practice of filial piety blocks one’s own prosperity.  

Kuang’s observation demonstrates how in Confucian culture, the members are taught that practicing FP 

has benefits for the individual therefore accentuating the impact of cultural piety. This proposition is 

consistent with the findings about the motivating influence of cultural norms and significant referents 

in academic achievement (Author, in press).  

Therefore, it is practical to use the measure of FP to distinguish people from Confucian backgrounds 

and to show contrast in levels. It is then reasonable to expect the distinct influence of cultural piety in 

Confucian culture to strengthen the relationships with Subjective Norms and received self-efficacy. 

1.1.2 Confucianism in Beijing 

That Beijing is authentically Confucian is beyond doubt as China is the cradle of Confucianism (Elman, 

Duncan & Ooms, 2002; Littlejohn, 2010; Yao, 2000) with Beijing, the capital city, being a location for 

some of the most historical sites in its antiquity. Formal state institutions such as the media, schools and 
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families have for centuries propagated and embodied understandings about filial relations. For instance, 

Bregnbæk (2016) reports the practice in primary schools where children are made to memorise and 

perform a poem from the Tang Dynasty (618 - 906 AD) about a mother’s sacrifice of her health to 

enable her son to study well in order to become an official of social significance. Performance of such a 

poem is an important event and the children are supposed to carry it out with emotion and seriousness, 

reflecting on what their parents are sacrificing to enable them to have the privileges in their own lives. 

A different version of the same story is reinforced in secondary school. The importance of FP in 

Chinese society is illustrated in the following proverb: 

“Among hundreds of virtues, filial piety is the most important one” [bai shan xiao wei xian, a 

traditional Chinese proverb]. (Wang, Laidlaw, Power, & Shen, 2009, p. 21) 

Consequently, inside China, it is applied by parents and elders as a persuasive force embedded in the 

culture to shape the values, attitudes, and behaviours of their children. It is a widely-held belief that FP 

retains an essential “currency” among all generations within contemporary Chinese society (Bregnbæk, 

2016; Chan, 1997; Wang et al., 2009). 

1.1.3 Level of Filial Piety Influence in Contemporary China 

However, it has been suggested by several researchers (e.g., see Bregnbæk, 2016; Wang et al., 2009; 

Yeh & Bedford, 2003) that the influence of trends of modernization, urbanization, industrialisation and 

globalization rapidly occurring in China have impacted on the nature and influence of FP in 

contemporary Chinese society. This erosion or modification of FP has been observed both in mainland 

China, and in Hong Kong and Taiwan (Ng, Phillips, & Lee, 2002). Ng and colleagues reported that not 

only did the older generation subscribe more strongly to the ideals of FP, they had modified their 

expectation to expect less of it from the younger generation thereby reducing any incidence of 

cognitive dissonance. This they attributed to the rapid changes in China due to industrialisation.  

Bregnbaek (2016) suggests the socio-political upheaval of the Cultural Revolution in the late sixties 

through the seventies was partly to blame. During that period, Confucian ideas, Bregnbaek opined, 

were considered to be counter-revolutionary. Therefore, the state sought to replace loyalty to parents 

(FP) with loyalty to the state.  

The social, economic and political upheaval experienced in modern Chinese society notwithstanding, 

some researchers in the field have argued that FP remains an important influence on family relations. 

For instance, Kagitcibasi (2007) reported that the industrialisation and modernisation that has swept 

countries in East Asia have not succeeded in completely obliterating traditional values such as FP. A 

similar observation had been made by Zheng, Shi and Tang (2005); and Jie (2012). They argued that 

family obligations still play a significant role in the way children related to their parents.  

The influence of FP has remained strong in contemporary Chinese society according to Cheung and 

Kwan (2009). 

The present study seeks to compare the Beijing and UK samples to find out whether: 

• The levels of FP resembled that of the high FP group from the UK sample; 
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• The relationships between FP and Received self-efficacy (RSE)/ vicarious self-efficacy (VSE) 

were similar to that observed in the high FP group in the UK sample; 

• The relationships between FP and Subjective norms (SN) and Intention (INT) [and indeed 

Attention (ATT)] were like the observation in the high FP group in the UK sample. 

This will hopefully enable a comparison to be made between a sample drawn from a modernised 

Chinese city such as Beijing and a group high in FP/ a group low in FP in the UK. It will provide a 

strong test of the generalisability of stereotypes held about groups of people. This will also add to the 

debate about the extent of the decline or otherwise in FP in modern Chinese society, and shed light on 

how typical a high FP group is of an authentic Confucian community.  

1.1.4 Measuring Filial Piety 

Measurement of FP has evolved over time in line with the changing definition and nature of the 

construct over generations (Lum et al., 2015).  

Conceptual advances led to the development of the Dual Filial Piety Scale (DFPS) by Yeh and Bedford 

(2003). The dual scale merged the traditional conceptualisation for FP (authority and obedience) with 

the subsequent emphasis on emotion and reciprocity (Lum et al., 2015).  

Conceptualising of FP has therefore evolved over time to an understanding that reflects both its 

traditional and current views. For instance, Lum et al. (2015) outlined six traditional and contemporary 

dimensions of FP:  

(a) conditional and unconditional care for parents, (b) care for oneself, (c) affection and consideration, 

(d) obedience and repayment, (e) honour and respect, and (f) family continuity. 

 

2. Method 

Quantitative data was collected using a questionnaire that had a 7 point Likert scale ranging from 

“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. 

2.1 Development of FP Measure 

Elements from the dimensions posited by Lum et al. (2015) and Jones, Lee and Zhang (2011) (respect, 

responsibility, care, honour) were adapted into a scale to measure FP in the present study. The questions 

were built around these dimensions and kept to a maximum of 10 because of the intended age of the 

sample.  

2.1.1 Development of Questionnaire 

The questionnaire used in this study was constructed by combining subscales that measured: filial piety 

(FP), three sources of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986) - experiential self-efficacy (ESE), received 

self-efficacy (RSE), vicarious self-efficacy (VSE). There were also subscales that measured the three 

component variables under the theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) - subjective norms (SN), 

attitudes (ATT) and intention (INT). The seven variables were included in the questionnaire. 

2.1.2 Motivational Dimension - Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) 

In TPB, “intention” is the antecedent to behaviour; the cognitive representation of the individual’s 
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preparedness to carry out an action informed by behavioural and normative beliefs - the volitional 

aspects of behaviour. Behavioural beliefs are the attitudes held towards a behaviour, derived from the 

expected outcomes associated with performing that behaviour, with the value attached to those 

outcomes. Normative beliefs are the expectations held about whether important referent individuals or 

groups (friends, family, parents, teachers, peers, religious leader, etc.) approve or disapprove of 

performing a given behaviour and the value attached to adhering to it (motivation to comply) (Ajzen, 

1991).  

Motivated behaviour in learning contexts can be defined as the deliberate application of effort or 

persistence, influenced by a) attitude to the effortful behaviour, and b) subjective norms.  

2.1.3 Self-efficacy (SE) 

TPB includes a non-volitional component - perceived behaviour control (PBC) - a belief in the ability 

and freedom to perform the behaviour, its controllability (Ajzen 2002). In the learning context, the 

emphasis is on belief in the capacity to perform the effortful behaviour successfully, making it 

worthwhile putting that effort in. This means that SE is a more appropriate variable than PBC (Ajzen, 

2002; Tolma, Reininger, Evans, & Ureda, 2006; Williams, Michie, Dale, Stallard, & French, 2015). SE 

is an individual’s conviction in their ability to successfully execute the behaviour needed for a 

successful outcome on a task (Bandura, 1993).  

Three types of SE have been discussed in learning contexts relevant to the present study (Bandura, 

1977, 2003; Britner & Pajares, 2006; Usher & Pajares, 2006, 2008, 2009). 

• Experiential (ESE): this refers to the learner’s own experience of previous attainments.  

• Received (RSE): is when a learner is told by someone ‘you can do it’ especially from someone 

they respect and whose opinion matters to them. Teachers’ and parents’ feedback is very important. 

• Modelling/Vicarious (VSE): this is when a learner sees or watches someone do it (someone just 

like them) through vicarious learning. Observing someone like them succeed or fail at a task 

contributes to shaping their own sense of SE. 

2.1.4 Self-efficacy and Motivation 

The three sources of self-efficacy and the three elements of the TPB framework used were measured 

using items that targeted specific target behaviours, judged to be especially relevant to filial piety: 

Feedback, Grades, Concentration and Time spent. These four were chosen because they are behaviours 

that children perform or are concerned about in relation to pleasing their parents (see Chao & Tseng, 

2002; Hong & Howes, 2014; Huang & Gove, 2012; Sham & Woodrow, 1998). The target behaviours 

fulfilled the multiple act criterion which according to Ajzen and Fishbein (1980), gives better measures 

of attitudes and behaviour.  

2.2 Sample 

The samples were recruited from children aged 9 - 11 years in UK primary schools and a primary 

school in Beijing. The Beijing sample was drawn from an inner city primary school. All the participants 

were from a lower middle-class background with a few described as working class drawn from the 
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same school. Official Mandarin (Putonghua) is the official and only language of instruction in the 

school. All the children were described as native Mandarin speakers.  

The breakdown of the total sample is given in Table 1a and b below. 

 

Table 1a. Participant Statistics (UK Sample) 

 
Child’s gender 

Total 
Female Male 

Age of Child (years) 

9 25 23 48 

10 25 29 54 

11 33 30 63 

Total 83 82 165 

 

Table 1b. Participant Statistics (Beijing Sample) 

 

Child’s gender 

Total Female Male 

Age of Child (years) 
10 20 29 49 

11 19 27 46 

Total 39 56 95 

 

2.3 Ethical Considerations 

This study was given ethical approval using the UCL Institute of Education procedures. 

All the requirements of working with children including: consent, confidentiality, right to withdraw and 

safeguarding were observed. A letter providing information and soliciting consent was sent home with 

each of the target children. The consent was an “opt in” so parents had to indicate so expressly for a 

child to be allowed to participate. Before the data collection, assent was sought from the children and 

they were assured they could withdraw at any time without having to justify themselves. This approach 

to ethics was applied both in the UK and in Beijing. 

2.4 Reliability and Analysis  

Reliability of the questionnaire was established and the alpha values of the subscales are in the 

range: .62 to .85 - deemed to be in the acceptable range in the context of the present study (Field, 2013; 

Gliem & Gliem, 2003; Nunnally, 1978).  

Specific questionnaire alpha values for the groups are also provided below: 

UK low filial piety: 0.75 

UK high filial piety: 0.62 

Beijing: 0.83 
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3. Results 

3.1 UK Results  

This study sought to investigate how levels of filial piety - whether high or low - related to the 

motivational and affective variables: experiential self-efficacy (ESE), vicarious self-efficacy (VSE), 

received self-efficacy (RSE), subjective norms (SN), attitudes (ATT) and intention (INT). Specifically, 

it sought to ascertain whether participants with high filial piety displayed the relationships observed in 

the Beijing sample. 

Consequently, filial piety was categorised into high and low by computing a median split. 

Dichotomising a continuous variable using a median split is popular in behaviour research and in other 

fields (Fernald, Marchman, & Weisleder, 2013; Kim, Chen, Zhang, Simons-Morton, & Albert, 2013; 

MacCallum, Zhang, Preacher, & Rucker, 2002); yet its use has attracted criticism from some 

researchers who point to the potential to have misleading results due to proneness to both Type 1 and 2 

errors (Cohen, 1983; Fitzsimons, 2008). 

Nevertheless, median splits have maintained their popularity because for the purposes of achieving 

certain theoretical research objectives, its use offers the most effective and pragmatic avenue (DeCoster, 

Iselin, & Gallucci, 2009; Iacobucci, Posavac, Kardes, Schneider, & Popovich, 2015). Furthermore, 

Iacobucci and colleagues (2015) posited through the results of their study that most of the criticism 

levelled against the use of median splits were not warranted. They suggested using the dichotomisation 

was a legitimate statistical tool whose results yielded a valid basis on which to draw statistical 

conclusions. 

The current study has a theoretical objective of testing relationships within a dichotomised framework 

of high versus low filial piety (see Iacobucci et al., 2015). Therefore, using the median split was an 

appropriate approach. 

3.1.1 Comparing of Means 

The means of all the variables were compared in the two groups created in the UK sample using a t test 

(see Tables 2a and 2b). 

 

Table 2a. Means for Variables: High and Low FP 

 Group  Mean  SD 

RSE 
High Filial Piety  24.87 3.071 

Low Filial Piety 22.67 4.150 

VSE 
High Filial Piety  23.73 4.091 

Low Filial Piety 22.13 4.933 

ESE 
High Filial Piety  21.49 4.542 

Low Filial Piety 20.88 4.644 

SN 
High Filial Piety  25.35 3.183 

Low Filial Piety 23.30 4.134 
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ATT 
High Filial Piety  25.22 3.102 

Low Filial Piety 23.58 4.558 

INT 
High Filial Piety  24.77 3.271 

Low Filial Piety 22.39 4.512 

FP 
High Filial Piety  61.02 3.781 

Low Filial Piety 49.51 5.092 

 

Table 2b. Significance of Mean Differences 

 Mean difference 95% CI t P 

RSE 2.2 -3.353, -1.046 (143.7) -3.77 <.001 

VSE 1.59 -2.995, -.193 (162) -2.25 =.026 

ESE .62 -2.037, .805 (161) -.856 =.39 

SN 2.06 -3.209, -.907 (149.98) -3.53 =.001 

ATT 1.64 -2.835, -.443  (146.76) -2.71 =.008 

INT 2.38 -3.606, -1.162 (149.55) -3.85 <.001 

FP 11.51 -12.947, -10.076 (134.05) -15.86 <.001 

 

The results from comparing the means of the two groups created by the median split were in line with 

what was expected for most of the variables. RSE and VSE were relatively higher in the high filial 

piety (HFP) group and the differences were statistically significant as expected. ESE was marginally 

higher in the HFP group but was not statistically significant.  

Furthermore, SN, INT and FP were similarly higher in the HFP group which is to be expected for SN 

and FP. However, ATT was also higher in the HFP group and the difference was statistically significant; 

this was unexpected because the expectation for ATT was for it to be higher in the group with low filial 

piety (LFP). 

Use of FP as a distinguishing measure for the two groups was therefore deemed to be appropriate for 

the purposes of this study. It produced groups that were different on most of the key variables as was 

hypothesised, with the exception of ESE. The difference observed for ATT in the two groups was 

statistically significant albeit contrary to what was expected.  

3.1.2 Correlation Analysis 

With the differences between the two groups established, correlation analysis was used to check the 

relations between the variables in the two groups. Since a key assumption under which correlation 

analysis is conducted is that the variables must have a linear relationship, all the relationships to be 

tested were checked for linearity using scatter plots (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2013). 

The results of the correlation analysis for the two groups are summarised in Tables 3a and 3b below: 
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Table 3a. High FP Correlations 

 RSE VSE ESE SN ATT INT 

RSE  .388** .371* .612** .466** .579** 

VSE   .301** .400** .507** .542** 

ESE    .359** .372** .309** 

SN     .676** .609** 

ATT      .678** 

*p<.05, **p<.001 (2 tailed) 

 

Table 3b. Low FP Correlations 

 RSE VSE ESE SN ATT INT 

RSE  .408** .264* .511** .494** .566** 

VSE   .357** .499** .547** .498** 

ESE    .405** .550** .495** 

SN     .608** .685** 

ATT      .721** 

*p<.05, **p<.001 (2 tailed) 

 

3.1.3 Discussion of UK Sample 

A key consideration is the extent to which filial piety (FP) worked as a differentiation device. Using the 

level of FP as the basis to split the data worked well; the two groups created were different (statistically) 

on all the variables except one. Furthermore, there was a good range of scores for FP. Therefore, it can 

be argued that dividing the sample up using a median split produced two distinctive groups.  

In the high FP group, both subjective norms (SN) and attitudes (ATT) were associated with intention 

(INT); the ATT/ INT relationship being marginally stronger. Both SN and ATT had a strong relationship 

with INT with ATT having the stronger relationship.  

A similar observation was made by Kim and Park (2009) who tested counselling help seeking 

behaviour in a sample of Asian Americans (representing collective culture). The study investigated 

whether the effects of Asian values (respect for those in authority, filial piety, collectivism, and 

conformity to norms) on willingness to see a counsellor were mediated by ATT and SN and the relative 

strengths of the mediation if present. Their results suggested SN was the main driver, having a direct 

relationship with INT yet being mediated by ATT as well. They argued that SN was still the driver of 

ATT. This is because they agreed with the description of ATT by Ajzen and Fishbein (1980), that ATT 

is a judgement of whether a behaviour is ‘good or bad’, a judgement that is influenced by the 

individual’s values; therefore, such a judgement could be driven by an individual’s SN if it has a strong 

influence on their disposition. The statistical mediation bears this out. 
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In the low FP group, the data suggested ATT had the dominant relationship with INT. 

3.1.4 Self-efficacy and FP 

Received self-efficacy (RSE) had a stronger relationship with SN relative to experiential self-efficacy 

(ESE) in the high FP group. Similarly, vicarious self-efficacy (VSE) was more strongly related to SN 

than ESE. This suggests the pervading influence of social norms and authoritarian piety places a great 

deal of importance on RSE as views of referents are held in high regard.  

ESE also had a stronger relationship with ATT relative to the other SE variables in the low FP group, 

though both RSE and VSE had strong relationships with ATT too.  

Overall, filial piety was found to have relationships with the motivation variables. This observation is 

broadly in line with extant literature. For instance, virtue-related beliefs (filial piety) in learning has 

been found to influence academic achievement, because filial piety determines effort deployment by 

increasing motivation and self-efficacy (Bempechat, Li & Ronfard, 2016; King & McInerney, 2014). 

Bempechat and her colleagues (2016) further reported that learning beliefs that were culturally 

informed and internalized were able to have a positive effect on children even from disadvantaged 

socio-economic backgrounds. 

3.1.5 Beijing Compared with High FP and Low FP 

The three groups (high and low FP from the UK, and Beijing) were compared by means of all the 

variables using a one way Anova (Tables 4a and 4b). 

 

Table 4a. Means for Variables across 3 Groups 

 Group  Mean  SD 

RSE 
High Filial Piety   24.87 a 3.071 

Low Filial Piety   22.67 b 4.150 

 Beijing  20.95 c 4.817 

VSE 
High Filial Piety  23.73 a 4.091 

Low Filial Piety   22.13 a 4.933 

 Beijing  23.63 a 4.627 

ESE 
High Filial Piety  21.49 a 4.542 

Low Filial Piety   20.88 b 4.644 

 Beijing  19.05 c 4.887 

SN 
High Filial Piety  25.35 a 3.183 

Low Filial Piety   23.30 b 4.134 

 Beijing 20.38 c 5.739 

ATT High Filial Piety  25.22 a 3.102 

 Low Filial Piety   23.58 b 4.558 

 Beijing 20.29 c 5.491 
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INT High Filial Piety  24.77 a 3.271 

 Low Filial Piety   22.39 b 4.512 

 Beijing 22.99 b 4.249 

FP High Filial Piety  61.02 a 3.781 

 Low Filial Piety   49.51 c 5.092 

 Beijing 55.64 b 7.429 

 

Subscripts are markers for significant differences. 

 

Table 4b. One Way Anova for Three Groups 

 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F p 

RSE 
Between Groups 654.497 2 327.249 19.137 .000 

Within Groups 4240.881 248 17.100   

VSE 
Between Groups 135.567 2 67.783 3.241 .041 

Within Groups 5353.615 256 20.913   

ESE 
Between Groups 288.116 2 144.058 6.511 .002 

Within Groups 5641.764 255 22.125   

SN 
Between Groups 1091.713 2 545.856 26.185 .000 

Within Groups 5253.323 252 20.847   

ATT 
Between Groups 1120.821 2 560.410 27.031 .000 

Within Groups 5328.164 257 20.732   

INT 
Between Groups 246.611 2 123.306 7.445 .001 

Within Groups 4190.498 253 16.563   

FP 
Between Groups 5124.935 2 2562.468 76.959 .000 

Within Groups 8224.269 247 33.297   

 

As can be seen from Table 4b, there was a statistically significant difference between all three groups. 

To investigate more closely which of the groups specifically differed from the other, a Tukey’s HSD 

post hoc test was computed. 

The post-hoc Tukey’s HSD tests showed that the Beijing sample differed statistically from both high 

and low FP groups on the variables: FP, RSE, ESE, SN, and ATT but was not statistically different from 

both groups in VSE and from the low FP group in INT. The means of the Beijing sample on RSE, ESE, 

SN and ATT were lower than that of both high and low FP groups. For VSE and FP, the means from the 

Beijing sample straddled those of the high and low FP group (though Beijing and high FP close for 

VSE). For INT, the Beijing sample was slightly higher than low FP but lower than high FP. 

On the whole, the data suggests the Beijing sample was not like the high FP group; it actually fell 
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below the low FP group on all the measures except in VSE and FP. 

3.2 Beijing Correlations 

The correlations obtained from the data (Table 5) broadly suggests a trend expected of individuals from 

a Confucian culture but with a strong influence of ATT as well. ATT had a stronger relationship with 

INT than with SN even though both were statistically significant. The relationship between RSE and 

SN was stronger than that between ESE and ATT, suggesting a stronger influence of group norms over 

the individual. It must be noted however, that the ESE and ATT relationship was also statistically 

significant. Also, the relationship between RSE and SN was marginally stronger than that observed 

between RSE and ATT.  

In line with typical expectation of individuals from a Confucian background, RSE and VSE both had 

stronger relationships with FP than ESE; FP and VSE and FP and ESE. There was also a statistically 

significant relationship between FP and SN but a non-significant relationship between FP and ATT.  

 

Table 5. Beijing Correlations 

 RSE VSE ESE SN ATT INT FP 

RSE  .653** .406* .531** .513** .585** .337** 

VSE   .532** .418** .471** .691** .364** 

ESE    .247* .427** .523** .213* 

SN     .550** .437** .325** 

ATT      .690** .171 

INT       .232* 

*p<.05, **p<.001 (2 tailed) N=95 

 

A partial correlation controlling for the influences of ATT and SN respectively produced relationships 

that were either weakened in both cases or rendered non-significant as shown in Table 6 below. 

However, the relationship between SN and INT disappeared when the influence of ATT was controlled; 

conversely, the relationship between ATT and INT was maintained when the influence of SN was 

controlled. This suggests ATT was the dominant variable of the two. 

A test of mediation of the effect of SN on INT through ATT showed that ATT was completely 

mediating the influence of SN on INT. This makes the Chinese sample to be more like the high FP 

group from the UK sample. This is because just like the Beijing sample, the high FP group in the UK 

sample showed a similarly drastic reduction in the influence of SN on INT when the influence of ATT 

was partialled out even though the mediation of ATT in this case was not as complete. 
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Table 6. Beijing Correlations Controlling for ATT and SN 

Control ATT Control SN 

Variables  r P Variables  R p 

SN and FP .28 =.006 ATT and FP -.01 =.93 

SN and RSE .35 =.001 ATT and RSE .31 =.002 

SN and VSE .22 =.036 ATT and VSE .32 =.002 

SN and ESE .02 =.881 ATT and ESE .36 <.001 

SN and INT .095 =.362 ATT and INT .6 <.001 

ESE and INT .35 =.001 ESE and INT .48 <.001 

RSE and INT .37 <.001 RSE and INT .46 <.001 

VSE and INT .57 <.001 VSE and INT .622 <.001 

RSE and FP .295 =.004 RSE and FP .21 =.05 

VSE and FP .33 =.001 VSE and FP .265 =.01 

ESE and FP .16 =.13 ESE and FP .145 =.163 

 

4. Discussion 

The means suggest the levels of the variables were lower than both high and low FP group from the UK 

sample; however, this could be due to differences in calibration. The Beijing sample sits somewhere 

between the high FP and low FP continuum; mirroring and similar position on the 

individualism-collectivism continuum. Being an urbanised and industrialised city may have impacted 

the level and influence of classical Confucian ethos.  

The models suggest a mix with ATT and SN balanced in influence which inform a classic Theory of 

Planned Behaviour. The results were not exactly as expected; however, post hoc consideration gives 

possible explanations. 

This observation has been corroborated by Hamamura and Xu (2015). They used Google’s Ngram 

Viewer software to analyse the usage of first-person singular pronouns compared with the use of 

first-person plural pronouns in literature published in China. It had been argued by Oyserman, Sorensen, 

Reber and Chen (2009) that personal pronoun usage could give a good indication of the level of 

individualism or collectivism in a society. Xu and Hamamura (2014) also reported Ngram Viewer plots 

reliably giving an indication of trends in word usage in a society. The analysis considered the trend 

from 1950 to 2008. The results showed an increase in the usage of first-person singular pronouns and a 

decrease in the usage of first-person plural pronouns particularly since the 1970s. This, they suggest, 

shows an increase in individualism and a decrease in collectivism, contributing to a relatively waning 

influence of Confucian filial piety.  

It is becoming increasingly reliable to agree with other researchers in the field who have opined that the 

view of children in Confucian communities lacking autonomy and a personal attitude as being 
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inaccurate. For instance, Wang and Cai (2017) conceded that Chinese parents, by virtue of their drive to 

support their children to fulfil their filial obligation, exercise more control over their children than 

parents in the West. However, they argued that Chinese children may interpret control differently from 

their Western counterparts. They illustrate this with the Chinese character: Guan (关), literal meaning 

“to govern”; it is interpreted by Chinese children as an act of love (also see Chao, 1994). Chinese 

children, as a result, may not view parental control and provision of structure as negatively as children 

in the West would.  

This is because according to Parsons, Adler and Kaczala (1982), parental influence could be manifested 

through one or two processes: parents as role models, and parents as expectancy socializers. They 

suggested the former, assumes that parents, as models, exhibit behaviours that their children imitate and 

eventually end up adopting as “… part of their own behavioural repertoire” (p. 310). This could help 

explain the stronger influence of VSE relative to the other sources of self-efficacy studied. 

Wei (2012), posited that parental influence on children’s motivation to succeed academically could be 

explained by using the concept of “social capital” as a framework for analysis as propounded by 

Coleman (1988). Social capital exists in bonds and relations among persons - parents and their children 

in this case.  

Of all the variables of social capital studied by Wei (2012), family communication was found to have 

the strongest influence. Communication enables the transmission of key values and dispositions that 

enable the formation of strong personal attitudes towards education and learning. Communication in its 

various forms also leads to the development of strong normative beliefs (SN) further strengthening the 

child’s motivation and affect towards learning and education.  

This is enhanced further by the one child policy in China. Having only one child meant all the family’s 

attention and resources are devoted towards that single child. Parents and family relations devote 

considerable resources and effort towards ensuring the child gets the best education and that in turn 

communicates subjective norms that develop in the child. 

A study by Wang et al. (2017) provides further insight to the SN/ ATT interaction in how they influence 

intention. They used a classic TPB framework to study the relative influences of each of the 

determinants of intention to play computer games instead of doing homework in a sample of Chinese 

adolescents. Even in the presence of strong personal attitudes and PBC, they found that subjective 

norms that involve parental monitoring rather than that of peers had a strong influence on the students’ 

decision to spend time on their studies. When the subjective norm was driven by peers, the students 

opted to play computer games. This highlights the strong influence of parental pressure in driving SN 

and positive personal attitudes towards learning and academic pursuits. 

The mediating influence of ATT on the relationship between SN and INT as found in this study could 

be explained (albeit admittedly post hoc) by the changes in the concept of filial piety as argued by Kim 

et al. (2015). They identified with the bifurcation of filial piety into authoritarian and reciprocal piety 

by Yeh and Bedford (2004). Contemporary forms of filial piety emphasise reciprocal piety as opposed 
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to the erstwhile traditional dominance of authoritarian piety (Kim et al., 2015). Reciprocal piety, they 

argued, is more consensual in approach so a child in contemporary Confucian society is able to take on 

board the subjective norms of the community and internalise them into manifesting through personal 

attitudes. This is because of the pervading influence of reciprocal piety as opposed to authoritarian 

piety. Lai et al. (2016) discussed this contemporary form of piety as being operationalised as the 

all-important “cultural capital” that influences children’s academic performance and therefore social 

mobility. 

Children in Confucian culture may therefore exhibit very high levels of personal attitudes (ATT) that is 

driven by the subjective pressures to show filial piety (reciprocal piety) and maintain face (SN). 

4.1 Beijing v UK 

The data from Beijing did not fit the profile of any of the groups from the UK sample. The expectation 

was for the profiles to be similar to the Chinese background or high FP groups from the UK sample. 

However, they mostly sat between the high and low groups on the FP continuum. These results, albeit 

unexpected, may reflect the political, cultural and social upheaval in contemporary China, the brunt of 

which has been felt in a highly urbanised city such as Beijing. De Barry (1995) captured the sentiment 

with this observation:  

“… the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution rent China in the late sixties and early seventies, 

with its bloody vendetta against any supposed remnants of Confucianism, or how youthful 

phalanxes of Red Guards, waving Little Red Books, waged lethal campaigns against intellectuals 

and state officials, targeted as covert agents of the ancient sage - or indeed if one’s memories 

reach back to the early founders of the Chinese Communist Party, a generation of young 

iconoclasts bent on smashing the old ‘Confucian Curiosity Shop’” (p. 175). 

De Barry was conveying the upheavals created by the new political movement in the late sixties and 

seventies led by Mao Zedong that sought to purge China of Confucian influence. That created a 

generation of Chinese citizens who lacked the cultural ideals of Confucianism. However, De Barry 

noted a return to Confucian ideals in the eighties during the new political movement led by Deng 

Xiaoping. Interestingly, De Barry noted that traditional Confucianism was upheld in countries such as 

Japan, Korea and Singapore during that period.  

One of the consequences of the purge of Confucianism during the Maoist Cultural Revolution was an 

erosion of filial piety. Nevertheless, Qi (2014) argues that family obligations continue to play an 

important role in China, although there may be changes in the conventions associated with the attitudes, 

expectations and emotions associated with obligations. It is therefore not prudent to assume filial piety 

or Confucianism was completely degraded; it is simply an acknowledgement of it being modified in the 

present dispensation. 

In a similar vein, Zhang, Lin, Nonaka and Beom (2005) observed the differences that exist among 

Confucian countries from the results of a study comparing university students from different countries 

on levels of Confucian characteristics. Differences have arisen as each country has experienced 
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different political reforms, social and cultural changes as part of the process of technological innovation 

and modernization to create increasingly advanced societies. This is supported by Lin and Ho (2009) 

who reported respondents in Taiwan displaying relatively higher levels of Confucian values than those 

in mainland China.  

Therefore, the results from Beijing probably partly show evidence of the effects of the Cultural 

Revolution experienced by that society as a result of the political events of the sixties and seventies. It 

could also be a consequence of the growth of Beijing into a cosmopolitan, modern city. 

The question still remains about why Confucianism apparently had a larger influence in the UK relative 

to Beijing. One explanation could be that the Chinese community in the UK are a relatively 

self-contained group in particular (Song, 2015; Zhu, 2008), and also because the majority originated 

from Hong Kong (see Chan, 1997; Zhu, 2008) where the impact of the Cultural Revolution was 

minimal or non-existent.  

The finding from the present study illustrates the problems that could arise from stereotyping groups 

and individuals. There are so many contextual variables that could influence dispositions and behaviour 

hence caution must be exercised when dealing with individuals and groups as preconceived 

assumptions may turn out to be inaccurate. Schools and headteachers, in their quest to develop better 

relationships with families and communities need to be mindful of prevailing stereotypical views that 

may be deleterious to desired outcomes.  

4.2 Limitations 

A limitation of the present study is the issue of calibration. It is suggested that certain measures may be 

calibrated differently by participants in different contexts. For instance, there are relatively lower levels 

of self-efficacy observed when collectivist East Asian cultures are compared with Western cultural 

backgrounds (King & McInerney, 2014; Klassen, 2004; Schunk & Pajares, 2009). This is a challenge in 

cross cultural research that must be taken into account. Furthermore, the internal consistency measure 

(alpha values) were different for the two UK groups as well as the Beijing sample. As a result, the 

findings from the present study are taken in perspective of these realities. 
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