
Westernization of Self-Perception in Modern Affluent Indonesian 
School Children
Sonja Boeker 1  • Michael Hermanussen 2   • Christiane Scheffler1

1 Institute of Biology and Biochemistry, Human Biology, University of Potsdam
2 Aschauhof, Altenhof, Germany

Citation

Boeker, S, Hermanussen, M, Scheffler, C. 
Westernization of Self-Perception in Modern 
Affluent Indonesian School Children. Human Biology 
and Public Health 2020;1:1–12. 
doi...
Received: 2 Oct 2020
Revised: 2 Nov 2020
Accepted

Copyright:

This is an open access article distributed under the 
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License 
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and 
reproduction in any medium, provided the original 
author and source are credited.

Correspondence to:

Sonja Boeker
Potsdam
email: sonja_boeker@gmx.de

Michael Hermanussen
Aschauhof
email: michael.hermanussen at gmail.com

Christiane Scheffler
Potsdam
email: tieroekologie@uni-potsdam.de

Vol 1   No 1  2020   |   pp. 1–12

Introduction

Self-perception and social identity as that portion of an 
individual’s self-concept that is derived from perceived 
membership in a relevant social group, group identifi-
cation and identity signaling, shape common goals and 
social norms [Tajfel & Turner 1986, Smaldino 2019].
In the Western culture, it is natural for us to translate 
our perceived status in a group or in society as “high” or 
“low”, since we have been socialized by the concept that, 
due to our actions and innate conditions, we are climb-
ing a social ladder up or down [Massey et al. 2015].
The question we want to answer in this study is wheth-
er children raised in a social environment that greatly 
differs from European and Western norms and cultural 
concepts are able to perceive their social status in terms 
of “high” and “low”, or “up” and “down”, and to express 
this self-perception on a rank scale visualized by a wood-
en ladder.
To address this question, we used the MacArthur Scale 
of Subjective Social Status (SSS). In this simple test an 
individual is asked to rank him*herself by marking that 
rung on a picture of a ladder with the highest rung to 
be considered “best of” and the lowest to be “worst of” 
reflecting his*her own position within the society [Ad-
ler & Stewart 2007]. This method has been successfully 
used within medical research to predict the risk of hu-
man disease and has been shown to be more accurate for 
this task than the objective SES [Adler et al. 2000], which 
is generally measured with the variables “education”, 
“occupation” and “income” [Kumar et al. 2012]. These 
findings highlight the importance of self-perception on 
the individual’s biology and suggests that the SSS may 
also be used as a tool for better understanding human 
growth.
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Despite its simplicity the accuracy of this 
test depends on the cultural background, 
and thus, alludes to a characteristic prob-
lem of such tests that are conducted in 
and adapted to Western, Educated, Indus-
trialized, Rich and Democratic (WEIRD) 
societies [Heinrich et al. 2010], and im-
ply representativeness for all societies. Yet 
even within American studies the MacAr-
thur test appears to work best for White 
and Chinese Americans [Ostrove et al. 
2000] and less well for Latino and African 
Americans [Ostrove et al. 2000, Allen et al. 
2014]. In the study of Amir et al. [2019], in 
which Western and non-Western societies 
were compared, this tendency was gen-
erally confirmed. The more a population 
resembled a WIERD society, the more the 
MacArthur test results followed the ex-
pected pattern.
Self-ranking by MacArthur Scale appears 
higher in younger pupils and declines with 
age until it stabilizes in older teenage years  
[Goodman et al. 2001].
Similar results were obtained by Amir et 
al. [2019] in participants between 4 and 
18 years of age, with adequate consistency 
even among the young children.
We focused on Indonesian children from 
different social conditions. In order to bet-
ter approach these children we slightly 
altered the original MacArthur Scale test 
version (referred to as Ladder Test) in co-
operation with local pediatricians.
The Ladder Test was implemented in an 
anthropometric study of Indonesian school 
children, aged 5 to 13 years (see Table 1), 
derived from different social backgrounds 
as reflected by the status of the attended 
school (private school, middle class school, 
school for people living in poverty). The 
social situation on the individual level was 
assessed by using the variables of parents 
education, school grades and the presence 
of basic household equipment at home.
To reveal the general influence of social 
class and age towards the Test’s function-

ality, the following two hypotheses were 
tested:
1.	 If the social background influences 

the children’s self perception, the Lad-
der Test results should differ between 
the schools.

2.	 With increasing age the self perception 
of their social position should change 
towards a rank within the society that 
we would consider more realistic.

Additionally we took into account that 
Indonesia is a patriarch society with dif-
ferent demands on the sexes [Kollo & 
Sunarso 2018, Wulan & Bajari (no date)]. 
Even though positive developments are 
in progress, as for instance Indonesia has 
the highest literacy rate in Asia (females 
93.59%, males 97.17%) and investments 
are directed to reduce maternal mortality, 
women still face structural and cultural in-
equality. Discriminatory laws on taxes and 
inheritance are still in place and so are legal 
barriers in economy [https://data.em2030.
org/countries/indonesia/]. The 2016 Wom-
en’s Health and Life Experiences Survey 
found that one in three women reportedly 
experienced sexual violence, yet legislation 
is weak or goes unenforced. 
Boys and girls are in a way experiencing 
different cultures. We therefore proposed 
two additional hypotheses:
3.	 The self-perception of social position 

differs between boys and girls.
4.	 The influence of different social varia-

bles on self-perception depends on sex.
To test the hypotheses we used the attend-
ed schools and the social variables, which 
were evaluated during the study as mark-
ers for the social background.

Sample and Method
Sample
In Kupang, Indonesia, three different types 
of schools were visited, a private school for 
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children from affluent social background, 
(referred to as School 1), two state schools 
(put together as School 2) and a rather di-
lapidated school for the children living in 
poverty (School 3). In total 723 children of 
the ages between 5 and 13 (mean age 9,05 
± 1,62), 369 boys and 364 girls participated 
(Table 1). For tests, in which age is relevant 
the age groups 5 and 13 years were elimi-
nated because of low number.  
The social situation on the individual level 
is represented by the variables education of 
mother and father, school grades of the child 
(“education”) and the access at home to wa-
ter, TV and a fridge (“income”).
The education level of the parents was 
categorized in the approximate years of 
attending an educational facility, ranging 
from 1 (no school) to 18 (PhD degree). The 
access to water was ranked from the least 
favorable condition 1 (getting water from 
a lake or river) to most optimal condition 5 
(having running water at home). The pres-
ent or absence of a TV and a fridge at home 
was noted as 0 (absent) and 1 (present). 
These three equipment factors (water, TV, 
fridge) were later summed up in a “House-
hold Score” which ranked from 1 (least fa-

vorable access to water, absents of TV and 
Fridge: 1 + 0 + 0 = 1) to 7 (optimal water 
access, presents of TV and fridge: 5 + 1 + 
1 = 7).
The school grades of each child were asked 
for the subject “math” and “language” and 
were given in percentage (0-100%). The 
mean of the two grades were calculated 
and used in the later analysis.
Lastly each pupil was asked to rank them-
selves on an eight-level toy ladder. The 
highest rung (8) was stated to be presiden-
tial-like for the reason that the Indonesian 
president is a familiar figure to each child. 
Two steps below was associated with the 
social rank of a medical doctor. All other 
ladder steps were left without any particu-
lar symbolic figure, it was clear though, 
that the lowest rung represented the weak-
est and poorest in society. Note, the orig-
inal MacArthur Scale is picture of a ten 
level-ladder in which the highest rung is 
considered “best of” and the lowest rung 
“worse of”. Since more specific associa-
tions per rung are left open to the research 
setting, the reduction of two steps, and the 
usage of a toy ladder instead of an illustra-

School 1 School 2 School 3

Age Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls
5 0 0 1 0 0 0
6 10 8 14 9 5 2
7 12 18 31 29 6 7
8 12 9 38 49 13 4
9 26 22 37 52 3 7
10 26 23 39 43 6 6
11 14 12 47 37 6 4
12 4 0 12 10 4 2
13 0 0 3 1 0 0

Totals 104 92 222 230 43 32
Overall 723

 Table 1 � Number of Indonesian children (boys and girls) by age and school.
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tion, are the only deviations made to the 
MacArthur Scale in this study.
The questions and the Ladder-Test were 
performed by local-language speaking phy-
sicians and pediatricians in the presence of 
the children’s teachers. Parental informed 
consent was given. Ethical approval was 
provided by the Medical and Health Re-
search Ethics Committee, Faculty of Medi-
cine, Gadjah Mada University, Yogyakarta, 
Ref. no. KE/FK/1140/EC/2019.

Statistics

For the analysis the program R-Studio was 
used with R 4.0.2 as running system.
As the Ladder Test consist of discrete 
numbers (1-8) and the results did not fol-
low a normal distribution neither per 
school, sex nor per age (Shapiro-Wilk 
Test) we used non-parametric tests to as-
sess whether the outcomes of the SSS dif-
fered between cohorts. To compare two 
groups (per sex, private vs. non-private 
school) the Mann-Whitney-U Test was per-
formed, to compare more than two groups 
(per school, per age in complete years) the 
Kruskal Wallice Test. The critical p-value 
was set at 0.05.
Additionally we used a linear model to 
identify a potential relationship between 
age and the Ladder Test results for the 

whole data set and per school. As School 
2 and 3 showed a similar trend and due 
to the low number of students in School 
3, these two schools were combined as 
“Non-Private School”, in contrast to the 
private school, School 1.
With a multiple linear model using the 
“step” function we tested if and which var-
iables of the social components are suited 
to explain the results of the Ladder Test. 
The input for the model was “Education 
Mother”, “Education Father”, “Grades”, 
“Household Score”, “Age in Completed 
Years”, “School” and “Sex”. With the set-
tings on “backwards” this function gen-
erates different multiple linear models by 
step-wise taking out variables. The final 
output is the model with a combination 
of variables that achieve the lowest AIC 
value. With this approach our goal was to 
reveal a general, possibly subtle trend, this 
is why the critical p-value of a variable’s 
contribution to the model was set at 0.1 
instead of 0.05. A step wise generation of 
multiple linear models was performed for 
the data set as a whole, for the private and 
non-private schools and for boys and girls 
separately.

Results
Per School
For School 1, the most frequently chosen 
level on the MacArthur Scale was rung 5 
at 27.6 %. With 29.9 % and 28.0 %, pupils 
from School 2 and School 3 most frequent-
ly ranked themselves at level 7 and 8 re-
spectively, indicating a grossly bumptious 
self-perception. The distribution of each 
school is shifted to the high levels of the 
Ladder Score (Figure 2). The median was 6 
for School 1 and 3 and 7 for School 2. The 
means of the different schools showed no 
significant differences when analyzed with 
the Kruskal-Wallis Test.

Figure 1 � Altered Version of the MacArthur Scale of Subjective 
Social Status.
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Per Age

In the following, the age groups 5 and 13 
years were omitted due to low numbers 
(Table 1). The Median rung for all ages 
ranged between 6 and 7. No significant dif-
ference was found between the results of 
any age-group (Figure 3). A linear relation-
ship between age and Ladder Score results 
for the whole group could not be found.

Per Age and Social Class

To further evaluate the relationship be-
tween age and Ladder Score results, we 
divided the data by private (School 1) and 
non-private schools (School 2 and 3). For 

the private school a significant linear rela-
tionship was found, as with increasing age 
the Ladder Score ranking tended towards 
the lower levels, i.e. from the bumptious 
self-perception “I am the greatest” to a 
view that we would consider more realistic 
in terms of social position within the socie-
ty. For the non-private schools such a rela-
tionship was not found (Figure 4).

Figure 3 � Ladder Score per Age.

Figure 2 � Ladder Score per School.

Figure 4 � Ladder Score in Privat and Non-Private Schools.
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Per Sex

Assessing the data by sex, the distribution 
was shifted towards the higher Ladder 
Scores for boys as well as for girls (Figure 
5). In both groups the second-best level 7 
was most often chosen, with 28,8 % for girls 
and 23,3 % for the boys. The median for the 
girls was 7, for the boys 6. However, con-
ducting the Mann-Whitney U Test showed 
that the mean did not significantly differ 
between the sexes.

Linear Model

Using the step-wise function for the mul-
tiple linear model to explain the Ladder 
Test outcome for the whole data set, the 
variables “School”, “Sex” and “Age in 
Completed Years” were discarded, leaving 
“Education Mother”, “Education Father”, 
“Grades” and “Household Score”. As we set 
the threshold of significance at a p-value of 
0.1, all variables but “Grades” had a signifi-
cant influence to the model (Table 2).
Separating the data by sex, the boys’ Lad-
der Score was explained best with the vari-
able “Education Father”  (p = 0.01). For the 

girls only “Household Score” had a signifi-
cant contribution to the model (p = 0.09).
We also divided the data in terms of private 
and non-private schools. “Education Fa-
ther” explained the Ladder Test outcome 
for the non-private pupils significantly (p 
= 0.04), for the private school children, the 
variable “School Grades” shaped the Lad-
der Test results the most (p = 0.06).
In the plots shown in Figure 6, we can see 
the significant relationships per school co-
hort graphically.

Figure 5 � Ladder Score per Sex.
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Figure 6 � Ladder Score xxx.
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Groups Estimate Std. Error t value P value

Overall

(Intercept) 4.23 0.68 6.2 0.00 ***

Edu. mother -0.06 0.03 -1.88 0.06 .

Edu. father 0.06 0.03 1.8 0.07 .

Grades 0.01 0.01 1.48 0.14

Household-Score 0.17 0.08 2.15 0.03 *

R² 0.02

R² adj. 0.01

Private School

(intercept) 5.10 0.90 5.66 0.00 ***

Edu. mother -0.07 0.04 -1.61 0.11

Grades 0.02 0.01 1.91 0.06 .

R² 0.03

R² adj. 0.02

Non-private 
School

(intercept) 4.54 0.51 8.88 0.00 ***

Edu. Father 0.07 0.03 2.07 0.04 *

Household-Score 0.13 0.09 1.56 0.12

R² 0.02

R² adj. 0.02

Boys

(Intercept) 4.95 0.39 12.82 0.00 ***

Edu. father 0.09 0.03 2.65 0.01 *

R² 0.02

R² adj. 0.02

Girls

(Intercept) 4.12 1.08 3.81 0.00 ***

Edu. mother -0.05 0.04 -1.46 0.15

Grades 0.02 0.01 1.56 0.12

Household-Score 0.19 0.11 1.72 0.09 .

R² 0.02

R² adj. 0.01

 Table 2 �.Output values of the Multiple Linear Models per cohort with the variables that explain the variance of the Ladder Test 
outcome the best (generated via a Step-wise Regression, a p-value of 0.1 was considered as significant, Significant Codes:  0.00 = 
***, 0.01 = *, 0.05 = .).
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Discussion

We tested to what extent the social back-
ground influenced the self perception of 
an Indonesian school child. We used Lad-
der Test results to highlight the differences 
in self-perception in respect to the kind of 
schools they attend.
The MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social 
Status (Ladder Test) has been shown to be 
a suitable instrument to assess the self-per-
ception of children from different social 
backgrounds on their status in society. We 
primarily assumed that if children were 
able to correctly assign their social status  
position in society, children living in pov-
erty would rank themselves lower, than 
children living in an affluent environment.
Thus, we expected differences in the 
self-perception between private school 
children and children attending state 
schools (hypothesis 1). And with increas-
ing age, we expected a self-perception of 
their social position within the society that 
we would consider more realistic (hypoth-
esis 2).
At first view, we seemed to fail. Regardless 
of the social background, we generally ob-
served a broad overestimation of the chil-
dren’s perception of their social position. 
The Ladder Test results indicated, that 
around 50 % of the children from non-pri-
vate schools and 40 % of the children from 
private school regarded themselves in a 
higher social position than a medical doc-
tor, with approximately half of them even 
being on the same level as the Indonesian 
president. They ranked themselves as “the 
greatest”. This is coherent with previous 
findings, in that younger children rank 
themselves high on the MacArthur Scale 
[Goodman et al. 2001, Amir et al. 2019]. 
Yet, in contrast with our second hypothe-
sis: “With increasing age the self percep-
tion should become more realistic”, there 

was no decline in ranking with increas-
ing age when evaluating the entire group  
[Goodman et al. 2001, Amir et al. 2019]. 
Only when assessing the data separately 
for each school we found the decline in 
ranking solely in older children of the pri-
vate school. Children attending non-pri-
vate schools continued ranking themselves 
high at all ages (Figure 4).
To sum up we found that the children at-
tending the upper class private school 
ranked themselves in regard to their posi-
tion in society more moderate and there-
fore more realistic than participants of the 
other schools and only the responses of 
the private school pupils were age-depend-
ent. In other words, the MacArthur Scale 
of Subjective Social Status worked as ex-
pected only for Indonesian children from a 
high social class.
Within the last two decades, globalization 
has led to the trend for Indonesian elites 
and upper class families to “westernize” 
and adapt to an “international” lifestyle 
[Tanu, 2014]. Our findings suggest that 
results obtained by the MacArthur test 
[Amir et al. 2019] will be more reliable 
the more a tested cohort resembles a west-
ern (WIERD) society. The private school 
pupils seemed to be better adapted to the 
western culture and therefore the Ladder 
Test is more suited for them than for their 
non-private school peers.  
Being able to judge oneself position in so-
ciety using the symbolic figure of a ladder, 
seems to be  entangled with western cul-
ture. For people socialized in a western 
way, symbols such as a ladder, a staircase, 
or a mountain are familiar pictures to vis-
ualize the hierarchic structure of socie-
ty. All of these pictured structures can be 
“climbed”, and depending on ones effort 
and/or starting position one will end up 
on a level in society considered “high” or 
“low”. In contrast, painting a feudal soci-
ety as a ladder would be rather ridiculous, 
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as social classes are predestined by birth 
with no intention of moving up or down. 
A ladder or any corresponding image thus 
is unable to appropriately illustrate such a 
society.
Presumably, the children from non-private 
schools neither have a concept of a hierar-
chic ladder nor do they grasp the idea of 
placing themselves “higher” or “lower” 
in relation to the social status of others. 
Nevertheless, in the multiple linear mod-
el we find explanatory variables that seem 
to reflect cultural influences for all tested 
cohorts.
Self-perception according to “School 
Grades” offers an interesting explanation 
for the responses of the private school pu-
pils. This fits to the western ideology as it 
strongly emphasizes the individual and 
his*her own responsibility for social up-
grading and a “successful” career.
In contrast, the non-private school group 
seems to be significantly influenced by the 
variable “Education Father”. Indonesia is a 
patriarchal society. The children’s respons-
es to the Ladder Score appear to depend on 
structural norms in which the father is the 
“breadwinner” and head of the household 
[Sathiparsad et al. 2008].
Despite of the fact that the global self-rat-
ing of boys and girls did not differ and 
that we had to reject Hypothesis 3: “The 
self-perception of social position differs 
between boys and girls”, the  evaluation by 
sex, highlighted the different cultural con-
ditions for boys and girls and supported our 
last hypothesis: “the influence of different 
social variables on self-perception depends 
on sex”.  The self-perception of boys signifi-
cantly correlated with “Education Father”, 
whereas the self-perception of girls was in-
fluenced by domestic wealth (represented 
by “Household Score”).
Boys apparently orientate more towards 
the dominant father-figure, as one day they 
will become head of a family themselves, 

reflecting the still patriarchal structures 
in modern Indonesia. Girls being far less 
independent, appear to rely on external fi-
nancial security provided by someone else 
(family, husband). Even though Indonesia 
is changing laws to ensure women’s equal-
ity, the unemployment rate is dispropor-
tional high within females [https://data.
em2030.org/countries/indonesia/] reflect-
ing that women are often seen as subordi-
nate and are expected to take care of the 
home and to raise children [Sathiparsad et 
al. 2008].
The present findings contradict the notion 
that measuring self-perception of one’s so-
cial position using a the Ladder Test is not 
suitable for non-Western societies. But the 
responses differ from Western concepts of 
social positions. We are used to describe so-
cial positions in terms of “high” and “low”, 
or “up” and “down” and believe this con-
cept can be visualized by a ladder. We expect 
persons to self-rank themselves according 
to this or similar concepts. But this appears 
to be different in persons who grew up in 
societies that largely lack the possibility for 
up- or downward social movements. These 
persons may rank themselves as “great” 
and “strong”, but this perception reflects 
their personal self-appraisal, and rather 
not describes a social rank within the so-
ciety that according to Western concepts 
may be considered “high” or “low”.
In conclusion, the present study shows 
that Indonesian children from non-private 
schools lack a Western concept of social 
positioning and fail to self-perceive their 
social position as “high” or “low” among 
their peers. This is different in children 
from affluent background attending a pri-
vate school. With increasing age, they are 
increasingly capable of ranking their posi-
tion within the social hierarchy, and appear 
to recognize life as a career with improved 
chances according to personal success in 
school.
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Figures and Tables

Table 1 � Number of Indonesian children (boys and 
girls) by age and school.

Table 2 � Output values of the Multiple Linear 
Models per cohort with the variables that explain 
the variance of the Ladder Test outcome the best 
(generated via a Step-wise Regression, a p-value 
of 0.1 was considered as significant, Significant 
Codes:  0.00 = ***, 0.01 = *, 0.05 = .).

Fig. 1 � This picture of an eight-level ladder illus-
trates a wooden toy ladder that was used to assess 
the pupils self-perception within the society. Via 
putting their finger on it the children were asked 
where they see themselves most represented 
on the ladder, with level 8 regarded as the most 
powerful (presidential like), level 6 as a respected 
citizen (medical doctor) and each step below as 
persons of decreasing importance and power.

Fig. 2 � Distribution of the Ladder Score results per 
school. The Kruskal-Wallis Test showes no signifi-
cant difference between the means: Chi² = 1.25, df 
= 2, p = 0.53 (School 1 = private school, School 2 
and 3 = non-private school).

Fig. 3 � The Box-plots of each age show that the 
median ranges between 6 and 7. The Kruskal-Wal-
lis Test shows no significant difference in means 
between the age groups: Chi² = 10.222, df = 8, p = 
0.2498.

Fig. 4 � Linear relationship between age and 
Ladder Score for private and non-private schools. 
Private School: intercept = 7.4, slope = - 0.156, 
p-value = 0.0398 *, Non-Private School: intercept = 
8.87, slope = 0.0375, p-value = 0.314.

Fig. 5 � Ladder Score distribution per sex. The 
Mann-Whitney U Test shows no significant differ-
ences in means between the groups (W=0.624, p = 
0.29).

Fig. 6 � Linear relationship between the social 
variables and the Ladder Score for private and 
non-private peers. Note: If the variable is part of 
the multiple linear model output (using step-wise 
regression), the concerning cohort is printed bolt. 
If there is a significant relationship according to 
that model, this is also added to the title (Signif. 
Codes:  0.01 = *, 0.05 = .).


