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ABSTRACT

Decisions are made all the time. While the decisions that humans make should 
ideally be objective decisions, almost all the time the decisions that are made are 
influenced by many overlapping factors that vary from one situation to another. This 
includes decision maker’s environment, their past experiences, cognitive biases, 
individual differences and belief in personal relevance. Past studies have shown 
that the decisions that individuals make can be linked to their social behaviours and/
or socio-economic status. Hence, the current study aims to explore the decision-
making patterns of a group of Malay-English bilingual Malaysian undergraduates 
(n = 128) based on the decisions that they made when reading 48 situational 
statements that are either in Malay (24 statements) or English (24 statements). Sixty-
six of these bilinguals were from the low-income group whereas the remaining 62 
were from the high-income group. To explore their social behaviour, the situational 
statements were presented to them in three different themes, namely, “Dictatorship”, 
“Jealousy” and “Charity”, each with three different options for them to choose 
from. The statements were also presented with or without the inclusion of a Malay or 
a Western cultural element. Results show different decision-making patterns in the 
three different themes. However, although past studies showed that income group, 
language proficiency and the language used in which the studies are conducted play 
a role in decision-making, neither of these had significant impact on the decisions 
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that the respondents of the current study made. The findings from the current study 
suggest that there may be other factors that shaped the decision-making patterns of 
Malaysian undergraduates today.

Keywords: bilinguals, decision-making, English, Malay, reading

INTRODUCTION

Almost everything that human beings do—from simpler or less complex 
tasks like choosing what to eat at the dinner table, to more complex ones like 
whether to rent a house or to buy it—requires decision-making. Decisions 
that are made for simpler tasks are typically made intuitively, which are 
done rather effortlessly and rather quickly, based on gut feelings and the  
norms; those that are made for more complex tasks involve deliberate 
thinking, and are done more rationally and rather analytically (Kruglanski 
and Giegerenzer 2011). 

Technically, decision-making is a cognitive process that results 
in a belief or a course of action among two or more possible alternatives 
(Zsambok 1997) so as to arrive at a solution for a given problem (Panpatte 
and Takale 2019). It is the process of recognising and selecting the options 
based on the beliefs, orientation and values of the person who makes the 
decision. When making decisions, the decision makers will have to evaluate 
the options that are available to them and perhaps, narrow down the choices 
based on the different situations (Panpatte and Takale 2019) so as to 
ensure that the decisions that are made from the options given are the most 
appropriate decisions to the demand of the situation (Obi and Agwu 2017).  
If the decision makers have to make more than one choice, they will have to 
consider all the criteria that each option has simultaneously so as to enable 
them to rank the options in terms of how “attractive” the options are to  
the decision makers.

Four cognitive stages are involved when decisions are made (Nunes 
et al. 2015). Decision-making begins with the pre-processing stage, where 
understanding is built from information that are compiled from various 
sources and then proceeds to the explication stage, where the established 
understanding based on the compiled information is updated. Once this is 
done, the elimination stage takes place and this is when choices that have 
or bring no advantage when compared to other choices are removed. When 
the elimination is done, the final stage, which is the selection stage, takes  
place and this stage marks the completion of the decision-making process.
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Studies have shown that decision-making process is influenced 
by the decision maker’s environment (e.g., Davidson and Yaneer 2006). 
Past studies have also shown a few factors that influence decision-making 
processes which in turn result in the choices that people make. According to 
Dietrich (2010), these factors include: (1) decision makers’ past experiences 
(e.g., to avoid repeating past mistakes), (2) cognitive biases (e.g., thinking 
patterns based on observations and generalisations that may lead to memory 
errors, inaccurate judgements and faulty logic), (3) an escalation of 
commitment and sunk outcomes (i.e., how far are they willing to commit),  
(4) individual differences (e.g., age, socioeconomic status and cognitive 
abilities) and (5) belief in personal relevance.

LITERATURE REVIEW

To date, decision-making studies have been conducted from various 
disciplines including economy, psychology, neuroscience and language, 
with a majority of them being interdisciplinary in nature. Studies on 
socioeconomic status (SES) have shown that being in the lower-income 
group has an effect on individuals’ decision-making. This is found to be 
true as, typically, those who are in the lower-income group constantly think 
relatively more about financial issues than their counterparts in the higher-
income group. Their relative thinking about monetary issues may result in 
them making decisions based on their current financial situations. Since 
their counterparts in the higher-income group do not think about financial 
issues as much as they do, the decisions that individuals from the lower- 
income group make may be different from those that individuals from the 
higher-income group make. A study conducted by Mani et al. (2013) has 
found that individuals show worse performance in cognitive activities 
when they are in poverty since they tend to focus their attention more on 
the monetary issues that they are facing. Deck and Jahedi (2015) as well 
as Mullainathan and Shafir (2013) suggest that the lower-income groups’ 
poor performance in cognitive activities is due to resource scarcity because 
situations which require them to constantly think about their limited resources 
actually increase their mental bandwidths. Perera et al. (2021) proposed 
an event-related potential study to investigate how low-income groups’  
financial situation may impact their decision-making process.
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While the studies mentioned above suggest that the brain wave 
behaviours of individuals from the lower-income groups are different from 
their higher-income counterparts due to resource scarcity, there are also 
studies that have been conducted on individuals from different income groups 
to investigate whether or not the decisions they make are based on factors 
that are related to their behaviour with people around them. Due to the fact 
that being in the lower-income group or in the higher-income group is a 
socioecological consideration (Sheehy-Skeffington 2020), the decisions that 
individuals make tend to be shaped both by absolute resources (when the item 
is highly limited) as well as relative resources (when the item is temporarily 
limited) in comparison to others. This also suggests that the decisions that 
individuals make are influenced by the manner they interact with, or how 
they regard, other people who might be affected by the decisions they make. 
However, a study by Knafo-Noam and Markovitch (2015) highlights parenting 
role rather than societal role in shaping social behaviour; their findings suggest 
that through modelling and hands-on behaviours, parents can develop their 
children’s prosociality (i.e., the behaviours that are intended to benefit others).  

A study by Li (2017) is one of the few studies suggesting that the 
decisions that individuals make are influenced by their social behaviour. 
Individuals with a prosocial behaviour (as opposed to antisocial behaviour) 
refer to individuals with “a social behaviour that benefits other people or 
society as a whole” (Cherry 2018: 1), “rather than to benefit the self” (Twenge 
et al. 2007: 56). Prosocial behaviours often entail “risk or cost to the self, such 
as when one gives resources to others, waits in line, asks for or pays a fair 
price or risks one’s life in battle. Yet, it is not irrational or self-destructive to 
perform such acts because, in the long run, belonging to the group provides 
immense benefits” (Twenge et al. 2007: 56).

As a result of their solicitude towards the feelings, well-being and the 
rights of other individuals around them, as well as their empathic feelings 
towards others, those who are prosocial tend to behave in ways that would 
help and benefit people other than themselves by comforting, sharing and 
cooperating with them (Batson 1998). Although their behaviour may seem 
altruistic (i.e., willing to sacrifice their own income so that the income of the 
other individuals can be increased [Moreno et al. 2019]), prosocial behaviour 
is not always altruistic because such a behaviour may result from a variety 
of reasons, such as obligations, duty, guilt or even rewards (Sisco and Weber 
2019). 

To investigate the effect of language on decision-making, Li (2017) 
conducted a study on a group of Chinese participants, who are generally a 
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group of people who are well-known for their collectivistic/more prosocial 
society, using games that revolved around the themes of Dictatorship, Jealousy 
and Charity. To measure if language has an effect on the preferences that 
individuals make, the games were conducted either in the Chinese language 
(to create the sense of collectivistic or more prosocial behaviour in the 
participants) or in the English language (to create the sense of individualistic 
or less prosocial behaviour in the participants). Li had hypothesised that the 
decisions that the participants would make in the preference games would 
be influenced by the language they used when communicating in the game.  
This hypothesis was made because the underlying cultural frame that comes 
together with the culture of the language was believed to be able to be 
activated when the language is being used. However, his results did not show 
such findings. An earlier study by Winskel et al. (2016), however suggests the 
use of a language different from the native language having an effect on the 
decisions made by the participants. Their study echoes Keysar et al.’s (2012) 
foreign-language effect, which suggests that the use of a foreign language 
results in a greater emotional distance than a native language. 

Quite a number of other decision-making studies that make references 
to prosocial behaviours that are not related to culture have also been  
conducted. Rather than relating prosocial behaviours to cultural aspects, 
in some of these studies, prosocial behaviours are often related to the 
socioeconomic status of individuals. 

Naturally, individuals from the lower-income group are expected to 
focus more on themselves and their immediate needs because of the fewer 
economic resources (e.g., Oakes and Rossi 2003) and fewer educational 
opportunities (Snibbe and Markus 2005) that they have. This group of 
individuals also have less access to social institutions (Oakes and Rossi 
2003), which further makes them position themselves in the lower ranks 
within their society. They need to “take extra care with the resources” 
they have, “prioritising mental efforts toward behaviours that can meet 
the immediate shortfalls” (Sheehy-Skeffington and Rea 2017: 3). Because 
of the fact that they need to prioritise their own well-being over that of 
others, and because of the fact that “prosocial behaviour is costly, directing  
resources away from the self towards others”, it is assumed that individuals 
from the lower-income group are less prosocial than their counterparts 
in the higher-income group (Piff et al. 2010). Kebede et al. (2018) also 
reported that lower-income individuals are less cooperative and have the 
tendency to decrease their contribution in public good games as a result of 
envy, a form of emotion that Moreno et al. (2019) used interchangeably  
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with jealousy (although Creo [2019: 1] had earlier said that “envy involves 
wanting what we don’t have and others do, while jealousy involves  
keeping what we have from losing it to another who want it”).

However, quite a number of studies have shown that individuals from 
the lower-income group tend to be otherwise. In a study by Piff et al. (2010: 
771), for example, individuals from the lower-income group acted in a more 
prosocial fashion in the sense that they were more generous, more charitable, 
more trusting and more helpful, which Piff and her colleagues attribute to  
“a greater commitment to egalitarian values and feelings of compassion”. 

In a more recent study, Sheehy-Skeffington and Rea (2017: 32)  
suggests that it is possible that being low in income leads one to feel less 
included in society at large and the institutions representing it (such as 
schools), but perhaps to feel a stronger sense of connection to others also 
sitting at the bottom of the socioeconomic spectrum. 

In some of these studies, the attributes of those from the lower-
income groups have been described as prosocial because individuals from 
the lower-income group are seen as having greater compassion (Stellar et al. 
2012) and as being altruistic (Piff et al. 2010). In such studies, the decisions 
that lower-income groups make are usually linked to the idea that “the  
socioecology of lower-income individuals shifts the mind to focus on 
the proximal on all four dimensions of psychological distance” (Sheehy-
Skeffington and Rea 2017: 9). 

Psychological distance refers to an egocentric cognitive concept that 
separates the self from another person as us (proximal) and them (distal); 
the self from another place as here (proximal) and there (distal); the self 
from another time as now (proximal) and then (distal); the self from another 
event as true (proximal) and hypothetical (distal) (Trope and Liberman 
2010). As mentioned earlier, past studies that investigate decision-making 
have shown that psychological distance can be used to explain how decision 
makers make decisions in various contexts, including in the context 
of poverty (Piff et al. 2010). Sheehy-Skeffington (2020: 773) adds that  
“increased dependence on others orients individuals to others’ needs, which 
in turn gives rise to increased prosociality. Lower income individuals, given 
their dependence on others, should demonstrate greater prosociality because 
of an increased concern of others’ welfare”.

Based on the findings from past decision-making studies, the 
current study was conducted to explore the decision-making patterns of 
Malaysians when they read Malay-English bilingual situational statements 
that were presented to them. The situational statements were presented to 
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them in three themes, following Li’s (2017) study, namely, Dictatorship, 
Jealousy and Charity. It was hypothesised that the social behaviour of 
Malaysians would be different from one theme to another. Since past  
studies (e.g., Sheehy-Skeffington 2020; Piff et al. 2010) have shown that 
income group have different impacts on the decisions that humans make, 
it was also hypothesised that the decisions that individuals from different 
income groups make will be different from each other. In addition,  
Li (2017) had earlier hypothesised that the language used in situational games 
may influence the decisions that participants make because of the social 
behaviour of the community that speaks the language. Hence, the current 
study also hypothesised that there will be an interaction between the decisions 
made and the language used in presenting the situational contexts.

Malaysians are considered as a more collectivist culture than other 
anglo- or western-culture based on studies by Burns and Brady (1992), 
Bochner (1994), Keshavarz and Baharudin (2009) and Winskel et al. 
(2013). They are found to place more emphasis on values like harmony,  
sharing and caring for others. Results from Winskel et al. (2013) for 
example, showed that Malaysians caregivers, “exhibited a higher degree of 
interdependent self-construal than Anglo-Australian caregivers, which is 
consistent with other cross-cultural studies in which Malaysians have been 
identified as more interdependent than Australians” (p. 28).

This study was conducted based on the following working 
definitions. Firstly, the decisions that individuals make will reflect their 
social behaviour – the more they give, the more prosocial they are. 
Secondly, Malaysian undergraduates are not monolinguals, but are at least 
Malay-English bilinguals. Thirdly, Malaysians, like other Asian cultures, 
form a collectivistic culture. Finally, Malaysian undergraduates who 
come from a household with a total income of less than MYR3,500 are  
regarded as individuals coming from the lower-income group. 

METHODS

Respondents 

The data of the current study were collected from 128 respondents (112 
female, 16 male) who responded to an online questionnaire on voluntary 
basis. The questionnaire was circulated online to undergraduates at the  
Centre for Research in Language and Linguistics at one public research 
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university in Malaysia who were pursuing their bachelor degrees either in 
English language studies or in Linguistics. All of them are Malaysians who 
were accepted into the respective undergraduate programmes based on their 
performance in the Malaysian national level standardised examinations. 
Since the fact that the Malay language is taught as the national language 
and the fact that the English language is taught as a second language 
(ESL) underly the Malaysian Education policy, all respondents in this  
study are regarded as Malay-English bilinguals.

Instrument

A questionnaire was distributed online to all the undergraduate students 
at the Centre for Research in Language and Linguistics via the WhatsApp 
group of their respective undergraduate programmes. The questionnaire  
consists of two sections. The first section has seven questions on their 
background information (e.g., gender, age, proficiency in both the Malay 
and the English language, and estimated household income category – either 
below or above MYR3,500). The second section consists of 48 situational 
statements that were designed to investigate respondents’ decision-making 
behaviour.

Of the 48 situational statements, 24 were situational statements 
presented in the Malay language whereas the other 24 were presented in the 
English language. The situational statements were designed based on the 
three themes mentioned in Li (2017), namely, Dictatorship (eight statements 
in Malay, eight statements in English), Jealousy (eight in Malay, eight in 
English) and Charity (eight in Malay, eight in English). Although the themes 
in Li’s (2017) study were presented in the form of games, in the current 
study, the themes were presented in the form of situational statements. The 
situational statements were presented in different themes because the kinds 
of decisions that respondents would have to make would be different in  
different themes. 

Situational statements that require respondents to decide how much 
to share a given amount of money between themselves and the other 
person are labelled as Dictatorship-themed statements because in this type 
of situations, the respondents were given the total freedom (like a dictator) 
to either split the money equally between themselves and the other, or to 
give a smaller amount to the other or to give a larger amount to the other. 
Situational statements which require respondents to decide how much to 
give to the other person are labelled as Jealousy-themed statements because 



IJAPS, Vol. 17, No. 2, 217–247, 2021 Khazriyati Salehuddin

225

in this type of situations, no matter how much they give to other person, 
the amount the respondents get would not change. Situational statements 
which require respondents to decide whether to be involved in a charity 
work immediately, later or not at all so that the other person will (or will 
not) benefit from the charity work the respondents do (or will not do) are  
labelled as Charity-themed statements. 

Each of the situations presented to the respondents comes with 
three options from which respondents would decide which one of the 
three options they would choose as their most favoured solution. The 
options for the Dictatorship-themed statements were 50%–50%, 40%–60% 
and 60%–40% whereas the options for the Jealousy-themed statements 
were either an amount less, the same amount or an amount more than the 
amount that the respondents get (e.g., MYR20, MYR40 or MYR60). 
The options for the Charity-themed statements were either “No Charity 
Work”, “Charity Work Today” and “Charity Work Later” with an amount 
attached to the answers. None of these options are incorrect options. They 
are there as options for the respondents to choose from based on what they 
think is the best option. The options were provided so that the decision-
making patterns that the respondents make when reading the statements  
can be explored.

An example of situations and options for each of the themes are 
presented in Table 1. 

Table 1: Situations E1 depicts Dictatorship-themed statements with the three options in the 
bullets, E2 for Jealousy-themed statements and E3 for Charity-themed statements

E1. You are given MYR100 to be shared with Hamidon. How much will you give Hamidon and 
how much will you keep for yourself?

• Hamidon: MYR50; You: MYR50
• Hamidon: MYR60; You: MYR40
• Hamidon: MYR40; You: MYR60

E2. An organisation has asked you to give either MYR200, MYR400 or MYR600 to Hamilton 
as a winter present. No matter how much you give Hamilton, the organisation will still be 
giving you MYR400 as your savings. How much will you give Hamilton?

• MYR200
• MYR400
• MYR600

E3. Your neighbourhood’s Rukun Tetangga will give some money to Hamidon if you do some 
charity work for them. Which one will you choose?

• MYR0 if you do not do the charity work for them
• MYR500 if you do the charity work for them today
• MYR1,000 if you do the charity work for them 10 weeks from now



IJAPS, Vol. 17, No. 2, 217–247, 2021 Undergraduates’ Decision-Making

226

Figure 1: A snapshot of the features of all 48 situational statements presented to the 
respondents. Situation E1, for example, is a situation presented in the English 
language, featuring a Malay name (i.e., Hamidon) and no cultural element in 
it with a smaller amount of money (i.e., MYR40, MYR50 or MYR60, and not 
MYR400, MYR500 or MYR600) for the respondents to decide upon (as shown 
in Table 1 earlier).

Apart from the fact that the situational statements were either in the Malay 
language or in the English language, the situations presented had either 
a Malay name (i.e., Hamidon) or an English name (i.e., Hamilton) in 
each of them, with or without the inclusion of a Malay cultural element  
(e.g., duit raya) or Western cultural element (e.g., cheerleading club) in 
the statements. Each of the situational statements comes together with 
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an amount of money, some in a relatively smaller amount, and some in a 
relatively larger amount following the statement, as illustrated in Table 1. 
Figure 1 summarises the features of all 48 situational statements presented  
to the respondents. 

The Malay version of the situational statements was presented first 
(Situations 1–24) and this version was followed by the English version 
(Situations 25–48) to create a framing effect mentioned in Li (2017). 
They were validated by a Malay-English bilingual researcher and lecturer 
from a research university in Malaysia who teaches and publishes in both 
languages. The situational statements were presented in a random but 
fixed order to ease the data analysis process. The questionnaire was then  
transferred onto the Google Form for easy distribution and for a higher 
rate of responses. A web link was created from the Google Drive once the 
questionnaire was ready so as to make the distribution of the questionnaire 
possible.

The questionnaire then was piloted on three Malay-English bilingual 
tertiary students from the same age range. The link to the questionnaire 
was sent to them via WhatsApp to check if the link works and if the 
instruction, questions and situational statements in the questionnaire are 
clear. All three indicated that they understood the instructions clearly  
regarding what they had to do and all of them responded to the questionnaire 
almost immediately after receiving them. 

Procedure

Ethics Approval (UKM PPI/111/8/JEP-2018-339) was obtained before the 
commencement of this research. A WhatsApp message with a link to the  
survey questionnaire in the form of a Google Form was sent to the 
undergraduates of both the English Language Studies and the Linguistics 
Programmes through their respective programmes’ WhatsApp groups.  

Respondents were told that there were no wrong answers to each 
situational statement and that they need to choose one answer that they 
think is best for each situational statement. Once they have completed the 
questionnaire they were told to click on the “send” button. An automatic 
acknowledgement statement would then appear on their screen, thanking 
them for their participation.
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Analysis of Data

Responses from each respondent were automatically recorded by Google 
Form and the data was converted into a Google Spreadsheet. Data from 
the Google Spreadsheet were later downloaded as an Excel (.xls) file,  
which were later transferred into SPSS for quantitative analysis.

RESULTS

The Demographic Data

For this study, 128 Malay-English bilingual Malaysian undergraduates 
responded to the questionnaire. Based on the demographic data received, 
the respondents’ age ranged between 20 and 27 years old (M = 22.21, 
SD = 1.127). For language proficiency, 62 (48.4%) of the respondents  
regarded themselves as Malay-English bilinguals who are more proficient in 
the Malay language than the English language whereas another 66 (51.6%) 
regarded themselves as Malay-English bilinguals who are either more 
proficient in the English language than in the Malay language, or are equally 
proficient in both the English and the Malay languages. Apart from that,  
63 of the respondents fall under the higher-income group whereas the other 
62 fall under the lower-income group. Figure 2 presents the breakdown of  
the undergraduates’ income group in the form of a pie-chart.

Income Group

48.40%
(62 respondents)

51.60%
(66 respondents)

Lower-Income Group Higher-Income Group

Figure 2: Income group profile gathered from the respondents.
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In order to measure the internal consistency (i.e., reliability) of the 
questionnaire, Cronbach’s alpha reliability statistics was conducted. The 
overall reliability on all 55 items, the Cronbach’s alpha value was 0.949.  
This indicates an excellent level of internal consistency in all the items.

Social Behaviour Based on the 48 Situational Statements

Theme differences 

In order to explore the social behaviour of the respondents, repeated  
measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted on the responses 
given by the respondents for each theme, namely Dictatorship, Jealousy  
and Charity. As mentioned earlier in the methodology section, respondents 
had to choose from the three options provided in each situational statement 
and the choice they make would reflect their decision-making patterns. 

Results show that for the Dictatorship-themed situational statements, 
a total of 459 responses were recorded for the 40%–60% (i.e., a smaller 
amount for the other person) option, 1,521 responses for the 50%–50% 
(i.e., the same amount for the other person) option, and 68 responses for 
the 60%–40% (i.e., a larger amount for the other person) option. Repeated 
measures ANOVA shows that there is a significant difference in the 
decisions made by the respondents for the Dictatorship-themed situations 
F(1.23, 155.95) = 108.79, p < 0.001. Results shows that the participant’s 
choice of 60%–40% was significantly lower than the 40%–60% option  
(Meandiff = −3.06, SE = 0.58, p < 0.001) which in turn was significantly 
lower than the 50%:50% option, (Meandiff = –8.30, SE = 1.07, p < 0.001). 
This suggests that when making decisions on Dictatorship-themed 
situational statements, respondents were least inclined to give a larger 
share of money to the other person and have the smaller share of money 
for themselves instead. Although a great majority of the respondents prefer 
to split the amount they get equally with the other person, there were also 
those who were more inclined to share a smaller amount of the money 
to the other person so that they can keep a larger share for themselves. 
Figure 3 shows the total number of responses that each answer choice  
received from the respondents for the Dictatorship-themed situational 
statements.
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Dictatorship-Themed Situational Statements

Answer Options

To
ta

l N
um

be
r o

f R
es

po
ns

es 2,000

1,000

1,500

500

0
40%–60%

459

50%–50%

1,521

60%–40%

68

Figure 3: Total number of responses that each answer option for the Dictatorship-themed 
situational statements.

For the Jealousy-themed situational statements, a total of 574  
responses were recorded for the smaller amount option (e.g., MYR20 if the 
amount the participant had earlier received was MYR40), 867 responses 
were recorded for the same amount option (e.g., MYR40 if the amount 
the participant had earlier received was MYR40) and 607 responses 
were recorded for the larger amount option (e.g., MYR60 if the amount 
the participant had earlier received was MYR40). Repeated measures  
ANOVA shows that there was no significant difference in the decisions 
made by the respondents for the Jealousy-themed situations (p = 0.06). 
This suggests that respondents reacted similarly towards all options when 
making decisions for Jealousy-themed situational statements. Figure 4 
shows the total number of responses that each answer choice received  
from the respondents for the Jealousy-themed situational statements.

For the Charity-themed situations, a total of 685 responses were 
recorded for the “No Charity Work” option, 1,139 responses for the  
“Charity Work Now” option and 224 responses for the “Charity Work Later” 
option. Repeated measures ANOVA shows that there was a significant 
difference in the decisions made by the respondents for the Charity-
themed situations F(1.54, 196.08) = 26.8, p < 0.001. Results shows that 
the respondents’ choice of “Charity Work Later” option was significantly 
lower than the “No Charity Work” option (Meandiff = –3.60, SE = 0.81,  
p < .001) which in turn was significantly lower than the “Charity Work 
Now” option, (Meandiff = –3.54, SE = 1.21, p < 0.001). This suggests that 
when deciding on Charity-themed situations, respondents were least  
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inclined to do charity work for the other person on a later day, even when 
the amount that the other person will get for that work was the highest. 
Interestingly, although the number of respondents who were willing to do 
charity work for the other person immediately is the highest, the number of 
respondents who were not willing to do charity work for the other person  
ranks second. Figure 5 shows the total number of responses that each answer 
choice received from the respondents for the Charity-themed situational 
statements.
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Figure 4: Total number of responses that each answer option for the Jealousy-themed 
situational statements. 
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Figure 5: Total number of responses that each answer option for the Charity-themed 
situational statements.
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Themes with different names

Following this, further analyses were conducted to investigate if the 
decisions made by the respondents for the Dictatorship-, Jealousy- and 
Charity-themed situational statements were different if the names that 
appeared in the situational statements were Malay or English names.  
Repeated measures ANOVA showed no significant difference (p > 0.05)  
in both Malay and English contexts for the Dictatorship choices.

Jealousy with different names 

Repeated measures ANOVA showed a significant interaction effect for 
the name used and the type of Jealousy option F(1.64, 208.63) = 4.47,  
p = 0.018, in both Malay and English contexts. A follow up analyses for 
English and Malay name options indicate a no significant difference for 
Malay name; however, there was a significant difference for the English 
name F(2.0, 254.0) = 3.16, p = 0.04. However, pairwise comparison  
indicates no significant difference between Jealousy options in the English 
name context.
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Figure 6: Mean number of responses on Jealousy-themed situations for different name 
conditions.
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A paired samples t-test indicate a significant difference between Malay 
name (M = 2.19, SD = 3.31) and “English name” (M = 2.29, SD = 
3.42) for the smaller amount option t(127) = –1.96, p = 0.05, and  
a significant difference between Malay (M = 2.48, SD = 3.38) and English 
names (M = 2.26, SD = 3.4) for larger amount option, t(127) = 2.77,  
p = 0.006. However, there were no difference between the names for the 
same amount option. Figure 6 presents results on Jealousy based on the  
different names condition.

Charity with different names

Repeated measures ANOVA showed a significant interaction effect for 
the name used and the type of Charity option F(2.0, 254.0) = 26.69, 
p < 0.001, in both Malay and English contexts. A follow up analyses 
for English and Malay name options indicate a significant difference 
for Malay and English name contexts. The within-subjects effects for 
Malay name was significant F(2.0, 254.0) = 25.75, p < 0.001. Pairwise 
comparison indicate larger mean (M = 4.41) for “Charity Work Now” 
which is significantly different from “Charity Work Later” (M = 0.891),  
p < 0.001. “Charity Work Later” is significantly different (p = 0.017)  
from “No Charity Work” option (M = 2.69). Bonferroni corrections were 
applied for the pairwise comparison.

The within-subjects effects for English name was significant 
F(1.56, 199.05) = 27.35, p < 0.001. Pairwise comparison indicate a larger 
mean (M = 4.48) for Charity Work Now option which is significantly 
different from the “Charity Work Later” option (M = 0.86), p < 0.001. 
“Charity Work Later” option is significantly different (p = 0.009) from 
the “No Charity Work” option (M = 2.65). Bonferroni corrections were 
applied for the pairwise comparison. Paired samples t-test indicate there 
were no significant difference (p > 0.05) between Malay name and 
English name conditions for all options. Figure 7 presents results on  
Charity based on different names condition.

Themes with different cultures

A series of repeated measures ANOVA were conducted to investigate if 
the decisions made by the respondents for the Dictatorship-, Jealousy-  
and Charity-themed situational statements were different if different  
elements of culture were or were not included, in the situational statements.
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Mean Number of Responses on Charity for 
Different Name Conditions
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Figure 7: Mean number of responses on Charity-themed situations for different name 
conditions.

Dictatorship with different cultures

Results indicate a significant interaction effect for dictatorship theme and 
culture variables F(1.31, 166.79) = 100.18, p < 0.001. To identify where 
the differences exist, follow up analyses were conducted for dictatorship 
situational statements after controlling for each cultural factor.

There were significant differences for dictatorship F(1.23, 157) = 
34.6, p < 0.001 between the three options. Pairwise comparisons indicate 
a significant difference for all three options (p < 0.001). For dictatorship  
40%–60% option, there were significant differences between “Malaysian 
culture” (M = 0.87) and “No culture” (M = 1.84) options (p < 0.001), and 
between “Western culture” (M = 0.88) and “No culture” (M = 1.84) options  
(p < 0.001). However, there was no significant difference between Western 
and Malaysian cultures (p > 0.05). 

For dictatorship 50%–50% option, there was a significant difference 
F(1.20, 153.26) = 312.39, p < 0.001 between the three options. Pairwise 
comparisons indicate significant differences (p < 0.001) between “Malaysian 
culture” (M = 2.98) and “No culture” (M = 5.91), and between “Western 
culture” (M = 2.98) and No culture. However, there was no significant 
difference between Western and Malaysian cultures (p > 0.05).
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For dictatorship 60%–40% option, there was a significant difference 
F(1.15, 32.8) = 6.90, p = 0.007 between the three options. Pairwise  
comparisons indicate significant differences (p < 0.001) between 
“Malaysian culture” (M = 0.13) and “No culture” (M = 0.27), and between 
“Western culture” (M = 0.13) and “No culture”. However, there was no 
significant difference between Western and Malaysian cultures (p > 0.05).  
Figure 8 presents results on Dictatorship based on the different culture 
conditions.
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Figure 8: Mean number of responses on Dictator-themed situations for different culture 
conditions.

Jealousy with different cultures 

When controlled for the smaller amount option, culture was significant, 
F(1.09, 139.47) = 50.36, p < 0.001. Follow up pairwise comparisons indicate 
significant differences between “Malaysian culture” (M = 1.02) and “No 
culture” (M = 2.34), and between “Western culture” (M = 1.13) and “No 
culture”. However, there was no significant difference between Western and 
Malaysian cultures.

For the same amount option, results were also significant  
F(1.2, 154.42) = 72.44, p < 0.001. Pairwise comparisons indicate significant 
differences (p < 0.001) between “Malaysian culture” (M = 1.61) and  
“No culture” (M = 3.42), and between “Western culture” (M = 1.73) and  
No culture. However, there was no significant difference between Western 
and Malaysian cultures (p > 0.05). 
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For the larger amount option, the results were also significant,  
F(1.24, 156.87) = 30.67, p < 0.001. Pairwise comparisons indicate  
significant differences (p < 0.001) between “Malaysian culture” (M = 1.36) 
and “No culture” (M = 2.23), and between “Western culture” (M = 1.14) 
and “No culture”. There was also a significant difference (p < 0.01) between 
Western and Malaysian cultures. Figure 9 presents results on Jealousy  
based on different culture conditions.
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Figure 9: Mean number of responses on Jealousy-themed situations for different culture 
conditions.

Charity with different cultures 

When controlled for “Charity Work Now” option, results were significant, 
F(1.13, 143.28) = 174.86, p < 0.001. Pairwise comparisons for “Charity 
Work Now” option indicate significant differences (p < 0.001) between  
“Malaysian culture” (M = 2.20) and “No culture” (M = 4.48), and between 
“Western culture” (M = 2.21) and No culture. However, there is no  
significant difference (p > 0.05) between Western and Malaysian cultures. 

For “Charity Work Later” option, results were also significant  
F(1.3, 170.55) = 12.18, p < 0.001. Pairwise comparisons indicate significant 
differences (p = 0.001) between “Malaysian culture” (M = 0.45) and  
“No culture” (M = 0.86), and between “Western culture” (M = 0.44) and  
“No culture”. However, no significant difference (p > 0.05) was found  
between Western and Malaysian cultures. 
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For No Charity option, results were also significant, F(1.09, 138.83) 
= 66.3, p < 0.001. Pairwise comparisons indicate significant differences 
(p < 0.001) between “Malaysian culture” (M = 1.34) and “No culture” 
(M = 2.6), and between “Western culture” (M = 1.35) and “No culture”.  
However, there was no significant difference (p > 0.05) between Western 
and Malaysian cultures. Figure 10 presents results on Charity based on  
different culture condition.
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Figure 10: Mean number of responses on Charity-themed situations for different culture 
conditions.

Themes with different monetary amounts

Another set of analyses were conducted to investigate if the decisions made 
by the respondents for the Dictatorship-, Jealousy- and Charity-themed  
contexts were different if the size of the amount given as the answer options 
in each situational statement was either larger or smaller (e.g., MYR20, 
MYR40 and MYR60 vs. MYR200, MYR400 and MYR600). Results  
showed no significant difference between the theme options and the  
amount given in each option (p > 0.05). There was no interaction effect.

This section has explored the decision-making patterns of the 128 
respondents when they read 48 situational statements that are presented 
in three different themes. There were significant differences in the choices 
made by the respondents for Dictatorship- and Charity-themed situations, 
but no significant difference was observed in the Jealousy-themed situations.  
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Also, as shown in Table 1 earlier, all 48 situational statements had a 
combination of the following features: (1) They either have a Malay or an 
English name mentioned in each of them, (2) They either have Malaysian, 
or Western, or no cultural elements mentioned in each of them and  
(3) They either have a smaller amount of money or a larger amount of money 
to offer as options in each of them. 

Factors Influencing Respondents’ Social Behaviour

To investigate whether or not there are factors that influence the social 
behaviour of the respondents of this study, first, repeated measures ANOVA 
was conducted for theme options and different languages. Secondly, two 
separate mixed-model ANOVAs were conducted for theme options and 
income group, and theme options and language proficiency, where income 
group and language proficiency were computed as between-subjects factors. 

Repeated measures ANOVA was conducted for theme options and 
different languages to investigate if the responses given by the respondents 
would be similar or otherwise if the situational contexts that they had to 
respond to were in different languages (i.e., Malay and English). Results 
show that there was no significant difference (p > 0.05) between the 
responses gathered from all 128 respondents with regard to the options 
that they chose for Dictatorship-, Jealousy-, and Charity-themed situational 
contexts, suggesting that the language in which the situations were  
presented does not influence the social behaviour of the respondents. 

A mixed-model ANOVA was also conducted for each theme 
(Theme options × Income group) separately to further investigate if the 
different responses gathered for each theme vary from one income group to 
another. Results show that there is no significant difference in the response 
types between the different income groups (p > 0.05) for all three themes 
suggesting that income group does not influence the social behaviour of  
the respondents.

Similar to the above, mixed model ANOVA for each theme was 
conducted separately (Theme option × Language proficiency) to further 
investigate if the different responses gathered for each theme vary from 
the language proficiency of the respondents. Results show that there is 
no significant (p > 0.05) difference in the response types between the  
respondents with different language proficiency groups for all three themes 
suggesting that language does not influence the social behaviour of the 
respondents.
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DISCUSSION

The current study was conducted to explore the decision-making patterns 
of Malay-English bilingual Malaysian undergraduates when they read  
48 situational statements that were presented to them via an online survey. 
The situational statements were designed based on three themes, namely, 
Dictatorship, Jealousy and Charity, which were adapted from Li’s (2017) 
preference games conducted on a group of Chinese-English bilingual 
undergraduates. Each situational statement came with three-answer options 
from which a decision was made: 40%–60%, 50%–50% and 60%–40% 
options for the Dictatorship-themed situations; a smaller amount, the same 
amount and a larger amount options for the Jealousy-themed situations;  
and “No Charity Work”, “Charity Work Now” and “Charity Work Later” 
options for the Charity-themed situations. The current research was 
conducted based on the assumptions that: (1) the decisions that individuals 
make reflect their social behaviour (e.g., the less amount they give the 
other person, the less prosocial they are), (2) Malaysians are Malay-English 
bilinguals, (3) a household with a total income lower than MYR3,500 
is considered as a lower-income household and (4) Malaysians, being 
an oriental culture, is a collectivistic culture, which makes them a more  
prosocial culture. 

Based on the definition given, prosocial individuals are expected 
to act in a behaviour that would benefit the other persons rather than a 
behaviour that would benefit themselves (Cherry 2018). They would do 
anything to help, comfort, share and cooperate with the other individuals 
as long as the feelings, well-being, and the rights of the other individuals 
are taken care of. To explore if the respondents of the current study 
are prosocial individuals or otherwise, the decisions that they made for  
Dictatorship-themes were analysed. Following the definition above, the 
following can be used as a working definition: (1) If the respondents were 
to share with the other individuals an equal amount of money, they are 
prosocial individuals and (2) If they were to share with the other individuals 
more than they amount that they would keep to themselves, they are true 
prosocial individuals. As a matter of fact, they may even be described as 
altruistic because their act suggests that they are willing to sacrifice what 
they are getting so that the amount that the other individual is getting can 
be increased (c.f. Moreno et al 2019); (3) If they were to share with 
the other individuals less than the amount that they would keep to 
themselves,  they are not prosocial individuals. 
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Given that Malaysians are considered coming from a collectivist  
culture which emphasises on values such as harmony, sharing, and caring 
for others (Winskel et al. 2016), it was assumed earlier that the respondents 
in this study would act in a prosocial manner in their decision-making.  
It was expected that a majority of them would be willing to share a larger 
portion of the money they received with the other person, that they will not 
be jealous of the other person’s wealth and that they are willing to work for a 
charity body so that the other person will get a larger amount of money.

From the responses gathered from the Dictatorship- and Charity-
themed situational statements, it appears that only a small portion of 
Malaysians undergraduates (3% for Dictatorship-themed and 11% for  
Charity-themed) who responded to the situational statements seemed to 
prioritise the welfare of others over their self-interest. These are those 
who were willing to give others a larger portion of money and keep only 
the smaller portion to themselves; they were also willing to work on a later 
date for the other person so that the other person can get a larger amount of 
money, even though the respondents did not know what kinds of obstacles 
they may encounter in the future. This echoes what an altruistic behaviour 
is, which is a type of prosocial behaviour, that describes an individual who 
will give more to others than keeping more for themselves. Nevertheless, 
a great majority of the undergraduates who participated in the study  
(74% for Dictatorship-themed and 56% for Charity-themed) were willing 
to share their portion equally with the other person, and were also willing 
to do charity work for the other person immediately for a smaller amount 
of money. Although this behaviour may not be totally altruistic, the fact 
that they were willing to share the same amount of money and work for the  
other person immediately makes them somewhat prosocial in nature. 

Despite this, there is a good portion (22%) of undergraduates who 
would rather give a smaller portion of money to the other person so that they 
could keep the larger amount for themselves for the dictatorship-themed 
situational statements. There is also a good portion (33%) of undergraduates 
who would not do charity work for the other person at all. These two acts 
do not echo prosocial behaviours. Although no interview was conducted 
after the survey to investigate why these group of respondents chose such 
options, based on past studies, it is said that the individuals could have 
acted in such a way because of the fact that “prosocial behaviour is costly, 
directing resources away from the self towards other” (Piff et al. 2010).  
This is a behaviour that is assumed to be quite common among individuals 
from the lower-income group since they are expected to focus more on 
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themselves and their immediate needs because of the fewer economic 
resources (e.g., Oakes and Rossi 2003). However, further analysis that shows 
that there is no interaction between the response types and the income group 
of the respondents suggests that the respondents’ choices for these two 
themes are not influenced by the income group in which they belong. When 
making decisions for Jealousy-themed situations however, no difference  
in the decisions made was observed. 

Whether an individual is prosocial or otherwise is not necessarily 
determined by the community the person is from. An individual from 
an individualistic culture may be more prosocial than another individual 
coming from a collectivistic culture. This is because, studies, according 
to Knafo-Noam and Markovitch (2015), have shown that parents play a 
role in shaping their child’s behaviour through modelling and hands-on 
behaviours. A study by Winskel et al. (2013), for example, also found no 
significant difference between the parenting style of Malaysians and those 
of Anglo-Australians and they attributed this to the fact that the parenting 
styles of some Malaysians may be influenced by Western cultural goals 
and values which are presumed as more modern. According Kağitcibaşi 
(2007), there appears to be a close link between increased modernity 
and individualism; this may be the reason why despite coming from a  
collectivistic community, there are individuals in the current study who 
have the tendency to choose options that are less prosocial, i.e., options 
that centres more about themselves (so that they get more money) than the  
other individual (so that the other individual gets a smaller amount). The 
statistical analysis conducted in this study is to investigate if the proficiency 
level of the respondents has an effect on the respondents’ social behaviour 
also supports this. 

Past studies suggest that individuals tended to be more prosocial to 
the other individual if this other individual comes from the same group as 
they are. In this study, a Malay name (i.e., Hamidon) and a Malay cultural 
element were included in the situational statements to represent the 
individuals from the same culture. Although it is expected that respondents 
will respond in a less prosocial manner when the names of a person not from 
their culture (in this study, Hamilton) is used in the situational statements,  
this study shows that Malaysian undergraduates behaved similarly. This 
suggests that among Malaysians, ethnicity is not a factor that determines 
whether one should be prosocial or otherwise. This could be due to the fact 
that Malaysia is a multi-ethnic society.
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It was also observed that the choice made by the respondents when 
“No culture” is mentioned in the situational statements was significantly 
different from when the “Malaysian culture” and or the “Western culture” 
is mentioned in the situational statements. The difference is, however, due 
to the design of the statements – the number of “No culture” situational  
statements (8) doubles the number of “Malaysian culture” (4) and “Western 
culture” (4) situational statements. In future, when designing such 
situational statements, there should not be any “No culture” situational 
statements; instead, the number of situational statements for both “Malaysian 
culture” and “Western culture” should be increased to 8 each. However,  
the fact that the difference between “Malaysian culture” and “Western 
culture” is not significant suggests that cultural elements that are embedded 
in the situational statements do not play a role in decision-making among  
the Malaysian undergraduates.

Past studies also show that income group has an influence on the 
social behaviour of individuals. Although it was earlier hypothesised that  
Malaysian undergraduates coming from different income groups could 
make different decisions, the current study, however, shows that there is no 
interaction between income group and the choices that the respondents made. 
This suggests that the socioeconomic background of individuals does not 
influence their social behaviour. 

The current study also shows that language has no influence on the 
decisions that the respondents made although such a hypothesis was made 
based on Li’s (2017) hypothesis and the findings of the study by Keysar  
et al. (2012) and Winskel et al. (2016). Such a discrepancy is probably due 
to the fact that the level of proficiency of the respondents of the current 
study in the second language (i.e., English language) is higher than the 
level of those in the past studies. The respondents in Keysar et al. (2012) 
and Winskel et al.’s (2016) study, for example, regarded the other language 
as “foreign language” whereas those in the current study regarded the other 
language as a “second language” (a second language is a language that 
is more readily available in an individual’s environment than a foreign 
language. See Salehuddin (2018) for an elaborate discussion on this).  
Because of this, the use of a foreign language may result in a greater emotional 
distance than the use of a second language. Although almost half of the 
respondents in the current study reported that their they are more proficient 
in the Malay language than in the English language, in reality, they have 
all learned the English language formally since they were in their primary  
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schools, in which, English is officially taught as a second language. This 
results in the use of different languages in presenting the situational  
statements having no effect on the decisions that the respondents made. 

CONCLUSION

The decision-making patterns of a group of Malay-English bilingual 
Malaysian undergraduates (n = 128) from a mixed income group based 
when reading 48 Malay-English bilingual situational statements was 
explored. This was done by analysing the choices that they made when  
reading situational statements that were presented to them in three different 
themes, namely, Dictatorship, Jealousy and Charity. 

This study has shown that the social behaviour of Malaysian 
undergraduates varies; conclusions cannot be made as to whether they are 
prosocial or otherwise. Although results show that the majority of them 
show prosocial behaviours in the different situational statements that they 
read, a significant few did show behaviours that do not resemble prosocial  
behaviours. Also, although past studies showed that income group, language 
proficiency, and the language used in which the studies were conducted did 
influence the decisions made, this study shows that none of those have an 
impact on the decisions that the respondents made. Religion and modernity 
could be two of the factors that might be underlying the decision-making 
patterns of the respondents of this study; these two, however, have not been 
explored and may be factors that should be investigated in future studies.

This study has its own limitations. Firstly, the language proficiency 
level identified in this study was based on the respondents’ perception 
rather than on a standardised test. Although the latter is more preferred 
in certain in language-related research, the former has widely been used 
in non-language-related research. Hence, using a standardised test in 
classifying the respondents may only be another alternative in categorising 
the respondents’ level of proficiency in the language. Secondly, the 
respondents were all from the same university. Although some may argue  
that this may not be a true representation of Malaysian undergraduates in 
general, the facts that the undergraduates were from a public university 
whose students may come from different socio-economic, ethnic and 
linguistic backgrounds justify the selection of the sample of this study.  
Finally, the findings of this study are solely based on respondents’ responses 
towards situational statements that were presented with multiple answer 
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options. Perhaps, such a study can be strengthened through an interview 
conducted after responding to the situational statements to justify the 
selection of the answers by the respondents. This is not necessary for now,  
however, since the current study is quantitative in nature. 

There are a couple of implications to this study. Firstly, since decision-
making may not always be influenced by the society, language and income 
group, the act of making decisions can actually be trained. Hence, this study 
proposes that individuals should be given the opportunity to learn how to 
make the right decisions objectively and not to be dependent on factors that 
might influence them emotionally. Finally, since decision-making takes  
place at all levels in all individuals, training to make objective decisions 
should not only be focused on those who are at the top of an organisational 
hierarchy; individuals from all walks of life deserve to be empowered with 
knowledge on how best decisions can be made regardless of the kinds of 
decisions that they have to make.
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