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Abstract—The distinciion between relanively independent versus
rerdependent self-construals has been strongly associated with sev-
eral importanr cultural differences in social behavior, The current
sindies examined the causal role of self-construal by investigating
whether priming independent or interdependent self-construals within
a culture could resulr in differences in psychological worldview that
mirror those rraditionally found berween culrures. [n Experiment [,
Euwropean-American participants primed with interdependence dis-
plaved shifts toward more collectivist social values and judgments that
were mediated by corvesponding shifts in self-construal. In Experi-
ment 2, this effect was extended by priming students from the United
States and Hong Kong with primes that were consistent and inconsis-
rent with thelr predominant culturel worldview. Students who received
the inconsistent primes were meore sirongly affected than those wiho
received the consistent primes, and thus shifted self-construal, and
corresponding values, 1o a greater degree.

The goals of cultural psychology can be described as both to better
understand the rich diversity that is observed across cultures and o
continue to seek the psvchological human universals that we share as
a species (Brown, 1991; Triandis, 1994). In recent years, the burgeen-
ing literature concerning cultural differences in the way the self is
understood has exernplified this interpliay; across the wide diversity of
cultures, there seems to be a limited number of fundamental answers
to the guestion "Who am 7" (see Schweder, Much, Mahapatra, &
Park. 1997, for review}. One clear distinction that emerges between
members of Western and Eastern cultures is the extent to which the
self 1s defined in relation to others. This distinction has been referred
o as egocentric versus sociocentric selves (Schweder & Boume,
1984y, individualism versus collectivism (Triandis, 1989), and inde-
pendence versus interdependence (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), and

focuses on the extent 1o which the self is defined as an autonomous
| and unigue individual or s seen as inextricably and fundamentally
| embedded within & larger social network.

According to Markus and Kitayama (1991), cultural differences in
i whether the seff is construed as socially embedded or as an
autenomous entity reflect the goals of the individuals within the cul-
tre fe.g., o maintain connectedness vs. to gain independent success
and distinction) and mold cognitive and motivational processes in the
service of these goals. It is clear from cross-cultural analyses that
these goals are differentially elaborated and encouraged through cul-
twral practices, societal norms, and social institutions ({see Markus,
Kitayama, & Heiman, 1997, for review). However, to the extent that
humans universaily share the goals of both astonomy and belonging
fe.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Brewer, 1991), all individuais may
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be expected to flexibly define themselves as relatively more indepen-
dent or interdependent depending on current motives or the current
situation. -

Recently, Morris. Padolny, and Ariel (1998) proposed that a com-
prehensive understanding of cultural differences would require inves-
tigation at the level of subjective cognition. as well as at the level of
the specific practices and societal structures, for it is the subjective
cognitive constructs of individuals that presumably mediate between
cultural contexts and the behavior of individuals. One such subjective
cognitive mediator may be the difference between thinking of the self
as an autonomous entity versus one that is embedded within a lurger
social whole. The idea that cultural beliefs shape self-construals is
unquestioned. however, the premise that self-construals may in tumn
shape the behavior of individuals within a culture has been more dif-
ficult to assess, The influence of independent versus interdependent
self-construals on social processes has been studied primarily through
cross-cuitural comparison, and although this method has been a fruit-
ful one in delineating the many ways in which culwral differences
moderate various social cognitive processes (see Fiske. Kitayama,
Markus, & Nisbett, 1998, for review}, an exclusive reliance on Cross-
cultural analysis necessanly limits the inferences that may be drawn
concerning underlying mechanisms. Many factors that present a chal-
lenge to inferences from cultural data. such as linguistic biases
(Tardif, 1996} and cultural preferences for different types of reason-
ing (Peng, 1997), are themselves promising areas of cross-cuitural
investigation. However, they also present possible confounds for
drawing inferences concerning the influence or importance of self-
construaj.

The goal of the present research was 1o investigate the impact of
independent versus mterdependent self-construals within the individ-
ual. By holding culture constant whije varying self-construal, one may
draw stronger inferences concerning the importance of seif-construal
as an mterpretive framework for understanding the soctal world. This
approach is possible because, although both the genesis and the focus
of the research concerning independence and interdependence have
heretofore been cross-cuitural, members of Eastern and Western cul-
tures are capable of displaying both kinds of self-construal (Brewer &
Gardner, 1996; Trafimow, Triandis, & Goto, 1991 Triandis,
McCusker, & Hui, 1990), as might be expected given the universality
of both the goals of autonomy and belongingness (Brewer, 1991}
Moreover, several studies have recently demonstrated that the propor-
tien of independent or interdependent self-construals reported by an
individual may be shifted by a situational prime. Research conducted
by Trafimow et al. {1991} showed that reading a stery with an inde-
pendent or interdependent theme increased theme-consistent self-con-
struals, Similarly, Brewer and Gardner (1996) demonstrated an
increase in the proportion of interdependent seif-construals after par-
ticipants circled interdependent pronouns (e.g.. we} in a word-search
task. Thus, although an mdividual's culture may strongly determine
the self-construal that is chronicaily accessible, self-construals may
shift in response to situational accessibility,
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struals may be activated through priming allows the investigation of
the extent to which this distinction plays a causal role in social judg-
ment and behavior, If. as Markus and Kitayama (1991) proposed. dif-
ferences in self-construal shape cultural differences in judgments and
behavior, then priming a relatively independent or interdependent self-
construal within a culture should create differences in values and
social judgments that are usually seen across cultures. This hypothesis
way tested in Experiment I Additionaliy, cultural as well as situation-
al influences should be reflected in responses o primes. Specifically.
because Western cultures chronically encourage an independent self-
construal, interdependence priming should affect judgments to a
greater degree than independence priming because of greater shifts in
self-construal. [n contrast. independence priming should have the
greater effect in Eastern cultures. The prediction of an interaciion
between current cultural context and a situational prime was tested
with a cross-cultural sample in Experiment 2.

EXPERIMENT 1

The goai of Experiment | was to investigate whether self-constru-
al serves as a cognitive mediator between cultural context and differ-
ences in social judgment. To this end, European-American students
were presented with independent or interdependent primes before they
completed a number of tasks that had been shown o differ reliably in
cross-cuftural comparisons,

Method

Ninety European-American undergraduates at Northwestern Uni-
versity were primed with an independent or interdependent story
{Trafimow et al.. 1991} or word search {Brewer & Gardner. 1996);
both types of primes had been demonstrated to shift the balance
between independent and interdependent self-construals on a self-con-
strual task. The story primes described a dilemma in which a general
had to choose a warrior to send to the king. [n the independent condi-
tion, the general chose the person who was the best individual for the
job and considered benefits to himself. In the interdependent condi-
tion, the general chose a member of his own family and considered
benefits to his family. The word search involved paragraphs describing
a trip to the city. The two versions differed only with respect w
whether the pronouns were independent (e.g., /. mine) or interdepen-
dent {e.g., we, ours). The participant’s task was to circle ali the pro-
nouns in the paragraph. We used the two methods of priming because
convergent evidence would indicate that any differences in values and
social judgments were a resuit of the activation of interdependent self-
construals razher than being idiosyneratic effects of the primes them-
selves.

After reading the story or completing the word search, ali partici-
pants completed & values inventory {Schwanz, 1992: Triandis et al.,
1990, a social judgment task that measured the extent to which inter-
personal norms of helping behavior were seen as objective obligations
{Miller, Bersoff, & Harwood, 1990), and a self-construal task (the
Twenty Statements Task. or TST; Kuhn & McPartland, 1954}, in coun-
terbalanced order.

The values inventory presented 56 values, and participants indi-
cated the extent to which each value represented a guiding princi-
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ple in their lives, on a scale from  (not imporiant) w7 (supreme
importarce).! Subsets of these values differ across cuitures; the indi-
vidualist subset {freedom, independence, choosing one’s own goals.
living an exciting life, living a varied life) is endorsed strongly in the
United States, and the collectivist subset (belongingness, friendship,
family safety. national security, respect for elders) is endorsed strong-
iy in the People’s Repubiic of China (Triandis et al., 199G}, if seif-con-
struals serve ay an interpretive frame for understanding the world,
shifts in self-construal should also shift the relative importance of
these goals and values,

The social judgment task was adapted from Miller et al. (1990),
and presented a story in which “Lisa” refused t2 give her friend “Amy”
directions {0 an art store because she was busy reading an exciting
book. Participants judged how desirable Lisa's actions were on a 7-
point scale. and answered whether Lisa was obligated to help her
friend or whether her actions represented a persenal choice, and
whether or not Lisa's actions should be puaished. Miller et al. demon-
stzated that members of a collectivist culiure were likely to perceive
that [isa had an objective obiigation and more likely to endorse pun-
ishment for violating that obligation, compared with members of an
individualist culture.® We hypothesized that those participants for
whomn interdependent self~construals were activated would be more
sensitive to social obligations.

The TST {Kuhn & McPartland, 1934) provided a manipulation
check for the prime. In this task, participants are asked to provide 20
self-descriptions. Responses are then coded as independent if they
describe a personal atiribute (trait, ability, physical descriptor, or atti-
tude—e.g., I am inteiligent”™) and as interdependent if they describe a
role in an important relationship {e.g,, “I am engaged to marry Scott™)
or membership in a social group (e.g., “I am a sister in Kappa Kappa
Gamma'}.}

Results and Discussion

A 2 (prime type: independent vs. interdependent) x 2 (prime
method: story vs. word search) analysis of variance (ANOVA) was
used to analyze the proportion of interdependent self-construals that
participants reportedt on the TST (interrater reliability = .91} This
analysis revealed thar the priming manipulation was successful in
making interdependent aspects of the seif-concept more accessible.
Participants primed with interdependence described themselves with a
greater proportion of inserdependent self-construals (M = .22} than
those primed with independence (M = .06), F(1, 89) = 17.21, p < OL.
No effects were found for the method of priming used (story vs. pro-
noun). Thus, hoth of the interdependent primes were successful in
activating a relatively greater interdependent self-construal in this
individualist sample.

The subsets of values that Triandis et al. (1990} found to be more
highly endorsed in individualist and collectivist cultures were aver-

L. Participants could also respond ~1 to indicate that a value was one with
which they disagreed.

2. Mifler et ak (1990) presented a number of different scenarios that varied
the relationship and the target's level of need. We chose the scenario depicting
a friend in mild need because it showed large cultural differences in perceptions
of obligation.

3. Completions that referred to transient states (e.g.. "I am hungry”) were
relatively rare {fewer than 3%) and were not coumed as seif-definitions.
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aged to produce individualist and coltective indices. A repeated mea-
sures ANOVA with value type tindividualist vs, collectivist) as a
within-partictpants factor and with prime type (independent vs. inter-
dependent) and prime method (story vs. word search) as between-par-
ticipants factors revealed only an interaction between value type and
prime type, F1i. 84 = 1110, p < 06 Pair-wise comparisons showed
that participants gave higher endorsements 1o collectivist values than
individualist values after the interdependence primes, {40} = =320, p
< 05, and higher endorsements to individuzalist than collectivist val-
ues after the independence primes. 147} = 2.19. p < .05 (see Fig. 1).
Thus. priming interdependence in this Amertcan sample appeared to
shift values to reflect more collectivist goals. A mediational analysis
further supported the hypothesis that self-construal was the psycho-
logical mechanism underlying the effects on value endorsements (see

Finally, the results for the social judgment task (Miller et al., 1990
also supported predictions. Consistent with the hypothesis that a rela-
tively interdependent self-construal would increase the percetved
importance of social obligations, Lisa's actions were seen as signifi-
cantly less desirable in the interdependence priming condition (M =
2.21) than in the independence condition (M = 2.89). #(88) = 2.90. p <
01, Additionally, 76% of the participants in the interdependence con-
dition reported that Lisa had an obligation to help her best friend,
compared with 50% in the independence condition, ¥*(1. N = 88) =
3.40, p < .05, Finally. 32% of the participants in the interdependence
condition endorsed punishment, compared with 15% in the indepen-
dence condition, y%(1, N=88) =326, p= 07.

Overall, these results demonstrate that the situational activation
of an independent or interdependent seif-construal within an indi-
vidualist culture resulted in differences in values and social judg-
ments that mirror those commonly found between individualist and
collectivist cultures, Thus, the results imply that the way in which
the seif is perceived, either as an autonomous entity or as embedded
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Fig. 1. Endorsements of individualist and collectivist values as a fune-
tion of prime in a U.5. sampie.

VOL. 10. NO. 4, JULY 1999

m INT IND-COL | | |

— SELF- VALUES |
! CONSTRUAL | —™™ _*__J

INT. 667

PRIMING

Fig. 2. Results in the test for mediation. Baron and Kennv's (1688
multiple regression test of mediation was used. Asterisks denote those
paths that are significant. INT = interdependence: IND - COL = dif-
ference score calculated by subtracting score on collectivist subscale
from score on individualist subscale.

in a network of social relationships. may indeed act as an interpre-
tive frame for viewing the world. Persons who perceive the self as
independent endorse values that reflect individualistic gzoals w0 a
greater degree than they endorse values that refiect collectivist goals.
and likewise perceive lower obligations to others in their social net-
work. In contrast. those who perceive the self as interdependent
endorse collectivist values to a greater degree than individualist val-
ues, and perceive higher sociai obligations to others. These results
were thus consistent with the hypothesis that differences in self-con-
struals may affect the way mdividuals evaluate and perceive events;
self-construals that are naturally encouraged through distinct cultur-
al practices and contexts may thus change the way members of dif-
ferent cultures evaluate evenis. However. fully testing this
hypothesis requires looking across both individualist and collectivist
cuftures, and investigating the interplay of chronic and situational
activation of the independent and interdependent self. This was the
focus of Experiment 2.

EXPERIMENT 2

Experiment 2 focused on the interplay between cultural and situa-
tional intluences on self-construal by examining the responses of par-
ticipants from both a Western individualist (U.5.) and an Eastern
collectivist (Hong Kong) culture. A no-prime control condition was
included to allow us to compare the results of situational activation
and the chronic activation encouraged by each culture. If. as hypothe-
sized, cuitural differences in social judgment are influenced by differ-
ences in whether the independent or tnterdependent self is encouraged,
then in the United States, judgments in the control condition should be
stmilar to those after independence priming, whereas in Hong Kong,
judgments in the control condition should be similar to those after
interdeperience priming. Thus, we predicted that activating the type
of self-construal that is not frequently afforded by the culture should
be most etfective in shifting judgments.

Method
Seventy-five European-American participants from Northwestern

University and 82 Chinese participants from the University of Hong
Kong were primed with independence or interdependence, or given 1o
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prime.” All then compileted the values inventory. Because all partici-
pants were flueat in English, they received identical materialy.®

Results and Discussion

The individualist and collectivist value indices were compured fol-
lowing the same procedures as in Experiment 1, and were then ana-
lyzed in a repeated measures ANOVA with value type {individualist
vs. collectivist) as a within-panicipanss facter and prime type {inde-
pendent vs. interdependent vs. control) and cuiture (United Siates vs.
Hong Kong} as berween-participants factors. The interaction of value
type and prime type found in Experiment | was replicated, £(Z, 13D
= 3.58, p < .05. Across cultures, participants who received the inde-
pendence prime endorsed collectivist values (M = 3.27) t0 a lesser
degree than individualist values (M = 5.63), H45) = -2.89, p < 03,
whereas participants who received the interdependence prime
endorsed collectivist values (M = 5,60} to a greater degree than indi-
vidualist values (M = 5.17), (49 = 3.73, p < .03; participants receiv-
ing no prime endorsed the two subsets of values equally (Ms = 5.42
and 5.47, respectively). This finding showcases the impact of the situ-
ational activation of independent or interdependent self-construals on
judgment.

Evidence supporting the importance of cultural self-construal dif-
ferences could be seen in the expected interaction of value type by
culture, F(1, 131) = .33, p < .01, Across priming cenditions, Hong
Kong participants endorsed collectivist values (M = 3.43) to a greater
extent than individualist values (8 = 5.13), whereas the reverse was
wrue for the ULS, participants (Ms = 5.42 and 5.70, respectively). Addi-
tionally, an unexpected response bias was refiected in a main etfect for
culture, F(1, 151) = 6.47. p < .05; the Hong Kong participants gave
Jower endersements generally (M = 5.28) than did the U.S. partici-
pants (M = 3.36).

We had predicted that if value endorsements were affected by seif-
construal, then the situational activation that was inconsistent with the
aspect of the self-concept that was already made accessible by the cul-
wre would have the greatest effect on value endorsements because an
inconsistent acrivation would shift the seif-construal away from the
cuitural “default”” This hypothesis was supported by a three-way inter-
action among value type, prime type, and culture, F(2, 151) =2.38. p
= 08, and follow-up planned comparisons {see Fig. 3).

A value-profile difference score (individualist subscale minus col-
lectivist subscale) was computed for each participant; positive num-
bers reflect relative individualism, and pegative numbers reflect
retative collectivism. Planned comparisons on the value profiles tested
the hypothesis that the default in the United States would be similar to
independent but different from interdependent priming, and that the
default in Hong Kong would be similar to interdependent but different
from independent priming. For the U.S. participants, the no-prime and
the independent-prime conditions both resulted in refative individual-
ism (Ms = 0.54 and 0.33, respectively} and did not differ {p > .8).

£, To ease conducting BExperiment 2, we used only the story primes. Recall
that no differences were found between the story and word-search primes in
Experiment |.

5. Although it has been posited that the language of questionnaires may
sometimes miluence bilinguals’ response. in this case the use of English in
Hong Kong would bias the data in the direction of disconfirming our hypothe-
sis of chronic cultural differences in the no-prime control condition.
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Fig. 3. Endorsements of individualist and collectivist values as a func-
tion of beth culture and prime in a U.S. sample and a Hong Kong
{H.K.} sample. None = no prime: [nd = independent prime: Int = inter-
dependent prime.

However, the interdependent-prime condition resulted in relative col-
lectivism (M = -0.27) and differed significanily from the no-prime
control condition, #72) = =3.27, p < .05. Also as predicted, for the
Hong Kong participants, the no-prime condition did not differ from
the interdependence-prime condition {p > .5), and both resulted in rel-
ative collectivism (Ms = ~0.44 and -0.59. respectively); in the inde-
pendent-prime condition, individualist endorsements emerged to a
significantly greater degree than in the no-prime controt condition (M
=014, 179y = 2.47, p < 05,

Taken together, the results of Experiment 2 showcase the interplay
between culturally and sitigtionally activated seif-construals,
Although self-construals were not measured directly in this study, it s
clear from the data that only in those conditions in which the seif-
prime was different from what was chronically encouraged by the cul-
teral context were corresponding shifts in values evidenced ®* Members
of a culture that chronically encourages an independent seif-construal
remained unaffected by the independence prime, but shifted their
value endorsements to reflect relatively more relationship- and group-
enhancing goals in response to an interdependent prime. In contrast,
participants in a culture that chronically encourages interdependent
seif-construals remained unaffected by the interdependence prime, but
shifted their value endorsements to reflect relatively more individual-
istic goals when primed with independence.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Betancourt and Lopez {1993} argued that for cultural psychology to
have a greater theoretical influence on the field as a whole, the specif-

6. A study conducted with Asian students at Northwestern University
showed shifts similar 1o those found here, and these shifts were mediated by
shifts in self-construal as measured by the TST. These results provide support
for our belief that a shift in seif-construal was the mechanism responsible for
the shifts in values observed in the Hong Kong sample.
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e mechanisms through which colire has an impact must be deter-
mined empiricatly. The work of Trnandis and colleagues (Triandis.
{989 Triandis et al.. 1990} serves as an excellent example of this
approach, Through specifving the values. attitudes. and perceptions
hatt differed among members of cotlectivist and individualist culiures
and measuring these vartables within as well as across cultures. they
hanve shown that these features are strongly related to behavioral differ-
erces. Likewise. Nishett and Cohen {19961 have shown that differences
in the “culture of honor™ seript powerfully predict ditferences in the
wavy members of the culture of the American South respond 1o iasult,

To cur kinowledge, the present series of studies s the first to manip-
ulate rather than measure the psychological construct of interest and
empirically demonstrate s causal character in shaping cultural behav-
jor patterns. [ndeed. the incorporation of social-cognitive paradigms
it the investigation of the cognitive mediators of cultural behavior
may provide a valuable complement to the traditional paradigms of
cross-cultural analysis. We are not the first to use a priming paradigm
in o cultural analysis: interestingly, the priming of culturally relevant
materials has been shown 1o increase the presence of specific cultural
prientations (e.g.. see Hong, Chiu. & Kung, 1997, for review), How-
ever, what s unique about the current studies is the demonstration that
shifts in judgment may be effected by making alternative universal
ways of construing the self more accessible, For example. the partici-
pants in Experiment { were not primed with specific cultural associ-
ates. nor with specific values or social obligations, but rather were
primed with an interdependent self-construal (e.g., circling "we” in a
word search), and the shifts in values and judgments of obligation
were mediated through a shift in self-construal. Similarly, in Experi-
ment 2. it was osly when self-construal was shifted away from the
self-construal chrontcally activated by the culture that resultant shifts
in value endorsements were found. It thus appears that the ability to
construe the self in an independent or interdependent fashion may be
2 human universal that may be shaped by culwural practices that
encourage independence or interdependence to varying degrees.

Despite the present results. however, it would be an oversimpiifi-
cation to assume that the independence-interdependence distinction
abways rakes the same form, or has identical implications for behavior
across cultures. The present studies demonstrated, for instance, that
shifting the relative interdependence of seif-construal in American
participants can increase the importance of general social values (such
as belonging ) or judgments of social obligation to close others in ways
that were once believed 1w be culturally mandated. It is likely that
examinations of the more specific manifestations of independence or
interdependence will stll display the rich diversity of culwre. The
work of Miller et al, (19903, on which part of Experiment | was based,
serves as an exceflent example of this point. Miller et al. showed that
incians were more sensitive than Americans to dependent others in
need. and in particular that they differed from Americans in their sen-
sitivity to social obligation regardless of need or role. In Experiment
I, we increased European-Americans’ perceptions of obligation to a
friend through priming interdependence. It is highly likely that self-
construsl may shift the general importance of “obligation to others in
need”—but who these others are, and what level of need must be dis-
played, may be specifics that continue to be constrained as a function
of the norms and practices spacific o a culture. For example, interde-
pendence priming in Experiment | may have resulted in shifting per-
ceptions of obligation to friends because there is a precedent in
American culture for perceiving duties to friends: other roles may not
have been so easily shifted.
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The existence of cultural differences in the xpecific foci of inde-
pendence and interdependence does not detract from the results of
the present investigation: rather, the differences point to the rich
interplay between human universals and cultural intluences. Our
research also does not trivialize the imporiance of cuitural differ-
ences in social judgments and behavior: in fact, our resules in Exper-
iment 2 confirm the chronic influence of culture on self-construal,
but highlight the malleabtlity of how the <eif is construed within cach |
culture.

Finally, the premise that an independent or interdependent seif-
construal may affect social judgment and behavior has implications
beyond the bounds of understanding cross-cultural differences. The
expansion of the study of self-construals as possible reflections of
alzernative universal motivations, in addition to the continued study of
cultural differences, allows investigations of the ways in which shafts
berween independent and interdependent self-construal may affect a
wide assortment of social behavior. including perceptions of the self
and others (Brewer & Gardner. 1996), intergroup behavior (Gardner &
Gabriel. 1998a). and standards for social comparison and self-exteem
(Gardner & Gabriel, 1998b; Heine. Takata, & Lehman, 1998) We
hope that a greater understanding of the ways in which self-construal
affects social behavior will assist in both an appreciation of cultural
differences and the continuing search for human universals.
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