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Question: 
 Why do cultural self-construal scales often yield incoherent results when

their means are compared between cultures?  

Answer: 
 Cross-cultural comparisons with a self-construal scale are plagued by “the

reference group effect.”  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Independent self-construal: 
- In this view, people are separate and independent from each other.  
- Dominant in Western Society (Europe, North America) 

Interdependent self-construal: 
- In this view, people are not separate from each other, and fundamentally connected. 
- Dominant in East Asian Society 

Markus & Kitayama’s (1991) Hypothesis 

This difference between cultures influences behavior and psychological process,
and vice versa (mutual construction).  

 
 
 

 
1 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Empirical Tests of Markus & Kitayama’s Hypothesis 
► Studies with behavioral or cognitive indices have yielded results consistent with

M&K’s hypothesis. (i.e. Independence in West, interdependence in East Asia) 
  e.g. Heine et al. (2000); Kitayama & Ishii (2002); Kitayama & Masuda (1997); Morris & Peng (1994) … 

► 

► 

However!! 
Studies with self-report scales have not necessarily supported M&K’s hypothesis. 

  e.g. Singelis (1994); Takata, Omoto, & Seike (1996); Gudykunst et al. (1996); Leung & Kim (1997) … 

► Matsumoto’s (1999) review: 
Out of 10 studies, only 2 studies supported M&K’s hypothesis perfectly. 

► Levine et al.’s (2003) meta-analysis: 
- Westerners were more independent than Asian. 
- But, Asians were no more interdependent than Westerners. 

 
 
 
 
Question: Why do the studies with self-construal scales often yield results that are

inconsistent with M&K’s hypothesis, while the studies with behavioral/cognitive
indices support it? 

Answer: Cross-cultural comparisons with self-report scales can be plagued by the
problem of “the reference group effect.” 
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The Reference Group Effect: (Heine, Lehman, Peng, & oltz, 2002) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Sample Items of Self-construal
- I am concerned how I appear to others. (Tak
- I prefer to be direct and forthright when de I've ju . (Singelis, 1994) 

▶ These are self-report scales, which lack abs
▶ Therefore, there are dangers of the referenc
▶ The inconsistency between the studies wit al sca d behavioral indices

may be due to the difference in central ten  point een cultures. 

  

- When there is no absolute criterion, people emsel  comparing the
self with the others around on the focal dim

- Different groups (cultures) may have diffe  (the ces, the central
tendencies, or “reference points”) of the po

- A comparison of the means of self-report sc ent gr an be biased. 
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Purpose of the Present Study: 
To test Heine et al.’s (2002) reference group effect hypothesis, we conducted a
cross-cultural survey with the self-construal scales as well as a questionnaire that was
intended to measure daily behaviors.  

 
 
 
 

Predictions: 
1. Cross-cultural comparison of the behavioral scale will show the results consistent with

M&K’s hypothesis (independence in West, interdependence in East Asia). 
2. Cross-cultural comparison of the self-construal scales will show the results inconsistent

with M&K’s hypothesis. 
3. Within each culture (where the reference points are shared), behavioral scale and

self-construal scale will be correlated with each other. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Respondents: 
▶ 169 Japanese (145 females, 24 males) 
▶ 52 Asian Canadians (40 females, 12 males) 
▶ 16 European Canadians (12 females, 4 males) 
▶ 39 Australians* (25 females, 12 males, 2 unknown)   * only European Australian 
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Questionnaire 1: Self-Con
▶ from Singelis’ (1994) scale & Taka

▶ 8 items for Independence:  e.g. “I idently.”  

▶ 8 items for Interdependence:  e.g pear to others. ” 

▶ 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = stron agree).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Questionnaire 2: Behavio
▶ Conducted 1 week-after the Quest
▶ Respondents were presented with 9 ed... 
1. If they had experienced the situa
2. How they actually behaved (o situation, with 3 options:

interdependent behavior, indepen ior). 

Example: 
“Your student club needs many member  for recruiting new members.
If you participate, you would sacrifice y

  - Independent behavior: “I didn't partic
  - Interdependent behavior: “I participa
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Betwe res, the self-co al scale did not correspond to 
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Results (2) Correlations within Cultures 
 

Correlations of self-con trual scales with interdependent behavior scores  
 
 
 

 

Japanese 
Asian Canadian 
European Canadian 
Australian 

** 
*** 
* 

Interdependent self-construal
+.25
+.59
+.57
+.09

***
+ 

*

I dependent self-construal
-.36
-.26

-.33
-.25

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

+p < .10 *p < .05 **p < .01  ***p < .001 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

▶ In all groups, behavio al scores were correlated with independent and/or interdependent
self-construal in the pred ted directions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Within each culture, the elf-construal scales have validity and reflect individual differences
in interdependent behavi rs. 
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