
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology Copyright 2000 by the American Psychological Association, Inc. 
2000, Vol. 78, No. 2, 247-259 0022-3514/00/$5.00 DOI: 10.1037//0022-3514.78.2.247 

Motivated Cultural Cognition: The Impact of Implicit Cultural Theories on 
Dispositional Attribution Varies as a Function of Need for Closure 

Chi-yue Chiu 
University of Hong Kong 

Ying-yi Hong 
Hong Kong University of Science and Technology 

Michael W. Morris 
Stanford University 

Tanya Menon 
Stanford University 

The authors propose that need for closure (NFC) leads attributors to respond to an ambiguous social event 
by increasing reliance on implicit theories received from acculturation. Hence, the influence of NFC 
should be shaped by chronically accessible knowledge structures in a culture, and, likewise, the influence 
of culture should be moderated by epistemic motives such as NFC. The specific hypotheses drew on past 
findings that North American and Chinese attributors possess differing implicit social theories, North 
Americans conceiving of individuals as autonomous agents and Chinese conceiving of groups as 
autonomous. The present studies found the predicted pattern that among North American participants, 
NFC increased attributions to personal but not group dispositions. Among Chinese participants, NFC 
increased attributions to group but not personal dispositions. The findings are discussed in light of an 
emerging dynamic account of culture and cognition. 

Cross-cultural research on dispositionist social thinking has 
found that the bias toward personal dispositions long observed by 
researchers working in Western individualistic cultures is less 
prevalent among participants in East Asian cultures (Morris & 
Peng, 1994). In East Asian cultures influenced by Confucianism, 
participants show a different bias, one toward unwarranted infer- 
ences about group dispositions rather than individual dispositions 
(Menon, Morris, Chiu, & Hong, 1999). These findings, along with 
other evidence, suggest that American and Chinese cultures impart 
differing implicit social theories, the American theory emphasizing 
individual autonomy and the Chinese theory emphasizing the 
autonomy of social collectives (Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet- 
Martinez, in press; S u e t  al., 1999). 

Another theme in recent research on social thinking is the role 
of motives such as need for closure (NFC), the desire to resolve 
social ambiguity (Kruglanski, 1989, 1990). Research suggests that 
NFC increases reliance on received traditional knowledge (Jost, 

• Kruglanski, & Simon, in press). Combining these themes, we 
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hypothesized that whereas NFC accentuates North Americans' 
bias toward personal dispositions (Kruglanski & Freund, 1983; 
Webster, Richter, & Kruglanski, 1996), it should have the different 
effect on Chinese perceivers of accentuating their bias toward 
dispositions of social collectives. As the reader shall see, this 
hypothesis was supported both when NFC was operationalized as 
an individual-difference scale and when it was operationalized as 
a situational manipulation. Our hypotheses sprang from the more 
general view that social inference is determined directly neither by 
information processing dynamics, such as NFC, nor by culture, but 
rather by their interaction. Hence, our results challenge extreme 
views in both of these literatures. Because the application of this 
dynamic constructivist view to cultural research is novel, and 
derivation of the research hypotheses from this conceptualization 
is rather straightforward, we describe in some detail the theoretical 
and empirical considerations leading to this conceptualization be- 
fore we explicate the rationale for our hypotheses. 

Background 

Two important developments in social perception research in 
the last decade are that (a) accounts of the dispositionist bias have 
been made in terms of information-processing dynamics rather 
than rigid cognitive or perceptual debilities (Higgins, 1997; 
Kunda, 1990; Kruglanski, 1990; Uleman & Moskowitz, 1994) and 
(b) increased attention has been paid to cultural differences in 
social understanding (Choi, Nisbett, & Norenzayan, 1999; Lee, 
HaUahan, & Herzog, 1996; Lillard, 1998; Miller, 1984; Morris & 
Peng, 1994). Yet these two streams of research have not fully 
converged: Analyses of cultural differences have lagged behind 
contemporary theories, remaining silent about information pro- 
cessing dynamics. We will review these two streams before de- 
veloping hypotheses to integrate them. 
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Accounts of the Dispositionist Bias 

In his foundational treatise on social perception, Heider (1958) 
described the tendency to focus on the actor rather than the actor's 
situation with ~e Gestalt-influenced phrase "the person engulfs 
the field." The ascendance of the cognitive tradition in social 
psychology in the 1980s (Markus & Zajonc, 1985) brought a 
proliferation of new constructs and techniques. What the cognitive 
revolution did not overturn, however, is Heider's empirical gen- 
eralization about the predomiriance of the person in the perceptual 
field of the lay social perceiver. This generalization is based on 
myriad empirical findings, most of which were obtained in North 
America. This body of evidence shows a consistent tendency for 
laypeople to trace behavior to a correspondent disposition (Gilbert 
& Jones, 1986; Gilbert & Malone, 1995; Jones, 1990; Jones & 
Davis, 1965, Nisbett & Ross, 1980), to overestimate cross- 
situational consistency in trait-related behaviors (Kunda & Nisbett, 
1986), and to invest excessive confidence in the utility of dispo- 
sitional traits in predicting trait-related behaviors in a specific 
situation (Kunda & Nisbett, 1986; Ross & Nisbett, 1991). Such 
practices persist despite strong evidence to the contrary. For ex- 
ample, laypeople continue to see the person as the primary causal 
agent even when the contributions of situational factors are high- 
lighted (Jones & Harris, 1967). Some researchers, who emphasize 
the explanatory superiority of dispositional traits over other fac- 
tors, have argued that the tendency to offer trait explanations for 
social behavior is a spontaneous reaction to social situations (Win- 
ter & Uleman, 1984; Winter, Uleman, & Cunniff, 1985). Others, 
adopting an ecological perspective, contend that dispositional in- 
ference is a direct outgrowth of perceptual experience (Baron & 
Misovich, 1993). 

It is not surprising that, in American social psychology text- 
books, the highlights of the chapters on social perception are 
usually on such phenomena as the fundamental attribution error 
(Nisbett & Ross, 1980), the correspondence bias (Gilbert & Ma- 
lone, 1995), and spontaneous trait inferences (Winter & Uleman, 
1984). Comparatively little research has examined perceptions of 
groups or other collective social entities (Hamilton & Sherman, 
1996). In short, if the person engulfs the field, "the field" refers to 
both the layperson's perceptual field and the field of social psy- 
chology in North America. 

However, several lines of empirical observation have cast doubt 
on the view that dispositional inference is a universal, spontaneous 
human tendency. The first set of findings comes from mainstream 
social psychology. The strongest evidence was provided by Quat- 
trone and others, who showed that the primacy of dispositional 
inferences is overturned when the perceivers are oriented to diag- 
nose situational influences on behavior (Krull, 1993; Krnll & Dill, 
1996; Quattrone, 1982). Increasingly, the evidence points to a 
social perceiver capable of pursuing different strategies toward the 
end of different goals (Uleman, Newman, & Moskowitz, 1996). 

Cultural Differences in Dispositionist Inference 

Another set of findings that challenge the notion that personal 
dispositions have an inherent explanatory superiority over other 
causal entities comes from cross-cultural research. Researchers 
have found that Chinese perceivers, compared to North Ameri- 
cans, assign a greater weight to contextual factors than to dispo- 

sitional factors when they explain social events (Bond, 1983; 
Morris & Peng, 1994). This cultural difference has been inter- 
preted in different ways, and a progressive refinement can be seen. 

The earliest research linked cultural differences in social think- 
ing to perceivers' adherence to global, stable value dimensions, 
such as individualism-collectivism. Bonds' (1983) finding that 
Chinese favor certain kinds of situational attributions more than do 
North Americans gave rise to speculations that Chinese, who are 
oriented toward collectivism, focus on situations rather than actors 
when making attributions (Krull, 1993). This proposal is at odds 
with a basic premise in classic attribution theories (Heider, 1958; 
Jones et al., 1971) that people need to posit personal dispositions 
in order to maintain an unambiguous, orderly, and predictable 
social environment. 

A second wave of interpretations of cultural variation in attri- 
bution preserves the premise that all perceivers strive to attribute 
actions to dispositions of the agent. This account draws on the 
constructivist tradition that attributions are largely channelled by 
the perceiver's implicit theories (Heider, 1958; Kelly, 1955). Re- 
search following this tradition has shown that individuals construct 
social explanations in a way that coheres with the major premises 
they make about the social reality (Kruglanski, 1989, 1990). For 
example, the tendency to make trait inferences may originate from 
the perceivers' belief about the fixedness of personal dispositions. 
When personal attributes are seen as fixed entities, they are also 
accorded greater causal potency in determining behavior. By con- 
trast, when individual attributes are seen as malleable, the ten- 
dency to engage in trait-based inferences is greatly attenuated 
(Chiu, Hong, & Dweck, 1997; Dweck, Hong, & Chiu, 1993). 

The role of culture in social judgment may also be conceptual- 
ized in terms of specific knowledge or theories that perceivers 
receive from acculturation (Chiu, Dweck, Tong, & Fu, 1997). In 
support of this conceptualization, Menon et al. (1999) found that 
Chinese are more likely than North Americans to focus on the 
group as a causal agent and attribute a social event to the group's 
dispositions. Thus, whereas the person engulfs the field for North 
Americans, for Chinese the group engulfs the field. Both explan- 
atory practices may fulfill the same attributional functions, al- 
though they follow from different cultural beliefs. 

Menon et al. (1999) argued that conceptions of autonomy or 
agency serve as major premises in cultural theories (Kruglanski, 
1990). Inferences are made spontaneously when the major premise 
is instantiated with a concrete event. For example, under the 
premise that deviant behaviors result from personal inadequacy, 
the presence of a deviant behavior will lead to spontaneous trait 
inference. Specifically, in the United States there is a culturally 
shared implicit belief that each individual possesses fixed personal 
attributes (Cousins,. 1989; Ross & Nisbett, 1991) and that the 
individual is the primary agent of social actions. Moreover, when 
an individual's dispositions do not fit into the existing social 
organization, social institutions can be altered to accommodate the 
individual (Suet al., 1999). This point is best illustrated in a recent 
incident in New York State, in which a couple demanded that their 
local elementary school ban peanuts because their son was allergic 
to peanuts. This demand, which is inconceivable in Chinese soci- 
eties, received a sympathetic ear from the American community 
(Gorman, 1998). Given these premises, an American perceiver 
may spontaneously explain the occurrence of a social event in 
terms of individual dispositions. By contrast, among Chinese, 
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individuals are expected to accept the social group and the pre- 
vailing social organization as an unchangeable social reality (Chiu, 
Dweck, et al., 1997) and to subject their self-interests to the 
exigencies of this "reality" (Chiu & Hong, 1997). Reasoning from 
these premises, one would likely infer that characteristics or dis- 
positions of groups are primary causes of social events (Chiu & 
Hong, 1992). These findings suggest that North Americans con- 
struct a stable and structured representation of the social environ- 
ment by relying on a conception of individual agency and that 
Chinese do so by relying on a conception of collective agency. 

Considerable progress has come from the constructivist ap- 
proach of modeling cultural variations as reflections of differences 
in knowledge structures, yet critics have noted that this approach 
fails to capture the dynamic nature of cultural patterns (Hermans & 
Kempen, 1998). Certainly, the impact of culture on an individual's 
cognition waxes and wanes, yet little research has addressed the 
conditions that bring cultural knowledge to the fore. This has been 
the focus of a recent, third wave of dynamic constructivist accounts 
of cultural variation, which model how cultural knowledge is 
activated by conditions such as priming (Hong et al., in press) or 
the need to give reasons for one's judgments in a task (Briley, 
Morris, & Simonson, in press). The present research builds on 
previous work by identifying how the activation of cultural knowl- 
edge turns on the epistemic motive of NFC. As in previous work, 
we have assumed that American and Chinese cultures impart 
social theories that can be used to construst explanations for 
ambiguous social events. Because a cultural theory is more fre- 
quently used in the setting where it developed, the American 
cultural theory is expected to be chronically higher in cognitive 
accessibility to Americans. Likewise, the Chinese cultural theory 
should be chronically accessible to Chinese. The higher level of 
chronic accessibility of the American cultural theory to Americans 
and of the Chinese cultural theory to Chinese may account for the 
cross-cultural differences in attributions documented in previous 
research (Menon et al., 1999; Morris & Peng, 1994). 

NFC and the Process of Social Judgment 

If the tendency to make individual (group) dispositional attri- 
butions is a stable characteristic of North Americans (Chinese), 
this tendency, like personality dispositions, should be manifest in 
all situations and for all North Americans (Chinese). By contrast, 
in a process model cultural effects on attributions are less constant 
and less mechanical. If cultural effects on attributions are mediated 
by the activation of the perceiver's cultural belief, then motiva- 
tional factors that moderate the impact of an accessible cultural 
belief should also affect the beliefs impact on attributions. In 
short, a process model allows us to make a set of novel predictions 
regarding when and for whom culture will have the greatest impact 
on social cognitions. 

When making a judgment, individuals may rely primarily on the 
cognitively accessible construct (e.g., the major premise in the 
well-learned cultural theory), or they may consider other relevant 
alternatives. In this connection, Kruglanski and his associates (e.g., 
Webster & Kruglanski, 1994) have found that some individuals 
have a higher NFC. These individuals have the epistemic need to 
reach any decision on an ambiguous issue (the immediacy princi- 
ple) and to stick to that decision without considering other alter- 
natives (the permanence principle). Such individuals are more 

likely to "seize" and then "freeze" on the most accessible cognitive 
alternative when making a judgment (Ford & Kruglanski, 1995; 
Kruglanski & Webster, 1996; Tetlock, 1998; Webster, 1993; Web- 
ster, Kruglanski, & Klem, 1993). Accordingly, within a culture, 
individuals with a higher need for cognitive closure would have a 
greater tendency to use the major premises in the chronically 
accessible cultural theory to guide their attributions. We have 
argued that a major premise in the American cultural theory is the 
belief that people have fixed personal traits. By contrast, the major 
premise in the Chinese cultural theory is that people need to fit into 
the social system by changing their personal attributes. Thus, we 
would expect NFC to correlate with the belief in fixed personal 
traits positively among North Americans and negatively among 
Chinese. Consistent with this expectation, Levy, Stroessner, and 
Dweck (1998) found that among North Americans, an individual's 
chronic NFC is positively related to the belief that people have 
fixed traits (r = .31). In a pilot study, we found that among Hong 
Kong Chinese, the correlation between NFC and such belief was 
reliably more negative (r = - .22, z = 2.38, p < .01). Accordingly, 
in the present research we predicted that Americans with a higher 
NFC would make stronger individual dispositional attributions, 
whereas Hong Kong Chinese with a higher NFC would make 
stronger group dispositional attributions (Hypothesis 1). 

Webster and Kruglanski (1994) constructed the Need for Clo- 
sure Scale (NFCS) to assess individual differences in chronic NFC. 
The scale measures five relatively independent facets of NFC: 
preference for order, preference for predictability, decisiveness, 
discomfort with ambiguity, and closed-mindedness. Although 
there are some controversies surrounding how the NFC construct 
should be partitioned (Neuberg, Judice, & West, 1997), we used 
the five facets proposed by Webster and Kruglanski, because three 
of these facets capture the basic motivations for making attribu- 
tions: to avoid ambiguities and to achieve orderliness and predict- 
ability in social perceptions. We predicted that the hypothesized 
moderating effects of NFC on the culture-attribution relationship 
would be stronger for these three facets than for the remaining two 
(Hypothesis 2). 

NFC can also be situationally induced (e.g., Jost et al., in press; 
Webster et al., 1993). For example, individuals who are under time 
pressure would have a higher NFC than those who are not pres- 
sured for time. We predicted that under high time pressure (when 
NFC is made salient), compared to North Americans, Hong Kong 
Chinese would have a greater tendency to make group disposi- 
tional attributions and a lesser tendency to make individual dispo- 
sitional attributions, as Menon et al. (1999) found. However, when 
they are not under time pressure, these cultural differences would 
be greatly attenuated (Hypothesis 3). 

In the two studies we report in the present article, we tested the 
three hypotheses described above. In Study 1 we tested Hypothe- 
ses 1 and 2 by assessing American and Chinese participants' 
individual differences in NFC and their explanations for a social 
event. In Study 2, through a time pressure manipulation, we tested 
Hypothesis 3 by examining the moderating effects of situationally 
induced NFC on cultural differences in attributions. 

In short, past research has identified many interesting cross- 
cultural differences in social explanation. The present investigation 
may offer a new direction to examine the culture-cognition rela- 
tionship. Instead of seeking to explain such differences in terms of 
static characteristics of the relevant cultures, we attempted to 
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expl icate  the bas ic  cogni t ive  and  mot iva t iona l  p rocesses  that  me-  

diate the  d y n a m i c  unfo ld ing  o f  var ia t ions  and  similar i t ies  in social  

cogni t ion  across  cul tures.  Fu the rmore ,  we  sough t  a more  nuanced  

descr ip t ion o f  the  p h e n o m e n o n  by  spec i fy ing  for w h o m  and under  

wha t  c i r cums tances  cul ture will have  a s t rong impac t  on cogni t ion.  

P i l o t  S t u d y :  V a l i d i t y  o f  t h e  D e p e n d e n t  M e a s u r e s  

Before  we  tested our  hypo theses ,  we  conduc ted  a pilot s tudy  to 

es tabl i sh  the validi ty o f  the  indiv idual  and  group disposi t ional  

at tr ibution measure .  

Method  

Part ic ipants  

The participants were 263 ethnic Chinese (147 females, 116 males) 
interviewed at a subway or train station in different urban or suburban 
districts in Hong Kong. The sample had high heterogeneity in age distri- 
bution (M = 31.39 years, SD = 12.99, range = 16-75), level of educa- 
tional attainment (11.4%: grade school or below, 56.7%: high 
school, 31.9%: college or above), monthly family income (18.0%: below 
U.S. $1,300, 54.3%: U.S. $1,301-$3,900, 27.7%: above U.S. $3,900), and 
marital status (54.3%: single, 44.5%: married, 1.2%: other). 

Mater ia ls  

The interviewer read to the participant factual descriptions of two accidents 
that occurred in Hong Kong pharmacies. In November 1997, a pharmacy 
worker dispensed mouthwash in place of fever medicine, and as a result many 
children became sick. In March 1998, a worker in a hospital pharmacy failed 
to dilute the chloroform that was mixed into cough medicine, resulting in an 
overly high concentration that left a number of patients sick. The description 
of the fever medicine mix-up incident was as follows: 

One hundred and forty-four children aged between two months to six 
years were affected in a medicine mix-up in a city medical clinic. 
They were given mouthwash to drink instead of the prescribed syrup 
by the pharmacy worker who was dispensing medication. Most of  the 

affected children suffered from diarrhea and vomiting, and two re- 
quired emergency medical attention. 

A spokesman from the Medical Board announced later in the week 
that one hundred and forty-four children were affected in this blunder. 
At least one hundred and one of them had taken the syrup by the time 
the error was discovered. Two were sent to the Emergency Room after 
having taken the "medicine." 

The mouthwash the children were given contained 80 milligrams of 
sodium sulphite per milliliter. Sodium sulphite is used for steriliza- 
tion. An overdose could cause damage to skin, stomach and other 
organs. If more than 20 milligrams of the chemical is consumed at one 
time, it typically causes illnesses within the next 12 hours. 

Participants responded to the same set of 14 attribution items after 
listening to each incident (see Table 1 for the full set of items). Half of the 
items depicted dispositions of an individual agent (e.g., "The pharmacy 
worker was incompetent and could not handle his work" or "The pharmacy 
worker was neglectful"). The remaining items depicted dispositions of the 
collective agent, in this case the health care organization (e.g., "The clinic 
was incompetent in maintaining proper usage of the medical products" or 
"The clinic had poor management"). Participants responded to each of the 
items on a 7-point scale that ranged from 1 (not a cause at all) to 7 (most 
important cause). For each incident the items were presented to the 
participants in a randomized order, the same order for all participants. In 
line with previous research findings, we expected the Hong Kong Chinese 
participants to make stronger group dispositional attributions than individ- 
ual dispositional attributions. 

It could be argued that participants with more knowledge about the 
pharmaceutical practices in Hong Kong might respond to the items differ- 
ently from those who were less familiar with these practices. Thus, the 
attribution measure might reflect the participants' knowledge rather than 
their attributionai style. To test for this possibility, we had the participants 
rate their understanding of organizational quality-control processes and 
individual safety practices used in pharmacies. They rated the clarity of 
their understanding on a 7-point scale that ranged from 1 (very unclear) 
to 7 (very clear). They also answered two multiple-choice questions. The 
first question pertained to the required level of educational attainment of a 
pharmacy worker in a clinic ("diploma from a technical institute," "high 
school diploma," or "university degree"). The second question asked 

Table  1 

Rotated Factor Structure of  the 14 Attribution Items (Pilot Study, N = 263) 

Item 

Incident 1 Incident 2 

Factor I Factor II Factor I Factor II 

The pharmacy worker was not conscientious about service. .12 
The pharmacy worker was careless. .11 
The pharmacy worker was neglectful. .06 
The pharmacy worker was irresponsible. He did not follow the 

procedures of the pharmacy. .13 
The pharmacy worker was not safety minded. .14 
The pharmacy worker was a poor worker. .34 
The pharmacy worker was incompetent and could not handle his 

work. .32 
The clinic did nothing to assure the quality of the medicine. .79 
The clinic did not monitor the performance of the workers. .77 
The clinic did not provide enough training for the workers. .73 
The clinic did not have an adequate quality assurance system for the 

pharmaceutical process. .73 
The clinic had poor management. .71 
The clinic was incompetent in maintaining proper usage of the 

medical products. .70 
The clinic did not communicate well with its employees. .69 

.84 .80 .04 

.76 .75 .12 

.74 .76 .01 

.74 .74 .25 

.73 .79 .17 

.59 .66 .27 

.59 .64 .29 

.16 .05 .77 

.18 .07 .78 

.16 .17 .63 

.08 .20 .80 

.18 .24 .68 

.21 .23 .65 

.09 .09 .76 
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whether a pharmacy worker w~as also involved in the processing of medical 
products ("no," "yes," or "it varies from clinic to clinic"). The correct 
answer was "diploma from a technical institute" for the first question and 
"yes" for the second question. The number of correct answer participants 
gave to these two questions (0-2) provided a measure of the participants' 
objective knowledge of pharmaceutical practices. 

Finally, the participant's demographic information was gathered at the 
end of the interview. 

Results and Discussion 

To assess the factorial validity of the attribution measure, for 
each incident, we performed a principal-axis factor analysis on 
the 14 attribution items. Results from the scree test revealed that a 
two-factor solution was the optimal solution for both sets of items. 
For Incident 1, the cumulative eigenvalues for the four-, three-, 
two-, and one-factor solution were 9.90, 8.96, 7.82, and 5.51, 
respectively. For Incident 2 the corresponding figures were 
9.77, 8.99, 7.84, and 5.53. The percentage of total matrix variance 
accounted for by the two-factor solution was 55.9% in the first 
incident and 56.7% in the second incident. Table 1 shows the 
orthogonally rotated factor loading matrices for the two-factor 
solutions. In the first incident, all the group dispositional items 
loaded heavily on Factor 1 (loadings > .69) and all the individual 
dispositional items loaded heavily on Factor 2 (loadings > .58). In 
the second incident, all the individual dispositional items loaded 
heavily on Factor 1 (loadings > .63) and all the group dispositional 
items loaded heavily on Factor 2 (loadings > .63). On the basis of 
these results we constructed for each incident a measure of attri- 
bution to dispositions of the individual agent and a measure of 
attribution to dispositions of the group agent, by taking the un- 
weighted mean of the relevant items. The resulting four attribution 
scales had high internal reliability (Cronbach's cts > .85). 

The attribution measures were not related to the respondents' 
knowledge of pharmaceutical practices. The participants admitted 
that they were unclear about pharmaceutical practices in Hong 
Kong (M = 2.16 on a 1-7 scale, SD = 1.28). In addition, the 
participants had little objective knowledge of Hong Kong's phar- 
maceutical practices, as indicated by their poor performance on the 
two multiple-choice items (M = 0.67, SD = 0.95 on a 0 - 2  scale). 
More important, the subjective and objective knowledge measures 
did not correlate with the attribution measures (r ranged from - .01  
to .08, ps > .05). 

We performed a Participant Gender (female or male) x Agent 
(individual or group) x Incident (1 or 2) analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) on the four attribution measures. The predicted main effect 
of agent was highly significant, F(1, 259) = 30.33, p < .0001, 
MSE = 1.22. As shown in Figure 1, the Chinese participants in the 
present study made stronger group dispositional attributions 
(M = 5.17, SD = 1.00) than individual dispositional attributions 
(M = 4.79, SD = 1.08). The main effect of incident was also 
significant, F(1, 259) = 6.15, p < .05. Participants made slightly 
stronger attributions in the second scenario than in the first scenario 
(Ms = 5.04 vs. 4.93). No other effects were statistically reliable. 

Using a relatively heterogeneous sample and real life incidents, 
the present study replicated the basic phenomenon Menon et al. 
(1999) observed among Chinese perceivers. It also provided evi- 
dence for the reliability and validity of the attribution measures, 
which we used in Study 1 to explore the role of NFC in the 
relationship of culture and attribution. 

11 Individual Dispositions t lGroup Dispositions ] 

6 

5"8 t 
5.6 
5.4 
5.2 

5 
4.8 
4.6 
4.4 
4.2 

4 
Incident I Incident 2 Overall 

Figure 1. Chinese participants made stronger group dispositional attri- 
butions than individual dispositional attributions. 

Study 1: Modera t ing  Effects  o f  a Chronic  N F C  

Drawing on the method validated in the pilot study, we com- 
pared effects of individual differences in NFC on interpretations of 
the incident. We predicted that Chinese participants would make 
stronger group dispositional attributions than individual disposi- 
tional attributions, whereas American participants would make 
stronger individual dispositional attributions than group disposi- 
tional attributions. Moreover, NFC would correlate positively with 
group dispositional attributions among Chinese participants and 
with individual dispositional attributions among American partic- 
ipants, Finally, because a major cognitive function of attribution is 
to help maintain the perception of an orderly, predictable, and 
unambiguous social reality, the moderating effects of NFC should 
be particularly salient for the Preference for Order, Preference for 
Predictability, and Discomfort With Ambiguity subscales of the 
NFCS (Webster & Krnglanski, 1994). 

Method 

Participants 

The participants were 60 ethnic Chinese (27 females, 32 males, 1 
missing) who filled out a questionnaire (written in Chinese) at a subway or 
train station in Hong Kong, and 63 U.S. non-Asian Americans (24 fe- 
males, 29 males, 10 missing) who filled out an English version of the same 
questionnaire in the waiting area of a domestic airport terminal. The 
average age was 34.09 years (SD = 14.16) for the Chinese sample 
and 38.67 years (SD = 14.52) for the U.S. sample. 

Materials 

The participants read a description of the fever medicine mix-up (the 
first incident in the pilot study) and responded to the same set of 14 
attribution items used in the pilot study. Next, they filled out the 42-item 
NFCS. 

NFCS. The American participants responded to the original NFCS, 
which consists of five subscales: Preference for Order, Preference for 
Predictability, Decisiveness, Discomfort With Ambiguity, and Closed- 
Mindedness. Extensive evidence pertaining to the reliability, validity, and 
predictive utility of the NFCS was reported by Webster and Kruglanski 
(1994). In brief, the internal consistency (Cronbach's a) is .84 for the 
NFCS and ranges from .62 to .82 for the subscales. The test-retest 
reliability coefficient over a 12-week period is .86. The NFCS and its 
subscales correlate in a theoretically meaningful manner with measures of 
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ance of ambiguity, fear of invalidity, need for structure, and need for 
cognition. The NFCS does not correlate with measures of social desirabil- 
ity or intellectual ability. Furthermore, among Americans the NFCS pre- 
dicts the tendency to make correspondent dispositional judgments of an 
individual. 

The Chinese participants responded to a Chinese translation of the NFCS 
developed by Lam, Lau, and Chiu (1998). A number of measures were 
taken to establish the validity of the Chinese translation. First, translation 
accuracy was verified by back-translation. Then the items' relevance and 
comphrensibility in the Chinese context were checked by a group of 40 
Hong Kong Chinese university students. Next, the scale was administered 
to 667 Hong Kong Chinese high school students, together with measures of 
other epistemic needs: the Dogmatism Scale, the Intolerance of Ambiguity 
Scale, the Fear of Invalidity Scale, the Need for Structure Scale, the Need 
for Cognition Scale, and the Need to Evaluate Scale. Factor analysis 
performed on the Chinese NFCS revealed a factor structure comparable to 
that reported by Webster and Kruglanski (1994). The pattern of correla- 
tions between the Chinese NFCS and measures of other epistemic needs 
also resembles the pattern obtained by Webster and Krnglanski using the 
English NFCS. 

Measures of attribution. The Hong Kong participants were given the 
same description of the fever medicine mix-up used in the pilot study. The 
American participants were presented with an English translation of the 
description. Note that the description was carefully edited to lead U.S. 
participants to assume that the incident happened in the United States. l The 
dependent measure in the present study consisted of the same 14 attribution 
items used in the pilot study. The description and the attribution items were 
translated into English by the Hong Kong researchers. The translation was 
then checked for comprehensibility and cultural relevance by the U.S. 
researchers. Factor analyses were not performed on the American partici- 
pants' responses to the attribution items because of the small sample size, 
but the internal reliability was high for the attribution measures (Cron- 
bach's a = .94 for the individual dispositional attribution measure and .87 
for the group dispositional attribution measure). 

Results and Discussion 

Cultural Differences in Attributions 

First we performed a Participant Gender (female or male) × 
Culture (Chinese or American) × Agent (individual or group) 
ANOVA on the attribution measures. The predicted Culture × 
Agent interaction was significant, F(1, 107) = 12.10, p < .001, 
MSE --- 1.01. Figure 2 shows that Chinese participants made 
stronger group dispositional attributions than individual disposi- 
tional attributions (Ms = 5.19 vs. 4.65), F(1, 58) = 23.94, p < 
.0001, MSE = 0.36. By contrast,  American participants made 
stronger individual dispositional attributions than group disposi- 
tional attributions (Ms = 4.36 vs. 3.97), although the difference 
was not reliable because of the relatively large measurement error, 
F(1, 51) = 2.29, p = .14, MSE = 1.73. Figure 2 also shows that, 
probably because of cultural differences in response bias, Chinese 
participants on the whole made more extreme attributions than did 
their American counterparts, as indicated by the significant main 
effect of culture, F(1, 107) -- 16.28, p < .0001, MSE = 1.96. 

Cultural Differences in N F C  

Before we examined the first hypothesis, we performed a Gen- 

der X Culture ANOVA on the NFCS and its five subscales. No 
gender effects were observed, yet we found significant main ef- 
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Figure 2. Cultural differences in the relative strength of individual versus 
group dispositional attributions. 

fects of culture on the Preference for Predictability, Discomfort 
With Ambiguity, Closed-Mindedness, and Decisiveness subscales. 

Compared to Chinese, Americans had a lower need to maintain 
the perception of a predictable and unambiguous social reality. The 
American participants scored lower than the Chinese participants 
on the Preference for Predictability subscale (Ms = 3.65 vs. 4.18), 
F(1, 95) = 10.70, p = .001, MSE = 0.62, and the Discomfort With 

Ambiguity subscale (Ms -- 4.20 vs. 3.94), F(1, 95) = 6.28, p = 
.01, MSE = 0.30. This finding is consistent with our assumption 
about the culturally dominant implicit theories of social organiza- 
tion among Chinese and Americans. Because Chinese tend to 
believe that individual actions are constrained by a "fixed" exter- 
nal reality, they may have a relatively greater need to impose a 
clear and unambiguous structure on the social reality. For Amer- 
icans, the external reality is believed to be relatively malleable and 
therefore need not have a highly unambiguous and predictable 
structure. 2 

The Chinese participants were more closed minded than their 
American counterparts (Ms = 3.37 vs. 2.93), F(1, 95) = 14.51, 
p < .0001, MSE = 0.33. Past research has also found that indi- 
viduals who subscribe to a fixed view of the social reality tend to 
be more closed minded (Chiu, Dweck, et al., 1997). Finally, 
relative to Chinese participants, American participants were more 
decisive; they had a greater preference for a quick and confident 
decision on one best solution to a problem (Ms = 4.35 vs. 3.65), 
F(1, 95) = 21.91, p < .0001, MSE = 0.54. This finding is in line 
with the observations that Americans tend to adopt a linear and 
less contextualized approach, whereas Chinese tend to prefer a 

In a pilot study, we also asked a group of 45 American participants to 
respond to a medical mix-up that occurred in the United States. In this 
incident, a pharmacy worker by mistake dispensed Glynase 6 mg in place 
of Ritalin (a hyperactivity drug). A 5-year-old girl took the medicine and 
fell into a coma. In response to this incident, participants with higher NFC 
were more likely to blame the pharmacy worker. NFC did not correlate 
with bow much the participants blamed the clinic. 

2 The cultural differences in these facets of NFC may explain the 
relatively high variability in the attribution measures among the American 
participants. If the culturally dominant attributional pattern is less salient 
when individuals have a lower need for a predictable and unambiguous 
reality, the lower scores on this need among Americans may be accompa- 
nied by greater variability in their attributional style. 
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dialectical and relatively contextualized approach to problem solv- 
ing (Peng, 1997). 

Moderating Effects of NFC 

To test for the moderating role of NFC in the culture-attribution 
relationship, using regression analyses, we constructed a Culture 
(Chinese or American) x Agent (individual or group) x NFCS 
general linear model for the two attribution measures. In our 
primary model, NFCS was entered as a continuous variable. To 
examine the differential moderating roles of the NFCS subscales, 
we also constructed five auxiliary models by replacing the NFCS 
with each of the subscales. These allowed us to explore which 
facets of NFCS are most relevant. 

Table 2 summarizes the results of the six general linear models. 
The main effect of culture was significant in all of the six general 
linear models (Fs > 9.60, ps  < .01), and so was the Culture X 
Agent interaction (Fs > 3.98, ps  < .05). In the primary model, the 
predicted Culture X Agent X NFCS interaction was significant, 
F(1, 102) = 7.07, p < .01. The form of this interaction is 
illustrated by Figure 3, which shows that, among Chinese partic- 
ipants, NFCS correlated positively with group dispositional attri- 
bution (r  = .29, p < .05) and did not correlate with individual 
dispositional attribution (r  = .03). By contrast, among American 
participants there was a marginally significant positive correlation 
between NFCS and individual dispositional attribution (r  = .25, 
p = .09) and a nonsignificant correlation between NFCS and group 
dispositional attribution (r  = - .13 ) .  

To understand the rest of this interaction, we looked to our 
auxiliary models. The three-way interaction also approached sig- 
nificance in the Culture X Agent X Preference for Order model, 
F(1, 103) = 2.79, p = .09. Among Chinese participants, prefer- 
ence for order correlated significantly with group dispositional 
attribution (r  = .31, p < .05) and did not correlate with individual 
dispositional attribution (r  = .01). Among American participants, 
preference for order did not correlate with the two attribution 
measures. Finally, the three-way interaction was significant in the 
Culture X Agent X Discomfort With Ambiguity model, F(1, 
102) = 8.34, p < .01. Discomfort with ambiguity correlated 
positively with group dispositional attribution among Chinese par- 
ticipants (r  = .33, p = .01) and with individual dispositional 
attribution among American participants (r  = .31, p < .04); 
however, it did not correlate with individual dispositional attribu- 
tion among Chinese participants (r  = .07) or with group disposi- 
tional attribution among American participants (r = - .12) .  

Cultural Differences in Attributions at Different Levels 
of NFC 

Another way to understand the Culture x Agent X NFC inter- 
action is to examine the Culture × Agent interaction at different 
levels of NFC. We used the median NFCS score (3.98) to divide 
the participants into high- and low-NFC groups. For each group, 
we performed a separate Culture X Agent ANOVA on the dispo- 
sitional attribution measures. In the high-NFC group the Culture X 

Table 2 
Summary of the General Linear Models (Study 1) 

Main effect: Culture x Agent 
Model Culture Culture x Agent X NFC 

1: Culture X Agent X NFCS 
F(1, 101) 15.65 7.07 7.07 
p <.0001 <.01 <.01 
MSE 1.77 0.99 0.99 

2: Culture x Agent x Preference for Order 
F(1, 103) 17.92 6.59 2.79 
p <.001 =.01 =.09 
MSE 1.71 1.04 1.04 

3: Culture x Agent X Preference for Predictability 
F(1, 102) 14.59 7.10 1.89 
p <.001 <.01 =.17 
MSE 1.77 1.04 1.04 

4: Culture X Agent X Decisiveness 
F(1, 101) 9.60 3.98 2.58 
p <.01 <.05 =. 11 
MSE 1.76 1.05 1.05 

5: Culture x Agent x Discomfort With Ambiguity 
F(1, 102) 13.76 8.04 8.34 
p <.001 <.01 <.01 
MSE 1.72 0.96 0.96 

6: Culture x Agent x Closed-Mindedness 
F(1, 102) 12.52 10.17 2.62 
p <.001 <.01 =.11 
MSE 1.75 0.98 0.98 

Note. The main effect of culture, the Culture X Agent interaction, and the Culture × Agent X Need for Closure 
(NFC) interaction for each model are presented on a separate row of the table. The main effect of culture 
(Column 1) and the Culture x Agent interaction (Column 3) were significant in all of the six models. Column 3 
shows that the three-way interaction was reliable for the overall NFC Scale (NFCS) and the Discomfort With 
Ambiguity subscale and approached significance for the Preference for Order subscale. The slight variations in 
the residual degree of freedom across the six models were due to missing cases. 
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Figure 3. Cultural differences in the pattern of correlations between the need for cognitive closure and 
attributions. 

Agent interaction was significant, F(1, 59) = 7.95, p < .01, 
MSE = 0.89. Among participants with high NFC, Chinese partic- 
ipants made stronger group dispositional attributions than individ- 
ual dispositional attributions (Ms = 5.34 vs. 4.68), t(34) = 4.58, 
p < .001, whereas American participants made slightly stronger 
individual dispositional attributions than group attributions 
(Ms = 4.42 vs. 4.10), t(25) = 0.91, ns. In the low-NFC group the 
Culture X Agent interaction was not significant, F(1, 59) = 2.33, 
p > .10. These findings suggest that the Culture X Agent inter- 
action in Menon et al. 's (1999) studies (as well as the one in the 
pilot study and the present study) resulted mainly from the high- 
NFC participants'  responses. 

In addition, the participants in the present study were commuters 
either at an airport or a subway station and were probably in a 
hurry to catch a plane or train. Thus, they might have responded to 
the questionnaire under time pressure. In other words, the context 
of data collection in the present study could have elevated partic- 
ipants'  NFC. One would therefore expect an even weaker effect of 
culture on attribution when low-NFC participants made attribu- 
tions with no time constraint. 

Summary 

In short, the findings supported the hypothesis that culturally 
dominant patterns of attributions (group dispositional attribution 
among Chinese and individual disp0sitional attribution among 
Americans) are more discernible when looking at the individuals 
in each culture with high NFC. Analyses with subscales indicated 
that the same specific epistemic needs (e.g., need to avoid ambi- 
guity) are involved in each culture. 

Study 2: Effects of Situationally Induced NFC 

The findings from Study 1 are supportive of the moderating role of 
NFC in the culture-attribution relationship. However, there were 
limitations in the design of the study. First, because it was a correla- 

tional study, the findings do not permit us to draw definitive conclu- 
sions about the moderating role of NFC. Second, Chinese and Amer- 
icans differ in their chronic NFC. Such differences may render direct 
interpretation of the results difficult, as culture and NFC are partially 
confounded. In addition, because dispositional NFC is correlated with 
other cognitive styles (e.g., need for cognition and need for structure; 
see Webster & Kruglanski, 1994), it is also partially confounded with 
these cognitive style constructs: Third, the participants in Study 1 
made attributions about a real life event. Their attributions might have 
been influenced by their prior knowledge about the event. In Exper- 
iment 2 we sought to overcome the first two limitations by experi- 
mentally manipulating NFC and the third limitation by having the 
participants respond to an event that was unfamiliar to both Chinese 
and American participants. 

MeNod 

Participants 

The participants were 54 Hong Kong Chinese university students (23 
women, 31 men) and 72 non-Asian American university students (38 
women, 34 men). They were randomly assigned to one of the 2 (agent: 
individual or group) x 2 (time pressure: low or high) conditions. 

Materials and Measures 

The agent of the action was manipulated by having the participants read 
either the individual or group version of the "rogue cattle" vignette from 
Menon et al.'s (1999) Experiment 3. The story in the individual-agent 
condition read as follows: 

A farmer is grazing a small herd of cattle. One day, things unexpect- 
edly go wrong. At first, a bull seemed agitated by something near the 
farmer. Moments later, the bull charged directly at the farmer, who 
fell to the ground as he was hit by its impact. The bull managed to 
break free from the enclosed area. It escaped and ran free. 
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In the group-agent condition, the word bull was replaced by herd. The 
participants, after reading the story, responded to seven attribution items. 
Three of these items measured the tendency to make dispositional attribu- 
tions: (a) "The bull (herd) was aggressive and dominant," (b) "The bull 
(herd) was perceptive," and (c) "The bull (herd) was stubborn and unwill- 
ing to follow the farmer's direction." We constructed a dispositional- 
attribution measure by averaging these three items. The remaining items 
measured effort attribution ("The bull [herd] worked hard to escape"), 
mental state attribution ("The bull [herd] had become crazy"), situational 
attribution ("Something provoked the bull [herd]"), and chance attribution 
("The escape was accidental"). The participants indicated their response to 
each item on a 7-point scale that ranged from 1 (not a cause at all) to 7 
(most important cause). 

Time Pressure Manipulation 

Time pressure was manipulated through the instructions provided to the 
participants. The story and the seven attribution measures were placed on 
the top of a set of unrelated questionnaires. In a pilot study with 40 
university students as participants, we discovered that participants needed 
on average 12 min to complete the whole set of questionnaires. About half 
of the participants in the main study were assigned to the high time 
pressure condition. They were told "You have 12 minutes to complete the 
measures. Most people need 15 minutes to do it. If you work fast, you can 
finish in 12 minutes. We will remind you of the time every 3 minutes." The 
remaining participants were assigned to the low time pressure condition. 
They were told "You have 12 minutes to complete the measures. Most 
people need 9 minutes to do it. Take your time. We will tell you when time 
is up." In both conditions, the participants were given 12 rain. However, 
participants in the high time pressure condition were led to believe that 
they needed to hurry, whereas participants in the low time pressure con- 
dition were led to believe that they had sufficient time for the task. 

Prediction 

We predicted that cultural differences in attributions would be particu- 
larly pronounced when NFC was made salient in the situation by the time 
pressure manipulation. More specifically, when time pressure was high, 
Chinese participants, relative to American participants, would make stron- 
ger group dispositional attributions and weaker individual dispositional 
attributions. Such cultural differences, however, would be greatly attenu- 
ated when time pressure was low. 

Results and Discussion 

Dispositional Attribution 

We performed a 2 (culture: Chinese or American) X 2 (time 
pressure: low or high) X 2 (agent: individual or group) ANOVA 
on the dispositional attribution measure. 

The Culture x Agent interaction was marginally significant, 
F(1,113) = 2.80,p < .10, MSE = 0.99. Collapsed across the time 
pressure conditions, there was a trend for the Chinese participants 
to make stronger dispositional attributions for the group agent than 
for the individual agent (Ms = 3.77 vs. 3.35). There was also a 
trend for the American participants to make stronger dispositional 
attributions for the individual agent than for the group agent 
(Ms = 3.47 vs. 3.17). 

More important, the predicted Culture × Time Pressure x 
Agent interaction was highly significant, F(1, 113) = 11.78, p < 
.001. We performed a Culture X Agent ANOVA on the disposi- 
tional attribution measure separately for the Iow and high time 
pressure conditions. Figure 4 illustrates the effects of time pressure 
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Figure 4. Effects of time pressure on the cross-cultural differences in 
individual and group dispositional attributions. 

on the pattern of cross-cultural differences in dispositional attri- 
bution. None of the culture or agent effects were significant in the 
low time pressure condition. Thus, Chinese and American partic- 
ipants did not differ in their pattern of attributions when they were 
not under time pressure (or when their NFC was not salient). A 
significant Culture X Agent interaction was found in the high time 
pressure condition, F(1, 61) = 11.87, p = .001, MSE = 1.13. As 
shown in Figure 4, a different pattern of attribution emerged when 
the participants made attributions under high time pressure. When 
the agent was a group, Chinese participants made stronger dispo- 
sitional attributions than did American participants (Ms = 4.41 
vs. 3.20), t(30) = 2.18, p < .05. By contrast, when the agent was 
an individual, American participants made stronger dispositional 
attributions than did Chinese participants (Ms = 3.85 vs. 3.17), 
t(28) = 2.00, p < .05. 

We also found a main effect of time pressure on dispositional 
attribution, F(1, 113) = 6.88, p < .01, MSE = 0.99. In general, 
participants made stronger dispositional attributions under high 
time pressure than under low time pressure (Ms = 3.56 vs. 3.31). 
Past research has also found a greater tendency of participants to 
make internal or dispositional judgments when NFC is more 
salient (Webster & Kruglanski, 1994). 

Attributions to Factors Other Than Dispositions 

o f  the Actor 

We also performed a Culture X Time x Agent ANOVA on the 
four items on effort, mental state, and external and chance attri- 
butions. The three-way interaction was significant for the effort 
attribution item, F(1,112) = 5.78, p < .05, MSE = 2.71, and the 
mental state attribution item, F(1, 112) = 4.60, p < .05, 
MSE = 3.37. In the low time pressure condition, culture had a 
significant main effect on effort attribution, F(1, 54) = 5.74, p < 
.05. Chinese participants made stronger effort attributions than did 
American participants (Ms = 4.00 vs. 2.94). The Culture X Agent 
interaction, which was not significant in the low time pressure 
condition, was significant in the high time pressure condition, F(1, 
58) = 7.31, p < .01. Under high time pressure, Chinese partici- 
pants made stronger effort attributions than did American partic- 
ipants when the agent was a group (Ms = 4.85 vs. 2.71), 
t(28) = 3.77, p < .01, although the two cultural groups did not 
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differ in effort attribution when the agent was an individual, 
t(30) = 0.17, ns. 

Follow-up analyses on mental state attributions revealed a sig- 
nificant Time Pressure × Agent interaction only among Chinese 
participants, F(1, 44) = 4.68, p < .05, but not among American 
participants, F(1, 68) = 0.97, ns. Chinese participants under high 
time pressure made stronger mental state attributions when the 
agent was a group than when it was an individual (Ms = 4.62 
vs. 3.25), t(23) = 2.26, p < .05. Under low time pressure, whether 
the agent was a group or an individual did not affect the Chinese 
participants' mental state attributions (M = 4.00 for individual 
agent and M = 3.33 for group agent), t(21) = 0.93, ns. 

We found a significant main effect of culture on effort attribu- 
tion, F(I ,  112) = 11.81, p < .001, MSE = 2.71. Compared to 
American participants, Chinese participants made stronger effort 
attributions (Ms = 4.04 vs. 3.00). None of the effects on the 
situational or chance attribution items were significant (Fs < 1.21 
for situational attributions and Fs < 2.63 for chance attributions), 
indicating that the effects of time pressure described above were 
specific to dispositional or internal attributions. In short, the data 
provided clear support for our predictions. Cultural differences in 
attribution, which were not found when NFC was low, were 
observed when NFC was high. This suggests that cultural differ- 
ences in attribution may reflect cultural differences in the contents 
of well-learned (highly accessible) causal theories, which are 
likely to be applied when members of a culture are driven by their 
epistemic need to arrive at a quick interpretation of social events. 

Genera l  Discuss ion  

Implications f o r  Research on Need f o r  Closure (NFC) 

The current work adds to the literature on NFC in several ways. 
A fairly simple contribution is that it tested the construct in, and 
translated the NFC Scale to, the Chinese cultural setting. The 
construct appears to be meaningful in this context, correlating with 
judgments that have the same functional meaning as those with 
which it correlates in the U.S. context. 

A deeper contribution of the current work is that it adds evidence 
about the mechanism for an effect. Past research has shown that in the 
United States, individuals with high NFC are inclined to make dis- 
positional inferences after observing an individual's behavior 
(Kruglanski & Freund, 1983; Webster & Kruglanski, 1994; Webster 
et al., 1996). A number of specific mechanisms have been posited for 
this general pattern, one of which is that NFC increases reliance on 
knowledge smactures (see also Kruglanski & Thompson, 1999). The 
present research lends support to this interpretation of the pattern by 
demonstrating that the effect of NFC differs systematically across 
cultures in the way predicted from the widely shared implicit theories 
in each culture. Future research can examine the role of theories in 
other biases associated with NFC, such as the tendency to reject 
deviant opinions (Kruglanski & Webster, 1991) and a desire for 
consensus (Kruglanski, Webster, & Klem, 1993). 

Results from the present investigation permit us to speculate on 
the mediating mechanisms of the moderating effects of NFC. 
Kruglanski (1996) maintained, that NFC is a desire for a firm 
answer to a question and an aversion to ambiguity. NFC may lead 
to assimilation of one's judgment to the accessible constructs (the 
immediacy principle) and early "freezing" of initial judgments (the 

permanence principle). Because cultural theories are well-learned 
and frequently rehearsed knowledge structures, they possess high 
chronic accessibility. As noted, whereas the dominant cultural 
theory in American culture orients its members to attribute a social 
event to personal dispositions, the one in Chinese culture orients its 
members to make group dispositional attributions. The present 
research reveals that when people's NFC is elevated, they fall back 
on the accessible cultural theory. Thus, we believe that the mod- 
erating effects of NFC reported in the present article are mediated 
by the immediacy principle. It would be interesting to examine in 
future research whether high-NFC participants would also display 
an underadjustment of their initial (individual or group) disposi- 
tional judgments in light of subsequent relevant information. 

Implications f o r  Research on Culture 

The cultural shaping of social judgment has become a prominent 
topic within social psychology (Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett, 
1998). Early research sought to explain cultural variations in social 
perception as dispositions reflecting static values or beliefs held by the 
cultural groups. Findings from the present research reveal a more 
dynamic picture of the culture-cognition relationship. Individuals' 
social perceptions are not rigidly determined by their cultural theory. 
Instead, individuals are socialized into a cultural theory with major 
premises that mirror the surrounding ideology and social system, yet 
this cultural theory only guides social thinking when it is activated. 

The cultural theory is not the individual's only cognitive tool for 
understanding the social world. Individuals, through their contacts 
with other cultures, may develop foreign cultural meaning systems 
which, when activated, may also guide their social perceptions (Hong, 
Chiu, & Kung, 1997; Hong et al., in press). Also, importantly, 
individuals do not always make judgments and decisions through 
reliance on top-down application of cultural knowledge; often they 
process in more of a bottom-up perception-driven manner. Although 
research on the conditions that evoke the top-down application of 
cultural knowledge has just begun, one key finding is that cultural 
knowledge is recruited when individuals are required to provide 
reasons for a judgment or choice (Briley, Morris, & Simonson, in 
press). What cultural knowledge provides to the individual is a set of 
highly accessible cognitive tools that can be applied to a problem to 
reach a quick interpretation and articulation of one's answer (Shore, 
1996). 

More important, cultural patterns of inference do not emerge out 
of a motivational vacuum. People in a culture develop and apply a 
cultural theory to meet their epistemic needs. As the present 
research has shown, cultural theories have a particularly pro- 
nounced impact on social perceptions when the individual is under 
the influence of NFC. In short, cultural patterns may represent a 
form of motivated cognitions that serve important epistemic needs. 

In sum, the current model has broad implications for research on 
culture. If activation of cultural theories follows the principles of 
knowledge activation, researchers can explore how culture affects 
social perceptions by manipulating several conditions known to gov- 
ern knowledge activation (Higgins, 1997). Through such research 
efforts researchers may be able to specify the motivational and cog- 
nitive foundations of cultural patterns. By then, the basic social 
motivational and cognitive principles in mainstream social psychol- 
ogy will also find an important place in cultural psychology. 
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Extensions to Cultural Dif ferences in Other Domains  

The scenarios in the present research involved negative out- 
comes, We are now conducting studies to examine whether NFC 
also moderates cultural effects on judgments of relatively positive 
stimuli. In one study, Hong Kong Chinese participants indicated 
their liking for the following two advertisements: 

Advertisement 1: Timex watch. It embodies so much. It's like a 
person. It is an impressive social being, very concerned with others, 
and with a strong focus and concern for others--in a positive way. 

Advertisement 2: Timex watch. It embodies so much. It's like a 
person. It is an impressive personality, very individualistic, and with 
a strong focus and concern for oneself--in a positive way. 

Note that the first advertisement promotes a collectivistic brand 
image, whereas the second advertisement promotes an individual- 
istic brand image. Aaker and Schmitt (1997) found that Chinese 
like the first advertisement more and the second advertisement less 
than do Americans, We found that NFC correlated positively with 
Hung Kong Chinese participants' liking for the first advertisement 
but was unrelated to their preference for the second advertisement. 
This preliminary finding suggests that the moderating effects of 
NFC may generalize to other judgment contexts. 

Indeed, although we have developed the current perspective to 
understand cultural effects on attributions, it may also be used to 
understand other well-documented cross-cultural differences. For ex- 
ample, previous research has found that Chinese and Americans differ 
in their conceptions of distributive justice and procedural fairness. In 
regard to reward allocation, Leung and Bond (1984) showed that, 
compared to Americans, Hong Kong Chinese like the allocator more 
when he or she divides a group reward equally with an in-group 
member. When asked to allocate a reward with an in-group member, 
Hong Kong Chinese, relative to their American counterparts, are more 
likely to allocate the reward in an other-serving manner. Specifically, 
they tend to allocate the reward equitably when their input is lower 
than the in-group member and equally when their input is higher. 

With respect to procedural fairness, Leung (1987) found that, 
compared to Americans, Hong Kong Chinese have a greater pref- 
erence for bargaining and mediation in resolving conflicts. More- 
over, Hong Kong Chinese also tend to perceive bargaining and 
mediation as means of reducing interpersonal animosity that are 
more effective than other, more confrontational strategies (e.g., 
adversary adjudication or inquisitorial adjudication). 

A common thread running through these findings is that among 
Hong Kong Chinese, the individuals are expected to accept the 
social group and the prevailing social organization as the un- 
changeable social reality and to subject their self-interests to the 
exigencies of this "reality." To the extent that a reward allocation 
scheme or conflict resolution strategy meets these expectations, it 
is considered to be fair. For Americans, the individual is expected 
to be the primary unit of social existence, and a social practice is 
considered to be fair when individual fights and interests are fully 
protected by the system (Chiu, Dweck, et al., 1997). 

In short, normative social judgments (such as those regarding 
reward allocation and conflict resolution) are in part guided by 
well-learned and chronically accessible cultural beliefs (Sue t  al., 
1999). Accordingly, the impact of such cultural beliefs on norma- 
tive judgments might vary with individual differences in, and 

experimental manipulations of, NFC. These are interesting hypoth- 
eses that can be tested in future research. 

Concluding Remarks  on Cultural Relativity 

and Universality 

Some scholars have described sweeping cultural differences in 
social thinking, expressing skepticism about the universality of psy- 
chological processes and the utility of traditional theories. Our find- 
ings support this relativist position to a point: Participants from 
different cultures exhibited dramatic and consequential differences in 
constructing social meaning, and an information processing strategy 
previously assumed to be universal (viz., accentuated focus on per- 
sonal dispositions under high NFC) is revealed to be culturally bound. 
Yet, the primary message of the present research should be that 
cultural differences in cognition need not be all-encompassing, in- 
commensurable, or intractable phenomena. First, the present approach 
of isolating a mechanism for cultural influence on social judgment 
enables specification of the boundary conditions, allowing predictions 
about both the differences and the similarities across cultures. Second, 
the present findings illustrate that dramatic differences can involve 
comparable processes. Although attributional habits differ--Ameri- 
cans favoring individual disposition and Chinese favoring group dis- 
positions--the epistemic need to construct an orderly interpretation of 
social reality operates in the same way across cultures--evoking 
attributions to dispositions. So while concrete aspect of process differ 
qualitatively, more abstract aspects of process operate similarly across 
cultures (which suggests complementary roles for emic and etic 
analyses, see Morris, Leung, Ames, & Lickel, 1999). Finally, the 
present findings counter the notion that cultural differences are best 
observed by avoiding the measurements and manipulations developed 
to investigate basic processes of social cognition. Paradoxically, cul- 
tural differences are more manifest when the universal epistemic 
needs affecting attribution are activated than when they are not. Much 
recent work (e.g., DiMaggio, 1997; Shore, 1996; Sperber, 1996) in the 
social sciences has revealed that the contradictions between cultural 
diversity and psychic unity are more apparent than real. Perhaps the 
most productive tactic in cultural psychology is not to pit cultural 
variations against universal processes but to model the dynamic 
inter-play of culture and mind. 
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