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The authors argue that cultures differ in implicit theories of individuals and groups. North Americans
conceive of individual persons as free agents, whereas East Asians conceptualize them as constrained and
as less agentic than social collectives. Hence, East Asian perceivers were expected to be more likely than
North Americans to focus on and attribute causality to dispositions of collectives. In Study 1 newspaper
articles about "rogue trader" scandals were analyzed, and it was found that U.S. papers made more
mention of the individual trader involved, whereas Japanese papers referred more to the organization.
Study 2 replicated this pattern among U.S. and Hong Kong participants who responded to a vignette
about a maladjusted team member. Study 3 revealed the same pattern with respect to individual and group
dispositionism using a different design that compared attributions for an act performed by an individual
in one condition and by a group in the other condition.

Do people everywhere tend to attribute observed actions to
properties of the actor? Social psychologists have traditionally
assumed that they do, on the basis of Heider's (1958) premise that
causal attribution functions to help the perceiver navigate the
social environment. Empirical evidence for the tendency to at-
tribute behavior to personal dispositions is so pervasive in the
social psychological literature that this bias has been labeled the
fundamental attribution error (Ross, 1977) and described as a
universal human tendency (Gilbert & Malone, 1995). However,
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cross-cultural studies have raised doubts about whether social
perceivers everywhere strive to trace actions to internal, stable
properties of the actor. Although the bias toward attributing an
observed person's behavior to personal dispositions is robust in
Western individualistic settings (Jones & Hams, 1967), it is mark-
edly reduced in more collectivist Asian settings (Miller, 1984).
This is not simply because perceivers in different cultures encoun-
ter different behaviors. Studies presenting the same social stimuli
to participants in different cultures have found that Americans
exhibit the familiar bias toward personal dispositions, whereas
Chinese participants emphasize social situations (Morris & Peng,
1994).

A lively debate has arisen about the source of cultural differ-
ences in dispositional attribution. One interpretation challenges
Heider's premise that social perceivers strive to trace actions to
actor dispositions and suggests that attributors in Western and East
Asian cultures have different orientations to social perception.
This account posits that the agentic orientation of North Americans
contrasts with the situational orientation of Chinese perceivers.
Whereas the analytic, mechanistic orientation of Western culture
supports attribution to properties of the individual agent, many
non-Western cultures interpret behavior in a "non-generalizing,
occasion-bound, context-specific" manner (Shweder & Bourne,
1982, p. 105). A more moderate version of this position is the
suggestion that social perceivers in collectivist cultural settings
attribute an actor's behavior to stable properties of the situation
rather than to stable properties of the actor (Krull, 1993). This
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position is more moderate because it retains Heider's idea that all
social perceivers seek inferences to stable properties, although it
suggests that Chinese perceivers map the social environment in
terms of situations rather than agents.

We defend an alternative interpretation that cultural differences
in attribution arise from contrasting implicit theories of agency.
Perceivers from different cultures may differ in their perceptions
of which social actors are agents possessing dispositions and
which are controlled by situational forces. As argued by Heider
(1958) and many followers, perceivers rely on implicit theories or
causal schemata to guide their inferences about persons (Dweck.
Chiu. & Hong, 1995: Jones, 1979; Kelley. 1972: Reeder & Brewer.
1979; Schank & Abelson, 1977). Many recent studies have docu-
mented that these implicit theories of persons differ across cultures
(Choi, Nisbett, & Norcn/.ayan. 1999: Kashima, Siegal, Tanaka, &
Kashima. 1992: Morris & Peng. 1994). Although there has been
little empirical research on the topic, researchers have recently
suggested that social perceivers also possess implicit theories of
groups (Su et al.. 1999). In this article, we argue that both person
and group theories vary across cultures. Whereas prevailing North
American theories hold that persons have stable properties that
cause social outcomes and groups do not. the theories prevailing in
Confucius-influenced East Asian cultures emphasize that groups
have stable properties that cause social outcomes. Hence, our
implicit theory account yields predictions concerning attributions
about collective-level agents, such as groups or organizations, as
well as about individual-level agents.

Studying attributions to individual- and collective-level agents
cross-culturally tests whether cultures differ in their orientations to
agents versus situations or, rather, in their conceptions of which
actors in society have agency. If East Asians differ from North
Americans primarily with respect to their tendency to attribute
causes to an agent's dispositions, then, as with their attributions
about individuals. East Asians should be less likely than North
Americans to draw dispositional inferences about collective-level
actors, such as groups or organizations. However, if the cultures
differ primarily in their theories or conceptions of particular social
actors, then, in contrast to their attributions about individuals. East
Asians should be more likely to attribute to dispositional properties
of collectivities.

Our reasoning rests on two assumptions: first, that the group
disposition is in fact a meaningful construct to lay perceivers, and
second, that cultures differ in their beliefs about the autonomy of
individuals and collectives. We address these issues by first re-
viewing what is known about the perception of individual persons
as opposed to collective-level actors and then reviewing the evi-
dence that cultures differ in their implicit theories.

Perceiving Persons and Groups

The construct of dispositionism to individuals is firmly en-
trenched in social psychology. Research has long focused on
perceiving individual persons rather than groups, organizations,
and other collective-level agents. The emphasis on person percep-
tion begins with the work of Heider (1944), Asch (1946), and other
emigres to social psychology from the Gestalt tradition. Seminal
studies documented that perceptions are organized in terms of
personality impression. These studies found that perceivers spon-
taneously organize even minimal displays of behavior into unified

personality impressions (Heider & Simmel. 1944) and sustain
these impressions by interpreting new data in light of initial trait
impressions (Asch, 1946). The key assumption of this research—
that an implicit theory of unified, stable personalities supports
dispositional inference—has formed a basis from which much
attribution research has proceeded (Jones, 1990).

Group perception received some consideration in early Gestalt
studies of social perception (Asch, 1946, 1952). Researchers ad-
dressed the question of how one comes to perceive a social
aggregate as a group—an entity with its own dispositions—rather
than merely a collection of individuals. One early article argued
that Gestalt principles such as similarity, proximity, and common
fate cause individual members of a group to be aggregated into a
single perceptual unit (Campbell, 1958). Although the subsequent
literature on perceiving groups has been sparse in comparison with
the literature on perceiving persons, recently research on perceiv-
ing groups has increased. D. L. Hamilton and Sherman (1996)
reviewed an impressive convergence of evidence supporting the
thesis that perceivers do not expect the same degree of coherence
in the actions of a group as in those of an individual person and,
accordingly, do not draw inferences about group dispositions as
spontaneously as they draw inferences about personal dispositions.
Some evidence for this comes from comparing inferences about
individual and group behavior. For example, when a series of
behaviors was presented as the actions of the same person or as the
actions of members of the same group, trait inferences were drawn
with greater speed and extremity in the person condition than in
the group condition (Susskind & Hamilton, 1994). Other evidence
for different patterns of inference about individuals and groups
comes' through methods traditionally used to study stereotypes
(Sanbonmatsu. Sherman, & Hamilton, 1987).

However, several caveats can be raised about the evidence on
group perception. First, even research nominally about group
perception (e.g., research on stereotypes) tends to emphasize how
perceivers draw inferences about individual group members rather
than how they perceive group-level properties.

Second, before one delves into research on group-level proper-
ties, one should determine whether group dispositions merit dis-
tinct consideration apart from other forms of situational attribution.
As with nonsocial situational forces, groups occupy the physical
space surrounding individual actors. If group dispositions are
equivalent to other situational attributions in the minds of social
perceivers, then the creation of an additional theoretical construct
is unwarranted. On the other hand, groups may be perceived as
more than just situations. In contrast to nonagentic. environmental
aspects of the situation, the group is a social entity that can direct
action. Therefore, it is simultaneously both a situation affecting
individual actors and an agent in its own right. Thus, as with
persons, groups may be perceived as possessing dispositions (Hig-
gins & Bryant, 1982). Although the perception of collective targets
has been studied far less than the perception of individual targets,
there is a rich history of research on group dispositions (Cattell,
1973), emotions (Allport, 1962; Cartwright & Zander, 1968), and
other group-level properties (Durkheim, 1915; LeBon, 1896; Mc-
Dougall, 1923; Sandelands & St. Clair, 1993).

Third, as D. L. Hamilton and Sherman (1996) explicitly ac-
knowledge, "virtually all of the research on which our analysis is
based was conducted in Western countries, primarily the United
States," and cultural traditions of thinking about individuals and
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groups may contribute to the pattern. They acknowledge recent
findings of cultural differences in person perception and go on to
say that "cross-cultural evidence relevant to . . . [our thesis] is not
extensive, and more research directed at these issues would be
extremely useful" (p. 339). The current research answers this call
for cross-cultural study of person and group perception. We pro-
pose that the pattern described by these authors reflects the influ-
ence of culturally bound theories of individual and group actors,
particularly about their degree of autonomy. We next review the
history and current evidence that cultures differ in conceptions of
individual versus collective autonomy.

Culture and Conceptions of Individual
and Collective Autonomy

We propose that cultures differ in their conceptions of individ-
ual versus collective autonomy. Autonomy, the power of an agent
to exert the law set forth by its internal will rather than that of an
external constraint (Kant, 1786/1949), can be possessed by an
individual or by a collective. Mainstream North American social
thinking rests on conceptions of individual autonomy, with the
person characterized as "an independent, self-contained, autono-
mous entity who comprises a unique configuration of internal
attributes such as traits, abilities, motives, and values, and behaves
primarily as a consequence of these internal attributes" (Markus &
Kitayama, 1991, p. 224). The intellectual history of this folk theory
can be traced to the Judeo-Christian belief in the individual soul,
the English legal and philosophical tradition of individual rights,
Adam Smith's economics of individual self-interest, and the exal-
tation of individual freedom in social thinkers such as Nietzsche
and Freud (see Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1985;
Lukes, 1973).

Social thinking that is based on group autonomy, developed
from the Confucian tradition, predominates in East Asian societies
such as China, Korea, and Japan. Central to this tradition is the
Confucian ideal of the community man {qunti de fenzi) or social
being (shehui de renge), the individual who derives both role and
awareness from the social collective to which he or she belongs
(Kubin, 1991). Individuals in East Asian societies are enmeshed in
powerful collectivities such as family, school, and work groups
that both support and constrain through the lifetime (Hu, 1991).
Furthermore, social norms oblige conformity to these groups and
institutions (Hsu, 1948; Su et al., 1999). Groups in collectivist
societies are "able and entitled to know, even regulate, what
individuals do and think in private" (Ho & Chiu, 1994, p. 139).
Confucian conceptions of society take relations to family as a core
metaphor for relations to other groups. Furthermore, obligations to
family must be followed even when they lead to wrongdoing. An
example of how the collective and its role structure produce
wrongdoing is found in The Analects, in which Confucius states
that there is integrity when "a father covers up [wrongdoing] for
his son, [and] a son covers up [wrongdoing] for his father" (trans.
1997, p. 63). The causal role of groups was recognized in tradi-
tional Chinese laws that held groups such as the family responsible
for wrongdoing by individual members. The punishment for the
attempted murder of an emperor was death not solely for the
individual assailant but also for the assailant's entire family (Chiu
& Hong, 1992; Nishida, 1985; Zhang, 1984). In contemporary
Japan, the power of groups is visible in corporate life, in which the

ringi system gives decision-making power to groups rather than
individuals (Erez, 1992).

Consistent with the historical and institutional differences in the
way groups are treated in North American and East Asian cultures,
there is also psychological evidence for differences in the lay
theories guiding everyday inference. Studies of first-person beliefs
about the self suggest that North Americans have an inflated sense
of individual control, whereas East Asians perceive that they
cannot control their destinies independent of groups (for a review,
see Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett, 1998). For example, a
study of managerial students found that North Americans have
stronger expectations of individual control in a performance task,
whereas Chinese have stronger expectations of group control (Ear-
ley, 1994). Also, whereas motivation depends on individual con-
trol over choice of task for Anglo American children, control by
the in-group suffices for Asian American children (Iyengar &
Lepper, 1999).

Similar findings have been reported for third-person beliefs
about other persons among North Americans and East Asians.
Americans assume that individual moral character is fixed and the
social world is fluid, whereas Chinese assume individual moral
character is fluid and the social world is fixed (Chiu, Dweck, Tong,
& Fu, 1997). These different perceptions of stability are associated
with different beliefs about the causal power of individuals and
collectives. Australians are more likely than Japanese to believe
that an individual's attitudes cause behavior (Kashima et al.,
1992), whereas Koreans are more likely than Americans to cite the
situational influences on an individual's behavior (Choi et al.,
1999). In their reactions to violent crimes, Chinese are more likely
than Americans to attribute blame and responsibility to the social
groups associated with the criminals (Morris, 1993). In sum,
cross-cultural studies point to differences in the perceived stability
and causal potency of individual and group attributes. Despite the
strong evidence, research that more directly examines cultural
differences in these beliefs is called for.

Pilot Study: Testing Assumptions

This pilot study checked two presuppositions of our hypothesis.
First, to check that autonomy is ascribed to individuals by North
Americans and to collective-level agents by East Asians, we con-
ducted a pilot survey of beliefs about control among demograph-
ically comparable college student samples in the United States
(/V = 41) and Singapore (N = 99). Second, to distinguish attribu-
tions to group dispositions from other attributions to an individu-
al's environment, we presented participants with a vignette that
concerned an ambiguous outcome and had them rate the plausi-
bility of causes involving a focal individual, focal group, or non-
social environmental factors. We expected that these three types of
attributions would be distinct for both North American and East
Asian social perceivers.

Check of Country Differences in Beliefs

Unlike general values or attitudes, a specific belief can be
measured with a few highly similar items (see Dweck, Chiu, &
Hong, 1995). We measured agreement with the following three
statements, first with individuals as the subject and then with
organizations as the subject:
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In my society, individuals (organizations) take control of the situa-
tions around them and exercise free will.

The rules and laws in my society say that individuals [organizations]
should take control of the situations around them and exercise free
will.

Individuals [organizations] set a course for themselves independent of
the influences surrounding them.

As expected, there was an association between items for individual
autonomy (r = .31. p < .05) and collective autonomy (r = .28,
p < .05), and hence two summary scores were calculated.' As may
be seen in the means by country in Table 1, Americans endorsed
the beliefs related to individual autonomy more than they endorsed
those related to collective autonomy, paired sample r(40) = 3.64,
p < .01, whereas Singaporeans endorsed beliefs related to collec-
tive autonomy more than they endorsed beliefs related to individ-
ual autonomy, paired sample r(98) = —4.80. p < .01. In support
of the predicted divergence in autonomy beliefs, there was a
significant interaction of Country (United States vs. Singapore) X
Level of Actor (individual vs. collective) in the mixed-model
analysis of variance (ANOVA). F(\. 138) = 24.61./; < .01.

Distinguishing Group Attributions From
Nonsocial Attributions

To explore how lay attributors think about collective-level
agency in relation to other kinds of causes, we examined the
structure of attributions for an outcome that could be explained (by
a scientific observer) in three distinct ways: as reflecting the
agency of an individual, as reflecting the agency of a group, or as
reflecting nonsocial situational factors. The outcome involved
social animals rather than humans to make the purpose of the study
less transparent. Participants were placed in the role of an assistant
to a naturalist observing how penguin colonies manage to feed on
fish while avoiding being eaten by killer whales. When an indi-
vidual penguin enters the water, it may reflect individual reckless-
ness and hunger, it may be the result of pressure from the group to
test the waters, or it may simply be an accident caused by wind and
ice:

You are an inexperienced assistant that is observing penguins at the
field site for the first time. It is a cold day and the ice is very slick, so
you carefully find a place from which to watch them. Soon after you
are settled there, you notice a penguin that the other researchers have
nicknamed Peter. Through your binoculars, you see Peter standing for
several minutes at the water's edge. Peter looks excited and is flapping

Table 1
Beliefs About Individuals and Organizations in the
United States and Singapore

Actor
United States

(N = 41)
Singapore
(N = 99)

Individuals
Organizations

4.10*
3.74

3.50*
3.98

Note. The scores represent answers on a 7-point scale, with higher
answers indicating greater belief in the autonomy of that actor. Asterisks
indicate significant simple effects within country.
** p < .01.

Table 2
Individual, Croup, and Nonsocial Dimensions
of Attribution in the Penguin Case

Items
Dimension

1
Dimension

Individual attributions"
Peter was tempted by fish.
Peter was carefree and happy.
Peter wanted to enter.
Peter wanted more fish.
Peter had a lot of energy.

Group attributions11

The flock decided Peter should enter.
The dominant birds wanted Peter to enter.
The flock set an example for Peter.
The flock pressured Peter.
The flock was pushy.

Nonsocial attributions^
The wind pushed Peter in.
The flock slipped on the ice.
The wind pushed the flock in.
Peter slipped on the ice.
The chaos confused Peter.
The cold weather made the water tempting.

0.68
0.55

0.01

0.26

0.59

2.91

1.90

1.73

0.90

0.62

1.74

1.47

1.39

1.21

1.04

1.04

0.89
0.65

0.37

0.21

0.21

0.49

-0.79
-0.01
-0.98
-0.66

-0.19
-0.01
-0.13
-0.21

0.09

0.07

" a = .80. U.S. M = .17. Hona Kong M = .06. h a = .49. U.S. M = .73.
Hona Kona M = .77. ° a = Ts2. US. M = - .62. Hona Kona M = - .57.

his wings energetically. The rest of the flock stands close behind him
making extremely loud squawking noises. They all crowd behind him,
each hoping to be the second penguin in the water after the first one
tests the waters. With a squawk, Peter goes suddenly into the water.
As soon as it is clear Peter is safe, several other penguins enter the
water. After a few minutes, the rest of the flock dives into the water,
eating as much fish as they possibly can.

Table 2 reveals that this vignette was not as ambiguous as planned:
Both cultures preferred group attributions. However, we can still
assess whether these attributions were distinct from nonsocial.
environmental attributions. This vignette contains salient cues that
the individual is the primary agent ("Peter looks excited and is
flapping his wings energetically"), yet also contains other salient
cues that the group is the primary agent ("The rest of the flock
stands close behind him making extremely loud squawking
noises") and plausible nonsocial factors. Participants rated the
importance of a series of specific causes falling into these catego-
ries, which may be seen in Table 2.

We performed an ALSCAL (alternating least squares scaling
analysis) multidimensional scaling procedure on the 16 ratings of
individual, group, and nonsocial factors. The items formed mean-
ingful clusters for both Singapore and the United States, so we
pooled the two countries together. A two-dimensional solution fit,
with the R2 (goodness of fit) = .98 and the poorness of fit (stress)
= .07. The corresponding statistics for the three-dimensional
model were R2 = .99 and poorness of fit = .05, indicating that the
three-dimensional model does not provide significant improve-
ment over the two-dimensional model. The one-dimensional

1 We report average interitem correlation. The significance indicated is
that of the least significant pair of items.
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model, on the other hand, resulted in a substantial decline in fit,
with R2 = .95 and poorness of fit = .13.

Figure 1, which displays the two-dimensional solution, re-
veals three distinct clusters of individual, group, and nonsocial
factors. As is also visible in Table 2, attribution items corre-
sponding to group and nonsocial factors fall on opposite ends of
Dimension 1, suggesting that not only are group and nonsocial

attributions distinct, they are negatively associated in the minds
of the participants responding to this vignette. The individual
items cluster along Dimension 2, which is orthogonal to the
nonsocial group dimension. Despite the fact that this scenario
produced no significant cultural differences in attribution to any
of the three dimensions, the results establish that North Amer-
ican and East Asian social perceivers both detected consequen-

1.5 -

0.5 ;

0 i

5
-0.5 -

-1 i

chaos confused p
cold weather

-1.5 i

f was pushy
dominant birds in f wanted

•

-2 i

-2 .5 •

0 1

Dimension 1

Figure I. Multidimensional scaling analysis revealing three clusters of attribution items, corresponding to
individual agent, collective agent, and nonsocial environment categories, f = flock, p = Peter. For complete
attribution items, see Table 2.
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tial differences between group and nonsocial situational
attributions.

Cultural Theories in the Resolution of Ambiguity

Given preliminary support for our assumptions, we proposed the
hypothesis that differing conceptions of agency in North American
and East Asian societies determine how social perceivers in the
two cultures make sense of ambiguous social events. Figure 2
illustrates our expectations about how the same objective event
would be subjectively construed by perceivers relying on the
individual agent theory and the collective agent theory. The stim-
ulus is an outcome (X) that follows activity by a number of
individuals (A, B, C. D, E, F, and G). Perceivers relying on the
individual agent theory would focus on one plausible individual
(e.g., C), construe that individual as the agent, and causally at-
tribute the outcome to properties of that individual. By contrast,
perceivers relying on the group agent theory would focus on a
plausible collective (e.g., the group of individuals A-G), construe
this group as the agent, and attribute the outcome to properties of
this group.

Several standard methods were used to test the hypothesis about
cultural differences in attribution. We compared the frequency of
individual- and organization-level references in American and
Japanese newspaper reports about a number of incidents. Also, we
measured the perceived weight of dispositional and situational
forces in producing several types of outcomes. A common feature
of the studies is a focus on deviance, action that departs from social
norms. A first reason to focus on deviance is simply that unusual
negative outcomes evoke attributions more than other kinds of
outcomes (Wong & Weiner, 1981). A second reason is that devi-
ance is particularly likely to illuminate the cultural difference
because it involves conflict between an agent and a surrounding
collective. Instances of deviance can be read as impingements of
autonomous individuals on collectives (as when a parasite invades
the body), or they can be read as failures of the collective to reign
in and support a member (as when the body rejects a transplanted
organ). Hence, instances of deviance or transgression are particu-
larly good stimuli for a test of cultural differences to attribution to
individual versus group agents.

Study 1: Focus on Individual and Collective Actors in
Newspaper Explanations

Newspaper analyses of real-life events provide a natural context
through which cultural differences in causal explanations may be
examined (Lee, Hallahan, & Herzog, 1996; Morris & Peng, 1994).
We compared newspaper explanations for "rogue trader" scandals
in leading papers from a Confucian-influenced East Asian society
(Japan) and an individualistic North American society (the United
States) to test the hypothesized difference in focus on individual
and collective actors.2

Method

Materials

Event selection. We selected business scandals in which a particular
individual and an organization were mutually implicated in a negative
outcome. To select several comparable scandals, we searched the ABI/

Objective Social Stimulus

Antecedent Activity Outcome

A

X
D

Subjective Construals of Social Stimulus

Individual Agent Construal

A

B X

G

Collective Agent Construal

X

Figure 2. Hypotheses about how the same social event is construed
differently on the basis of different implicit theories of agency. X =
outcome following activity of individuals; A. B, C, D, E, F, and G =
individuals.

2 Confucian classics were especially popular in Japan during the Edo
period, but other influences, such as Shinto and Buddhist thought, have
also shaped Japanese society extensively.
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Inform database (1972) of business articles for scandals in Japan and the
United States that had evoked appreciable news coverage. We selected
Japan (rather than Hong Kong or China) because of widely noted similar-
ities between recent scandals in Japanese and Western organizations. The
Japanese scandals we selected were Daiwa Bank's 1995 discovery of
Toshihide Iguchi's loss in derivative trading and Yasuo Hamanaka's 1996
unauthorized copper trading at Sumitomo Bank. The American scandal
was Paul Mozer's unauthorized bid in a Treasury auction in 1991, which
his firm, Salomon Brothers, had been aware of but had failed to report to
the government. The final scandal involved the trades of Nick Leeson that
contributed to the 1995 collapse of Britain's oldest bank, Barings. Al-
though Leeson was not an American, his British background made him a
character with whom Americans could readily identify.

In addition to the superficial similarities (all scandals were multimillion
dollar losses that occurred in banks in the same 5-year period, 1991-1996),
these events also had structural parallels. In each, the central individual was
a mid-level manager, not a leader of the organization yet not a low-level
employee. Further, because neither the individual nor the organizational
actor fully controlled the other, causality was not definitively lodged with
either. Hence, from an individual responsibility perspective, each case was
the consequence of an individual employee's transgression. Yet, from a
collective responsibility perspective, each could be viewed as evoked by
organization-level factors such as inadequate management, it is in the
economic self-interest of traders to make double-or-nothing bets if they
have already accumulated career-ending losses. If a firm lacks adequate
controls against this happening, this property of the firm could be seen as
the cause of the loss.

Newspaper selection. We selected newspapers that were comparable in
their quality of news reporting and analysis. In Japan and the United States,
two newspapers with superior reputations are respectively the Asahi Shim-
bun (AS) and The New York Times (NYT). A bilingual research assistant
collected the relevant articles from the original Japanese-language AS and
the NYT.

Article sampling. We sampled every article in each paper about the
scandal during the first 2 weeks in which the story broke. Table 3 shows
that the frequency of articles about each scandal was very similar across
papers.

Procedure

Our first step was to extract the relevant statements from each newspaper
article (Schulman, Castellon, & Seligman, 1989). A hypothesis-blind bi-
lingual extractor identified each of the distinct attributions to an individual
or organization. Because of the structure of these scandals, the attribution
was to either the primary actors, that is, the individual who was involved
with the event (Iguchi, Hamanaka, Mozer, or Leeson), or the firm (Daiwa,
Sumitomo. Salomon, or Barings). The extractor segmented each unit
referring to an actor, transcribed it. and indicated the source (either the
reporter or a cited person). This process yielded 919 units referring to the
focal individual or collective. Articles in the NYT were longer than those in
the AS and consequently yielded more units.3

Following the extraction process, two hypothesis-blind judges coded
whether each unit in question concerned the focal individual or the focal
organization. The first judge coded each of the 919 units and the second
judge coded all of the units for the Daiwa. Sumitomo, and Salomon cases
and the first 50% of the units of each article for the longer Barings case.
The percentage of agreement between these two coders was 85.5%.

Results

Table 4 shows the frequency of explanatory references to indi-
vidual and organizational actors, respectively, in the North Amer-
ican (NYT) and East Asian (AS) newspapers. For Japanese scan-
dals, the NYT referred more to properties of the individual than the
organization, whereas the reverse ordering held in the ,45; for
Daiwa. f ( l , N = 166) = 7.58. p < .01, and for Sumitomo, ; r ( l ,
N = 143) = 21.28, p < .01. Likewise, the NYT emphasized the
individual more and the group less than did the AS for American
scandals. Most dramatically, in the Salomon case the AS did not
make a single explanatory reference to the individual actor and
exclusively discussed organization-level factors, A^U, JV = 84)
= 7.03, p < .01. In the Barings case, whereas the NYT referred
more frequently to the individual than to the organization, the AS
referred more frequently to the organization, X2(l. N = 526)
= 14.79, p < .01. Importantly, as Figure 3 illustrates, the cultural
difference in locus of attribution holds regardless of the culture in
which the scandal took place.

In interpreting the quantitative results, it is instructive to con-
sider the qualitative content of the explanations emphasized by the
American and Japanese papers. One NYT article described Mozer
as "Salomon's errant cowboy" who "attacked his work as aggres-
sively as he hit tennis balls." Another implied Hamanaka's lack of
shrewdness in stating that he "was known more for the volume of
his trades than his aptness." Whereas the lack of organizational
controls was a minor theme of Americans in the NYT. it was a
major theme of Japanese reporters in the AS. Japanese reporters
commented that "somebody in Sumitomo should have recognized
the fictitious trading since documents are checked every day," and
that Daiwa "is embarrassed that its internal controls and proce-
dures were not sufficient to prevent the case."

Discussion

This study showed that cultures differed in their focus on
individual- as opposed to collective-level factors when explaining
a scandal to which both individual and group actors contributed.
Despite the naturalism and validity of newspaper reports, the study
did not establish whether these attribution patterns exist more

Table 3
Number of Articles About Each Scandal in the

Sample Period (Study I)

Scandal

Iguchi at Daiwa
Hamanaka at Sumitomo
Mozer at Salomon Brothers
Leeson at Barings

United States.
The New York Times

12
15
10
39

Japan.
Asahi Shimhu

12
13
7

31

3 The source of attributions was taken into account in two ways. We
selected those ideas in Japanese newspapers expressed by a Japanese
speaker and those ideas in American papers expressed by American or
Western speakers. By using only speakers from within the culture, we
eliminated the complications that could result, for instance, from the NYT
quoting Japanese sources about Japanese scandals. Further, to maintain the
separation in the literature between attributions about the self and other, we
excluded explanations in self-defense. Thus, statements by actors them-
selves, by their lawyers, or by presidents of the affected organizations were
not included because they involved some degree of self-attribution. This
winnowing did not alter the pattern of results.
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Table 4
Number of References to Individuals and Organizations in American

and Japanese Papers (Study I)

Individuals
and

organizations

Iguchi
Daiwa

Hamanka
Sumitomo

Mozer
Salomon

Leeson
Barings

United States, The New
York Times

No. of
references

69
43

62
39

30
43

229
194

% of total

62
38

61
39

41
59

54
46

Japan. Asahi Shimbun

No. of
references

21
33

8
34

0
11

34
69

% of total

39
61

19
81

0
100

33
67

r
7.58**

21.28**

7.03**

14.79**

df

1

1

1

1

N

166

143

84

526

** / ; < .01.

broadly outside the newspaper context and among ordinary social
perceivers rather than reporters.

Study 2: Focus on Individual and Collective Actors in a
Student Survey

Study 2 replicated Study 1 with a survey of college student
attributions for an event within an organization. We presented
American and Hong Kong Chinese (Chinese) undergraduates with
a vignette in which both individual and collective factors contrib-
uted to a negative organizational outcome. Instead of a complex
financial scandal, the outcome in Study 2 was a decline in team-
work and performance in a work group that included a maladjusted
employee. Participants were asked to rate several properties of the
individual and the group that were plausible causes of the decline.

Method

Overview of Design

The study used a 2 X 2 design in which country (United States vs. Hong
Kong) varied quasi-experimentally and level of actor (individual vs. group)
varied within participants.

Participants

We surveyed 41 American students from Stanford University. The
ethnic composition of the sample was as follows: 54% European American,
13% Hispanic, 13% Asian American, and 4% African American; 16% did
not report this information. Of the sample, 39% were men, 46% were
women, and the rest did not report their gender. American participants
were 18.9 years old on average. Fifty-two students at the University of
Hong Kong were also surveyed, all of whom described themselves as
Chinese. Of these students, 31% were men. 69% were women, and they
were 19.7 years old on average.

Stimulus Materials

We presented participants with a vignette (translated into Chinese for
Hong Kong participants) that could be explained by two plausible stories

involving either the individual or the group as the autonomous agent.
Participants could construe the individual as a "free rider" who shirked
obligations toward the group. Alternatively, they could construe the group
as the problematic actor that failed to integrate a member:

In a particular company, a group of coworkers was responsible for
completing a very important project. The project itself involved few
complications, but one problem constantly plagued the group. One
coworker, who we will call "Z," consistently showed up late for
meetings and. worse, missed deadlines. Z had reasonable excuses for
every incident. For example, in one case Z was tied up with an
emergency personal situation, and in another Z came down with a bad
flu. In the final analysis, Z's work did not get done to the group's
satisfaction, and the group was often charged with the responsibilities
that should have been Z's. Group relations suffered, and the members
of the group often lost their patience with Z and became sidetracked
from the project. As a result of these issues, the final product did not
meet expectations of quality.

We asked participants to evaluate "reasons as to why this project was not
as successful as it could have been." We presented a list of possibly
relevant factors, including individual and group dispositions and many
extraneous filler items. The participants rated items on a 7-point scale with
1 — not a cause at all and 7 = most important cause.

Results

As reported in Figure 4, American students were more likely to
endorse individual dispositions, whereas Chinese students were
more likely to endorse group dispositions. Ratings were standard-
ized across items before analysis to control for any cultural dif-
ferences in scale response biases (van de Vijver & Leung, 1996).
Table 5 reports individual disposition (a = .85) and group dispo-
sition (a = .74) items. The individual dispositions that differed
across cultures were "Z was in charge of his own actions and
behaviors," F(l, 88) = 36.75,p< .01, and "Z was irresponsible in
not completing the work," F(l, 88) = 4.63, p < .05. Group items
that differed included "The group was unfriendly to communica-
tion," F(l, 88) = 27.06, p < .01; "The group could have resolved
Z's problems," F(l, 88) = 12.29, p < .01; and "The group was
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unsupportive, unable to handle internal problems," F(\. 88)
= 12.19, p < .01. The summary scores for individual and group
dispositions produced a significant interaction between country
and level of actor, F(l, 89) = 16.52. p < .01.

Discussion

Our hypothesis that North Americans place relatively more
focus on individual persons whereas East Asians place relatively

Individual • G r o u p

•a

.2 3
Q

United States Hong Kong

Figure 4. Dispositional attributions about the individual and group in student responses to a story about a
maladjusted team member (Study 2).
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Table 5
Mean Attribution Scores for a Vignette With Individual and Group Causes (Study 2)

Items
United States

(N = 38)
Hong Kong
(N = 51)

Individual dispositions (a = .85)
Z was in charge of his own actions and behaviors.

Raw scores
Standardized scores

Z was irresponsible in not completing the work.
Raw scores
Standardized scores

Z was inconsiderate to the group.
Raw scores
Standardized scores

Z was a poor worker.
Raw scores
Standardized scores

Z's behavior is rooted in a permanent part of his personality.
Raw scores
Standardized scores

Group dispositions (a = .74)
The group was unfriendly to communication.

Raw scores
Standardized scores

The group could have resolved Z's problems.
Raw scores
Standardized scores

The group was unsupportive, unable to handle internal problems.
Raw scores
Standardized scores

The group was irresponsible.
Raw scores
Standardized scores

The group was selfish, unaccommodating.
Raw scores
Standardized scores

4.71**
.43**

4.92f
.59*

4.84t
.56

4.05
- .01

3.74
- .21

3.11**
-.56**

2.84**
-.76**

4.05**
.05**

3.05
- .63

3.00
- .63

3.21
- .60

4.25
.23

4.33
.35

3.61
- .26

3.25
- .49

4.53
.48

3.80
- .06

4.86
.73

3.35
- .42

3.04
.62

Note. The raw scores represent answers on a 7-point scale with higher answers indicating greater agreement
with the statement. Standardized scores are standardized across items. There were several other individual
disposition items not shown,
t p < .10 (marginally significant). *p < .05. ** p < .01.

more focus on collective-level actors was clearly supported by the
pattern of results in Study 2. However, as in Study 1, Study 2
concerned outcomes that resulted from an interaction of an indi-
vidual and a surrounding group. Because the group formed part of
the situation around a focal individual actor, attributions to dispo-
sitions were not fully distinguished from nonsocial, situational
attributions. Extending our demonstration in the pilot study that lay
attributors distinguish group agents from nonsocial factors in the
environment, we designed our final study to demonstrate that East
Asian attribution to groups does not derive from a general orien-
tation to situations or context.

Study 3: Attribution to Dispositions and Situations for
Individual and Group Acts

Study 3 involved two departures from the previous studies.
First, whereas in Study 1 and Study 2 we analyzed attributions
about individual and group actors only, in Study 3 we introduced
the situation. Our concept of the situation was more specific here
than in prior research, given that we separated the social situation
(which involves group actors) from the nonsocial situation (which
includes chance and task difficulty). Second, in the previous stud-

ies, the group was simultaneously a situation affecting a focal
individual and an actor in its own right. In the group condition of
Study 3, the group was unambiguously an actor affected by its own
set of situational constraints. This provided a clear test of whether
East Asians attribute causality to groups when they are not simply
a situation around individuals but agents instead. We expected an
interaction whereby American dispositionism to individuals would
be accompanied by greater situationalism to groups, and East
Asian situationalism about individuals would be accompanied by
greater dispositionism to groups.

Method

Overview

Study 3 used a 2 X 2 design in which country (United States vs. Hong
Kong) varied quasi-experimentally, and level of actor (person vs. group)
was between participants.

Participants

In this study, we collected data at Stanford University and the Hong
Kong University of Science and Technology. The 89 American students
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had an average age of 19.0. The ethnic composition was 49% European
American, 19% Asian American, 14% African American, 10% Hispanic,
and 8% of other ethnicities. The 100 students from HKUST were 21.2
years old on average, and all reported Chinese ethnicity.

Materials

Hong Kong and American participants were presented (in Chinese and
English, respectively) three cases of wrongdoing—the transgression of a
duty or norm. Half the participants saw vignettes in which the actor was an
individual, and the other half saw an identical vignette in which the actor
was a group. The first two cases, "inequitable employees" and "ineffective
firemen," described transgressions of duty at the workplace. The third,
"rogue cattle," described a transgression by animals. The animal case was
included to test whether cultural differences in attribution reflect theories
rather than concrete, detailed knowledge of the dynamics of managers,
firemen, or other particular social contexts (see Morris & Peng. 1994).

In a small nonprofit organization, the Society to Cure Cancer in
Children, a mid-level employee [group of employees] who had been
working there for a long time was charged with making an important
decision. His [Their] task was to determine pay scales for the rest of
the organization and to determine the value of both his [their] own and
other people's work in the organization. Unfortunately, in the first
year of implementing his [their] plan, gross inequities were discov-
ered. It was determined that the benefits and wage plans favored this
employee [group of employees) overwhelmingly. As a result of this
unfair plan, morale in the organization suffered and much time had to
be spent in order to reorganize the company.

Recently a community had what was its most destructive fire in ten
years. A disturbing event occurred during the fire. From one window
of a building that appeared ready to collapse, a little girl was crying
for help because she had no means of escape. A fireman [team of
firemen] with several years of experience was in full uniform and
prepared with the necessary equipment. He |They] heard the child's
screams but did not enter the building. In the end, the child died in the
fire.

A farmer was grazing a small herd of cattle. One day, things unex-
pectedly went wrong. At first, a bull [the herd] seemed agitated by
something near the farmer. Moments later, the bull |herd] charged
directly at the farmer, who fell to the ground as he was hit by its [their]
impact. The bull [herd] managed to break free from the enclosed area.
It [They] escaped and ran free.

Participants then rated several potential causes generated from a typol-
ogy of achievement attributions in which internality and externality are
crossed with stability and instability (Weiner et al., 1971). They rated three
items that referred to internal, stable properties of the actor (i.e., disposi-
tions). They also rated one item each of the other types: internal, unstable
factors (e.g., effort); external, stable factors (e.g., task difficulty); and
external, unstable factors (e.g., chance). One benefit of using Weiner's
typology was that each of the external items was clearly a nonsocial aspect
of the situation. We list each of the specific items that formed the depen-
dent measures in Table 6.

Following these cases, they rated their agreement with a list of general
social beliefs. We assessed their ratings of statements related to the
autonomy of individuals and of social collectives as an indirect check that
Hong Kong students, despite diverse cultural influences, differ from Amer-
ican students in conceptions of autonomy. The items covered a broad range
of specific topics and were taken from a list of social beliefs designed to be
interpretable across cultures (Leung. 1997).

Results

Check of Country Differences in Beliefs

To check our assumption that Hong Kong differs from the
United States in implicit theories of individual versus collective
autonomy, we assessed the pattern of country differences on pro-
verbial beliefs about tensions between individuals and collectives.
These belief items were assessed individually because they tapped
beliefs about different kinds of social collectives, rather than one
specific belief. As expected, Americans were significantly more
likely to endorse belief's in individual autonomy, such as "Non-
conformity is valuable for society," F(l, 189) = 8.41,/? < .01, and
"Society is most healthy and moral if each individual follows his
or her internal will," F(l, 189) = 19.75, /; < .01. Conversely,
Americans were more likely to reject statements about the limits of
individual autonomy, such as "The company one keeps influence
what one becomes," f ( l , 189) = 6.81, p = .01, and "Children
should be taught that following duty is more important than
following preferences," F(l. 189) = 76.91,/? < .01.

As expected, the reverse pattern held for beliefs about the
autonomy of social collectives. Compared with Americans, Chi-
nese were more likely to endorse statements such as "A coherent
group has a will that is stronger than any individual person," F(l,

Table 6
Summary Measures for Dispositional and Situational Attribution (Study 3)

Scale

Dispositional attribution

Interitem r

Situational attribution

Interitem r

Inequitable managers

Irresponsible
Greedy
Lacked a sense of

fairness
.47**

Difficult task
Unpredictable

complications
.41**

Ineffective firemen

Lacked courage
More concerned about

own safety
Not committed to job

.50**

Difficult task
Chance made the fire

difficult to fight
.15*

Rogue cattle

Aggressive and
dominant

Stubborn
Crazy

.28*

Provocation
Accidental escape

.21**

Note. For average intercorrelation, asterisks indicate the significance of the least significant pair of items in the
group.
* p < .05. ** p < .01.
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189) = 9.29. p < .01; "Strong organizations chart a direction for
themselves and do not let themselves be affected by the pressures
surrounding them." F(l. 189) = 35.96,/? < .01; and "Each nation
follows its own internally directed path through history," F(\, 189)
= 59.40, p < .01. Because this pattern held across several types of
collective actors, it follows that these beliefs result from a general
conception of collectives having stable properties that cause

Attribution Patterns

For each scenario, we averaged the standardized scores for the
three internal, stable items to form a summary score for disposi-
tional attribution. The external, unstable item and external, stable
item were averaged lo form a summary score for situational
attribution.s We used the dispositional and situational attribution
summary scores from each of the three scenarios as dependent
variables in a 2 (country) X 2 (level of actor) X 3 (scenario)
repeated measures ANOVA. There was no three-way effect for
Country X Level of Actor X Scenario for either dispositional or
situational attributions, so we averaged across the three scenarios.

Graphs of dispositional attributions (Figure 5A) reveal that
Americans were more dispositional about acts by individuals than
by groups, whereas Chinese were more dispositional about acts by
groups than by individuals. As reported in Table 7, this Country X
Level of Actor interaction was highly significant, F(l, 184)
= 18.73, p < .01. We conducted a priori tests to determine
whether the interaction followed the predicted form. We assigned
contrast coefficients of + 1 for conditions involving acts by the
agent predicted to be privileged in a culture (the individual in the
United States and the group in Hong Kong) and — 1 for conditions
concerning the agent predicted to be less favored (the group in the
United states and the individual in Hong Kong). The test resulted
in a highly significant contrast.;(185) = 4.28, p < .01. Americans
were significantly more dispositional about individuals than
groups, r(87) = 4.22, p < .01, whereas Chinese exhibited a
marginally significant preference for dispositional attribution to
groups over individuals, f(98) = —1.74, p < .10.

A mirror-image pattern can be seen in graphs of situational
attributions (Figure 5B). Whereas Chinese were much more likely
than Americans to make situational attributions about individuals,
there was no difference between Chinese and American situational
attributions about groups, F(l, 184) = 10.37, p < .01. We again
performed a priori tests to specify the form of this interaction. As
compared with dispositional attributions, we reversed the coeffi-
cients we assigned to the conditions for situational attributions.
Conditions referring to the actor predicted to be privileged in a
culture were assigned contrast coefficients of - 1, and the condi-
tions with the other actor were assigned + 1. Again, these contrasts
were highly significant, /(185) = 3.11, p < .01. For the within-
country simple effects, Americans were significantly more likely
to be situational about groups than individuals, f(87) = -3.17,/? <
.01, whereas there was no significant difference between Chinese
situational attributions to groups and individuals.

Discussion

Study 3 results support our hypothesis that North American and
East Asian perceivers differ in their readiness to infer dispositional

causes depending on whether the actor is an individual or a group.
As Figure 5 illustrates, Americans were more confident in infer-
ring internal, stable causes of acts by an individual than acts by a
group, whereas the opposite was true for Chinese perceivers.
Further. Chinese were more situational than Americans with re-
spect to individual but not group actors. Given our findings that
North American dispositionism and East Asian situationalism arc
specific to the individual level of analysis, we conclude that the
source of cultural differences does not lie in contrasting cognitive
styles (dispositionism vs. situationalism) but in the application of
those styles to the actor privileged by autonomy beliefs in the
society (individual vs. group).

General Discussion

We have argued that social perception and attribution is channeled
by culturally bound theories about the relative autonomy of individ-
uals and collectivities. Through several methods, we replicated pre-
vious findings that North American social perceivers are more likely
than East Asians to attribute causality to individuals and their dispo-
sitions. The novel findings are that East Asians are relatively more
likely than North Americans to focus on, and attribute causality lo
dispositions of, collective-level agents. In Study 1 we found that
American news reporters, compared with their Japanese counterparts,
focused more on the central individuals in financial scandals, whereas
Japanese reporters focused more on the properties of organizations. In
Study 2 we found that American students explained an ambiguous
outcome by emphasizing properties of the individual, whereas Chi-
nese students placed relatively more emphasis on properties of the
group. Study 3 established that the emphasis on the group was
different from a general emphasis on situation or context. Further, in
Study 3 we found that cultures differed in readiness to make dispo-
sitional and situational attributions about persons and groups. Across
several cases, we found that Americans more readily attributed causes
to the dispositions of persons than groups, as compared with Chinese.

Our hypothesis is drawn from the premise that cultures differ in
implicit theories about the autonomy of individual and collective
actors. At two points, we tested this premise directly. An initial pilot
study assessed beliefs of American and Singaporean students about
the extent to which individuals and organizations control their own
destinies. The study revealed a strong interaction effect whereby
Americans were more likely to endorse statements consistent with
individual autonomy and Singaporeans were more likely to endorse
statements consistent with organizational autonomy. Similarly, in
Study 3 we assessed a diffuse set of beliefs relevant to autonomy of
individuals versus collectives such as groups, organizations, and na-
tions. Again, Americans endorsed individual autonomy items whereas

4 Our view is that such beliefs about the world are constructed from
implicit theories but are not equivalent with these theories. Theories may
exist in the form of attentional schemata or automatized procedures (Duff
& Newman, 1997; Gilbert, 1989) rather than as explicit propositional
beliefs. In sum, beliefs are just a different way of measuring the theories of
interest, not necessarily a more proximal measure.

5 Given that the internal, unstable items are not dispositional properties
of the actor, we, of course, did not include them as part of the disposition
summary score. Ratings of the internal, unstable items did not differ
significantly across cultures in any of the three cases.
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Figure 5. Attributions to dispositions and situations around individuals and groups (Study 3).

Chinese were more likely to endorse items concerning the autonomy

of the various collective actors.

Theoretical Implications

The current research contributes to the literature in three ways.
First, it introduces a more precise specification of cultural differ-
ences in attribution patterns. Second, it tests between competing
accounts of the sources of these cultural differences. Third, it
draws attention to the perceiver's interpretations of group actors.

Patterns of Cultural Divergence

The current findings further the effort toward a fine-grained
understanding of patterns of cultural differences in cognition.
Hypotheses about cultural differences in cognitive tendencies were
advanced by early 20th-century anthropologists such as Levy-
Bruhl (1910/1926), who contrasted a "prelogical" mentality in
traditional cultures with a logical mentality more predominant in
Western cultures. These sweeping claims about broad differences
fell from favor because they were both pejorative and underdeter-
mined by ethnographic data (which afford only indirect evidence

about cognition). Since then, most anthropologists and psycholo-
gists have upheld the doctrine of psychic universality, the position
that although tendencies in public behavior differ across cultures,
patterns of private cognition such as attributional biases do not
differ (for a review, see Shore, 1996).

Table 7
Dispositional and Situational Attributions in the Individual and
Croup Conditions (Study 3)

Attributional loci

Dispositional
Individual
Group

Situational
Individual
Group

United States
(individual, N = 48:

group. N = 40)

.20**
-.05

.23**

.55

Hona Kong
(individual, N = 48;

group, N = 52)

- .19t
- .10

.64

.56

Note. Scores are standardized across items. Asterisks indicate a signifi-
cant within-country simple effect of level of actor.
i p < .10 (marginally significant). ** p < .01.
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However, proposals that cognitive tendencies differ across cul-
tures have reemerged in the past 2 decades, on the basis of
evidence from cross-cultural psychological studies (for a review,
see Morris, Nisbett, & Peng, 1995). Initial proposals about the
patterns of difference were less pejorative but no less broad than
those of Levy-Bruhl (1910/1926). For instance, Shweder and
Bourne (1982) drew a contrast between the holistic, contextual
style of inference in non-Western cultures and the analytical,
generalizing style in the West. Yet, as more empirical data has
accumulated, researchers have identified more specific patterns.
For example, Morris and Peng (1994) presented American and
Chinese participants with animated displays of different kinds of
events, some involving mechanical causality (i.e.. one object in-
fluences another's movement) and some involving social causality
(i.e., one actor influences another's action). Cultural differences in
dispositional attribution emerged only in attributions of social
causality, not of physical causality, suggesting they reflect differ-
ences in domain-specific social theories rather than domain-
general cognitive styles. The current research continues this
progress toward a more fine-grained understanding by contrasting
individual actors with group actors. We find that perceivers in
different cultures are equally likely to make dispositional attribu-
tions for action, but their proclivity to make dispositional attribu-
tions depends on the type of actor. Hence, patterns of cultural
divergence are not general across domains or even within the
social domain, but they are specific to the type of actor in question.

Culture and the Process of Attribution

The current findings also help disentangle competing accounts of
where cultural differences originate in the attribution process. Our
account is that cultural socialization and experience determines which
implicit social theories are cognitively accessible to a perceiver as a
basis for tracing an outcome to an agent's disposition. North Amer-
ican and European cultures confer a highly accessible theory of
persons as autonomous agents, whereas East Asian cultures confer a
theory of groups as agents. In particular, two predictions follow from
this interpretation: (a) that relative to North Americans, East Asian
perceivers are more likely to focus on collective-level agents when
explaining an outcome for which the agent is ambiguous, and (b) that
the relative reluctance among East Asian perceivers to make dispo-
sitional attributions for acts by individuals does not extend to acts by
groups. In sum, the current findings support the interpretation that
attribution biases reflect knowledge structures; that is, North Ameri-
cans work with the assumption that individual agents are autonomous
vis-a-vis social collectives, and East Asians work with the assumption
that collective-level agents have some autonomy vis-a-vis individuals.

An alternative account of where cultural differences originate turns
on goals. It has been suggested that cultures differ in the degree to
which they inculcate the aim of dispositional inference in the first
place (Krull, 1993; Shweder & Bourne, 1982). The current findings
disconfirm this interpretation, which predicts that East Asian partici-
pants should be as unlikely to attribute causality to the disposition of
a group actor as they are with respect to an individual actor.

Concurrent with our work, Choi et al. (1999) have proposed that
cultural influences in attribution can be elucidated in terms of the
distinction between dispositional inference and situational adjustment.
In stage models of the attribution process, dispositional inference is an
automatic, heuristic process, whereas situational adjustment is a more

deliberate correction of that initial dispositional inference (for a re-
view, see Gilbert, 1989). Integrating findings from person perception
studies, Choi et al. (1999) argued that the source of cultural differ-
ences lies in the situational adjustment stage. That is. North Ameri-
cans and East Asians possess identical tendencies toward initial dis-
positional judgments, yet East Asians respond more dramatically to
salient situations by adjusting their initial judgments. Although this
account serves well to integrate findings from person perception
studies, it does not fare as well with respect to the current studies. It
does not account for why East Asians are more likely to focus on the
group rather than the individual in responding to an action by an
embedded individual, such as an employee in an organization
(Study 1 and Study 2). Moreover, it does not account for why the
individual-level contrast between North American dispositionism and
East Asian situationalism disappears at the group level of analysis
(Study 3).

Ongoing research further supports our interpretation of the source
of cultural differences in the attribution process. On the basis of
findings that the epistemic motive of need for closure accentuates
reliance on highly accessible knowledge structures (e.g., Kruglanski
& Webster, 1996; Jost, Kruglanski, & Simon, 1998), we tested the
prediction that individuals exhibit cultural biases to the degree that
they have a high need for closure (Chiu, Morris, Hong, Cheng, &
Menon, 1998). As predicted, individuals in North American with a
chronically high need for closure showed accentuated dispositionism
for individual but not group actors, whereas those in Hong Kong with
chronically high need for closure showed accentuated dispositionism
for group but not individual actors (Chiu et al., 1998). In an experi-
ment that manipulated need for closure situationally by putting par-
ticipants under time pressure, we obtained the same pattern of results
(Chiu et al., 1998). Further support for the implicit theory account
comes from evidence that manipulations of cognitive load (which
increase reliance on accessible theories) have culturally divergent
influences (Knowles, Morris, Chiu, & Hong, 1998). A final source of
evidence that culture has its impact through the accessibility of im-
plicit theories comes from a series of priming experiments (Hong,
Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martinez, 1998). Bicultural participants were
randomly assigned to conditions under which they were exposed to
images of North American culture, of Chinese culture, or of neutral
landscapes. Results showed that American versus Chinese cultural
priming skewed subsequent attributions in the direction predicted on
the basis of the predominant social theories in these cultures. That is,
the increased accessibility of Western social theories led perceivers to
attribute causality to individual dispositions, and the increased acces-
sibility of Chinese social theories led perceivers to attribute causality
to group dispositions.

Attributions to Group Agents

A third theoretical contribution of the current research lies in
drawing research attention to attributions for group action and to
the construct of group dispositions. Although a considerable
amount of social cognition is devoted to the understanding of
groups, organizations, and institutions, this aspect of social per-
ception has received very little research attention as compared with
person perception. Perhaps because of the methodological individ-
ualism in psychological research, researchers have assumed that
lay perceivers construe their social worlds in terms of atomistic
individuals (Fiske et al., 1998). Individual- and group-level dispo-
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sitions are on the same epistemic footing (both are abstract con-
structs ascribed on the basis of behavioral regularities). Yet,
whereas Western psychologists have treated individual disposi-
tions as natural and obvious, they have introduced group disposi-
tions only tentatively, if at all.

We suggest that two types of group dispositions deserve attention:
those that involve aggregated traits of individuals within the group
(see Yzerbyt, Rogier, & Fiske, 1998) and those that concern group-
level properties (see Allison, Beggan, Midgley, & Wallace, 1995).
Our studies found interactions with respect to both of these types of
group dispositionism. For example, Study 2 concerned group-level
processes, such as "The group had poor communication." Study 3
concerned individual-level traits applied to the group, such as "The
managers were greedy." We suggest conducting a more systematic
study of both types of group dispositions to further examine their
prevalence within East Asian causal reasoning.

The current findings also suggest that several areas of social cog-
nition research may benefit from considering cultural theories about
groups. Impression formation processes involving expectations of
stability and coherence in group and individual actors (D. L. Hamilton
& Sherman, 1996) may differ depending on cultural theories that
emphasize individual or collective autonomy. Similarly, research on
attributions of responsibility and blameworthiness in East Asian and
North American cultures has proceeded by presenting vignettes about
acts of individual wrongdoing to perceivers in both cultures (V. L.
Hamilton & Sanders, 1992). Our current findings suggest that a fuller
understanding of cultural differences might arise from studies of cases
in which a group is the actor. Finally, our research supports prior
findings about shared responsibility and blame in Chinese societies
(Chiu & Hong, 1992; Morris. 1993).

Issues for Future Research

Although the current studies test the predictions from an implicit
theory interpretation of cultural differences against a competing in-
terpretation in terms of differing orientations, they raise and leave
unanswered numerous related questions that suggest directions for
future research. We review these directions in terms of how the
pattern of results may be sensitive to changes in particular variables,
although the interest, of course, lies not merely in specifying the
pattern of attributions across variables but also in understanding
relevant underlying cognitive processes and structures.

Type of Act

The current studies follow in a tradition of research on culture in
attributions for wrongdoing or deviance (Miller, 1984: Morris &
Peng, 1994). Although acts of deviance are particularly likely to
evoke spontaneous attributions, given that they are unusual and neg-
atively valenced outcomes (Wong & Weiner, 1981), they are by no
means the only kind of act to evoke attributional processing nor the
only kind for which cultures differ. To name just one example,
attributions for achievement have also received cross-cultural study,
with some findings pointing to a pattern in which internal, stable
factors are accorded more weight by North Americans than by East
Asians (Hess, Chang, & McDevitt, 1987). Although patterns of cul-
tural differences in the achievement domain resemble those in the
deviance domain, they are not exactly the same; for example, internal,
unstable factors such as effort seem to be particularly important to

East Asians in the achievement domain. Most likely the implicit
theories involved are distinct from but related to the ones applied to
deviance. In cross-cultural studies of attribution for achievements by
groups, it would be interesting to assess whether East Asians accord
more weight to internal, stable factors at the group level, or whether
their emphasis on internal, unstable factors carries across to their
inferences about group achievements.

Type of Actor

Questions concerning the type of individual or group actor
would be worth addressing in future studies. First, the current
results suggest an answer to a puzzle concerning cultural variation
in a pattern of attribution taken to reflect ethnocentrism. The
typical finding in studies with Western participants is that nega-
tively valenced acts by out-group individuals are more likely to be
attributed to negative dispositions than those by in-group individ-
uals (Pettigrew, 1979). However, attempts to replicate this finding
in Chinese cultural settings have not been successful (Morris &
Peng, 1994), a surprising finding given the importance of the
boundary between the in-group and out-group in Chinese culture
and other manifestations of ethnocentrism. The current findings
suggest that the problem may be that researchers have looked in
the wrong place for the negative dispositional attributions that
support Chinese ethnocentrism—they have looked at attributions
to individuals rather than attributions to groups.

Another direction for future research is how cultural patterns of
attribution for acts by groups depends on the type of group. For
instance, a recent investigation (Lickel et al., 1998) distinguished
the following four group types: intimacy groups (family, friends),
task groups (committees, work groups), categories of individuals
with a common characteristic (religion, nationality, gender), and
temporary loose associations (people at a bus stop, the audience of
a movie). These clusters were formed from a larger set of groups
varying on dimensions such as interaction frequency and similarity
of group members. The first two types—intimacy and task
groups—are perceived to be more entity-like (higher in entitativ-
ity) than the second two types—categories and associations. Our
expectation is that the cultural theory of collective autonomy in
East Asian cultures applies to the first two types but not the
second. Hence, we expect that the cultural difference in the ten-
dency to attribute group outcomes to group dispositions holds for
groups that are high in entitativity.6

6 Because this paper concerns the contrast between implicit theories
about individuals in North America and collectives in East Asia, it gener-
alizes across different types of collective actors and the diverse countries
within those regions. However, as a reviewer of this article has noted, one
variation obscured in the broad strokes of this generalization is that East
Asian countries may differ in their primary group orientation. Scholars
have argued that in China the primary collective unit may be the family,
whereas in Japan it is the larger social unit, such as the village, company,
or nation (Nakane, 1973; Tobin, Wu, & Davidson. 1989). In addition to the
broad contrast between North Americans and East Asians, the variation in
implicit theory within East Asia may produce different attributional pat-
terns within those cultures.
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