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CULTURE AND IMPLICIT THEORIES

edge-intensive, which is to say ITA-based, processing.
Accuracy motive was examined in a study of U.S. and
Hong Kong news articles for events assumed to be of
high and low importance, respectively. Analyses of the
prevalence of attributions to dispositions found stron-
ger cultural differences in responses to unimportant
events, as would be expected from a low accuracy mo-
tive (Lee, Hallahan, & Herzog, 1996). Cognitive busy-
ness was investigated in an experiment by Knowles,
Morris, Hong, and Chiu (in press) using the standard
paradigm of Jones and Harris (1967), in which partici-
pants hear a speaker advocate a controversial political
position and then judge the speaker’s true attitude. As-
cribing an attitude corresponding to speech follows
from attributing the speech to the person’s dispositions
rather than to the situation. Participants were either
burdened with a simultaneous task (high cognitive
load) or were given nothing to do but concentrate on
the attribution task (low load). Results showed that
cognitive load had the effect of increasing
dispositional attribution among American participants
(replicating findings by Gilbert et al., 1988), but not
among a matched sample of Hong Kong Chinese par-
ticipants. In other words, a cultural difference ap-
peared in the high cognitive load condition (because
Americans relied on their applicable theory of persons
as agentic, whereas Chinese had no applicable theory)
but not the low load condition (where neither Ameri-
cans nor Chinese relied on a theory of agency in inter-
preting the stimulus).

Related to cognitive load is Kruglanski’s (1990) no-
tion that some conditions elicit an epistemic state of
wanting a quick solution, or need for closure (NFC).
NFC is also a property on which persons vary
dispositionally, with some individuals having a
chronic desire for an orderly, unambiguous reality and
others having the opposite wish (Kruglanski, 1989,
1990). C. Y. Chiu, Morris, Hong, and Menon (2000)
tested a hypothesis relating NFC to cultural differ-
ences, based on the idea that NFC increases reliance on
accessible knowledge structures and hence should in-
crease reliance on ITAs in relation to applicable stim-
uli, thus increasing cultural biases in dispositional
attribution. In one study, the independent variable was
an individual difference NFC scale developed by Web-
ster and Kruglanski (1994). Participants from Hong
Kong and the United States read a vignette about a
medicine mix-up in a pharmacy that resulted in illness.
Participants rated attributions to dispositions of the
pharmacy worker and dispositions of the organization.
A three-way interaction between culture, NFC, and ac-
tor type revealed that, among Americans, NFC was as-
sociated with increased dispositionism about
individual actors but not group actors, whereas among
Chinese it was associated with increased dispos-
itionism about group actors but not individual actors. A

second study operationalized NFC with a situational
manipulation of time pressure (C. Y. Chiu et al., 2000,
Experiment 2). Participants read the aforementioned
cattle vignette and were randomly assigned to one of
the 2 (actor: individual or group) x 2 (time pressure:
low or high) conditions. Again, a three-way interaction
emerged between culture, NFC, and actor type in
predicting dispositional attribution. Time pressure,
which induced NFC, increased American attributions
to individual dispositions and increased Chinese attri-
butions to group dispositions. Interestingly, these stud-
ies found that the principles governing NFC are alike
across cultures; that is, it increases reliance on chroni-
cally accessible implicit theories. Yet the contrasting
contents of their respective implicit theories means
that the judgment outcomes of American and Chinese
perceivers are pushed in different directions by the in-
troduction of NFC: increased attribution to individual
dispositions by Americans and to group dispositions
by Chinese. These parallels are problematic for the
cognitive style account, which presumes qualitative
differences in the cognitive principles of American and
Chinese perceivers.

A final research program favoring the dynamic ITA
account over an account in terms of continuously pres-
ent cognitive styles is premised on the notion that re-
cently primed knowledge structures are more likely
than others to be activated in the interpretation of a stim-
ulus (Higgins, 1996). The priming of cultural knowl-
edge structures has been discussed in relation to
bicultural individuals who experience the dynamic
shifting of their accessible interpretive frames based on
environmental cues that prime one or the other set of cul-
tural schemas. In a series of experiments, Hong, Morris,
Chiu, and Benet-Martinez (2000) primed Chinese
American bicultural participants (individuals selected
for having acquired both Chinese and Anglo American
implicit theories) with iconic images associated with ei-
ther Chinese or American cultures or with neutral con-
trol condition images. The cultural icons included
symbols (Chinese dragon vs. American flag), famous
cultural figures (Stone Monkey vs. Superman), and
landmarks (the Great Wall vs. the Capitol building). Af-
ter the priming manipulation, in a purportedly separate
study, participants were asked to make attributionsinre-
sponse to ambiguous social stimuli. As predicted,
perceivers primed with Chinese icons exhibited a trend
toward attributing to group dispositions; those primed
with American icons showed a trend toward attributing
to individual dispositions (with the neutral prime condi-
tion in between). Further studies varying the structure of
the social stimuli found that the priming manipulation
only influenced judgments if cultural theories were ap-
plicable to the stimulus. In sum, priming studies high-
light the dynamism and domain specificity of cultural
differences in social judgment.
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Summary of Insights About Culture

Having reviewed the evidence from tests of our ITA
model of cultural differences in dispositional attribution,
we arrive at several insights for cultural psychology.

1. Cultural influences on cognition are do-
main-specific and dynamic, not sweeping and static.
They arise from a knowledge activation process that is
contingent on specifics of the stimulus and contingent on
the perceiver’s cognitive state. The many failures to rep-
licate broad cultural differences that have stirred contro-
versy in cross-cultural psychology may be symptomatic
of the fact that researchers have looked for broad pat-
terns rather than nuances and moderating conditions.
Research on knowledge activation has enabled increas-
ingly precise models in some areas of social psychology
(Higgins, 1996). Cultural psychology stands to inherit
this wealth of insight.

2. Although middle-range theories, such as our ac-
count of dispositional attribution in terms of ITAs, en-
able precise predictions about a given psychological
process, they do not suffice by themselves. As we have
seen, this model of cognitive process is embedded
within broader metatheories, such as the epidemiologi-
cal theory of cultural representations (Sperber, 1996).
Also in the background are frameworks describing the
constellation of psychological tendencies associated
with particular cultures, such as American and Chinese
cultures (see Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan, in
press). This level of analysis looks for coherence at the
level of a homeostatic system of institutions, practices,
and psychological tendencies, rather than necessarily
at the level of individual differences. These frame-
works underlie assumptions about which specific ITAs
will be prominent in which cultures.

3. Finally, divergences across cultures in judg-
ment outcomes do not necessarily reflect qualita-
tively different psychological principles. Although
results from tests of the ITA model, suchasthe C. Y.
Chiu et al. (2000) study of NFC, suggest that
dispositional attribution occurs with regard to differ-
ent kinds of social perception targets for American
and Chinese perceivers, results also highlight that
principles governing dispositional attribution—the
processes operating, boundary conditions relevant,
and functions served—are strikingly parallel in the
two cultures. Overall, rather than antipodean cul-
tures with incommensurably divergent mentalities,
our findings suggest that Americans, on the one side,
and Chinese, on the other, exhibit delimited differ-
ences alongside of many commonalities. Moreover,
the qualitative differences between the patterns on
the two sides may belie a deeper isomorphism. As in
the famous images of the artist M. L. Escher, such as
Day and Night (see Hofstadter, 1979, p. 252), quali-
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tative differences can arise out of a common organiz-
ing principle.

Conclusion

We began with the argument that implicit theories
of agency provide a key to integrating the social per-
ception of persons and groups. We have seen that the
ITA construct also serves as a keystone in that it con-
nects two literatures—implicit theories and cultural
psychology—and enables them to support to each
other by providing new insights. As we have seen, the
insights resulting from this integration are plentiful,
and they generally suggest that attributions—about
persons and groups, by American and Chinese
perceivers—follow general principles. But particulars
differ. For example, much of what social psychology
has learned from Western studies of person perception
may greatly elucidate some group perception phenom-
ena, yet not group perception by Westerners but rather
by Chinese! One of the perennial benefits of consider-
ing cultural differences is the critical reflection on
one’s scientific assumptions that it spurs, which ex-
poses new parallels and new problems.!3
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