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Abstract 

Individualism (IND)-collectivism (COL) has been the most popular dimension separating the West from the East. As 

the recent findings relating to IND-COL by national and ethnic groups become divergent, however, some investigators 

are challenging IND-COL as the most representative framework dividing into the West and the East. For this reason, 

focusing on some issues that are supposed to cause inconsistent findings regarding IND-COL, it requires making 

IND-COL investigations examined and, in turn, elaborated. In the context of supporting the elaboration, this review 

tries to provide some suggestions as follows. First, it is necessary to analyze and set up the concept of IND-COL 

precisely. Second, cultural psychologists need to elaborate instruments and introduce social-ecological variables, 

cultural products, and qualitative approach. Third, there need to diversify the sampling target. Fourth, future research 

requires specifying the sampling target more specifically. Fifth, IND-COL studies need to solve the issue due to the 

level of analysis. 
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1. Introduction 

Individualism (IND)-collectivism (COL) has held the top spot among representative dimensions distinguishing the West 

from the East for many years (Schwartz, 1990; Triandis, 2004; Triandis & Gelfand, 1998). In general, IND assumes that 

individuals are independent of one another whereas COL supposes that groups bind and obligate individuals (Hofstede, 

1980). As such, individualistic culture supports a view of self as self-directed, autonomous, and separate from others 

and focuses on discovering and expressing differences among members (Santos, Varnum, & Grossmann, 2017; Zha, 

Walczyk, Griffith-Ross, Tobacyk, & Walczyk, 2006). Conversely, collectivistic cultures emphasize mutual obligations, 

harmonies, and expectations based on statuses and give priority to in-group goals rather than personal goals (Schwartz, 

1990; Triandis, 2004).  

So far, a substantial body of research showed that IND-COL, which reflects distinctly contrasting worldview, 

influenced various components of individuals and organizations. Specific components can be self-construals, 

personality, creativity, locus of control, communication, conversational style, well-being, help-seeking, and workplaces 

(Kim et al., 1996; Hofstede, 2006; Markus & Kitayama, 2010; Merkin, 2018; Sandoval & Lee, 2006; Spector et al. 

2001; Wated & Sanchez, 2015; Zha et al., 2006). To be more specific, arguing sociocultural backdrop of personality, 

Kim et al. (1996) showed that IND-COL influenced self-construals which, in turn, was correlated with conversational 

styles. Analyzing on data collected from managers in twenty-four nations, Spector et al. (2001) also found that 

IND-COL showed a substantial relationship with an internal locus of control, and, subsequently, the results at the 

ecological level coincided with the previous research supporting the salutary effect of internal locus of control on 

well-being. Besides, Sandoval and Lee (2006) revealed that collectivist norms incite individuals to reduce differences as 

soon as possible and facilitate more interdependencies than individualist ones do and, consequently, there would be 

more common help-seeking in collectivist organizations, compared with individualist ones.  

However, some recent findings have shown that individualistic-collectivistic difference between Americans and East 

Asians, who respectively represent the West and the East, was somewhat divergent (Benet-martínez & 

Karakitapoğlu-aygün, 2003; Matsumoto, Weissman, Preston, Brown, & Kupperbusch, 1997; Oyserman, Coon, & 

Kemmelmeier, 2002). As a good example, Oyserman et al. (2002) performing meta-analysis found that the effect size 
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was not only small, but also applied to only Chinese groups, objecting the instrument, classification, measurement 

method, and even concept itself. Other than that, Matsumoto et al. (1997) found not only that collectivistic level was 

significantly different in Japanese and Korean sample belonging to the same East Asian, but also that Japanese sample 

was not more collectivistic than the American sample. As a result of reviewing these recent results, some researchers 

(Chen, 2015; Santos et al., 2017) raised the possibility that it reflected cultural acculturation through rapid globalization 

and modernization.  

Inevitably, IND-COL, which has enjoyed enormous popularity as the framework of distinguishing the West and the East, 

is in an overall crisis for the first time since IND-COL made an appearance in cultural psychology (Benet-martínez & 

Karakitapoğlu-aygün, 2003; Fiske, 2002; Matsumoto et al., 1997; Schwartz, 1990). However, even Oyserman et al. 

(2002) who sharply criticized IND-COL investigations admitted that IND-COL was still the significant viewpoint. 

Besides, Fiske (2002) who cut cultural psychologists’ IND-COL works to pieces suggested some alternatives to 

overcome the limitation of IND-COL works. Moreover, some researchers still supported IND-COL as pretty good 

framework separating the West from the East until quite recently (Hamamura, 2012). After all, if investigators accept 

criticism of IND-COL research actively and advance, this challenge would be a blessing in a guise that IND-COL is a 

lot more elaborated rather than wholly dismissed in cultural psychology. As a way for an elaboration, therefore, this 

study will discuss five suggestions for solving some issues regarding IND-COL works which researchers have raised. 

The five issues to solve are about clarifying the concept, elaborating the method to measure and study, diversifying the 

sampling target, specifying the sampling target, and solving issue due to the level of analysis.  

2. Literature Review 

As mentioned above, this study intends to discuss suggestions along with some issues centering on clarifying the 

concept, elaborating the method to measure and study, diversifying the sampling target, specifying the sampling target 

in more detail, and solving issue due to the level of analysis as follows.  

First, it requires examining precisely and establishing the concept of IND-COL through in-depth and insightful 

discussion among many investigators. To this day, cultural psychologists have defined the concept of IND-COL 

differently. Initially, Hofstede (1980) considered it as the opposite attributes in the same dimension, whereas Triandis 

(2004), Triandis and Gelfand (1998) saw it as horizontal and vertical IND-COL. Psychologists supporting these many 

dimensions argued that IND-COL could coexist in society instead of the opposite attributes in the same dimension 

(Schwartz, 1990). Furthermore, Oyserman et al. (2002) emphasized on requiring a tighter operationalization of 

IND-COL, suggesting the introduction of the core concepts such as the personal independence (for individualism) and 

the obligation and duty to the in-group (for collectivism). With criticizing this loose operationalization, Oyserman et al. 

(2002) expressed an opinion that many IND-COL tests were likely to measure such different concepts due to these 

different IND-COL concepts.  

Contrary to Oyserman et al. (2002), Fiske (2002) objected a perspective of IND-COL researchers, suggesting that 

culture is a socially transmitted or constructed constellation consisting of practices, symbols, values, norms, institutions, 

constitutive rules, artifacts, modifications of the physical environment, and others. Considering the concept of culture 

that Fiske (2002) proposed, we should never understand culture as a trait of an individual, nor can understand it as the 

mean scores of the traits of some group configured with individuals. In other words, according to Fiske (2002), even if 

we include the core concepts of IND-COL through a tighter operationalization as Oyserman et al. (2002) suggested, it is 

not culture. Furthermore, Fiske (2002), like Schwartz (1990), determinedly mentioned that IND is not the opposite of 

COL. Building on above discussion, there is a need to establish the concept of IND-COL through thoughtful discourses 

among investigators in a variety of areas including psychologists, anthropologists, and sociologists. As a result of 

earnest discourses and critical reflection, it is expected that cultural psychologists may be willing to make participant 

observation, with the acceptance that culture is a socially transmitted or constructed constellation. The practical and 

specific discussion surrounding the concept of IND-COL will be continued in dealing with the method to measure and 

research IND-COL, as described below. 

Second, cultural psychologists need to not only elaborate objective instruments but also introduce social-ecological 

variables, cultural products, and qualitative approach actively. To do this, researchers construct preliminary tests 

assessing the correct constructs of IND-COL and then go through validation procedure for developing an elaborate test 

(Matsumoto et al., 1997; Triandis, 2004; Triandis & Gelfand, 1998). In fact, Matsumoto et al. (1997), Triandis (2004), 

and Triandis and Gelfand (1998) made much effort to construct an IND-COL test with higher reliability and validity. 

Nonetheless, Oyserman et al. (2002) still raised strong objections to existing IND-COL tests. Thus, in an objective 

IND-COL test, there is a need to contain the core concepts which Oyserman et al. (2002) suggested. Besides, 

researchers need to integrate social-ecological variables into an IND-COL test. Such variables are subsistence, 

economic systems, religion, kinship systems, relational models, sex, food, institutions and practices as social-ecological 
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variables which Fiske (2002) suggested. Except for measuring these adequate contents, of course, there need to explore 

the appropriate methods to measure such contents. The reason relates to Fiske’s comment (2002) that items, which were 

composed of first-person statements, are challenging to assess culture appropriately. In addition to this, it is necessary to 

consider that participants can be a bit strange to such an IND-COL test in a particular culture. After all, investigators 

need to search for the method to measure appropriate contents adequately. 

Except for effort to improve the reliability and validity of an IND-COL test, investigators need to introduce particular 

situations, cultural products, depth interview, and participant observation (Fiske, 2002; Georgas, van de Vijver, & Berry, 

2004; Kim et al., 1996; Morling & Lamoreaux, 2008). First of all, it may provide a small sample with some particular 

communication situations (for example, request situations), reflecting related phenomenon, and observe the response of 

participants (Kim et al., 1996). Above these, Morling and Lamoreaux (2008) analyzed cultural products such as texts, 

media, and physical object except for appropriate statistics to calculate the effect size and, in turn, obtained a positive 

effect. Further, IND-COL researchers should consider depth interview and participant observation if possible. In 

particular, if the long-term participant observations were available, participant observers would be able to understand 

even phenomena to hardly measure via an objective instrument, for example, a naïve dialectic in East Asia. Indeed, a 

naïve dialectic, which accepts contradiction and expects a change in everyday life (Peng & Nisbett, 1999), is seldom 

assessed accurately by an objective test. Perhaps the primary reason is due to social desirability except for the unique 

characteristics of culture. Similarly, any components of IND-COL, just as naïve dialectic, can hardly be revealed by an 

objective IND-COL test. Therefore, there needs to explore the appropriate method to understand a culture. 

Consequently, to read a culture adequately, cultural psychologists can try to administer an objective test including core 

elements and social-ecological variables in the whole samples (Chen et al., 2015; Georgas & Berry, 1995; Georgas et al., 

2004). Along with this, they will be able to apply some particular situations, cultural products, depth interview, or 

participant observation to some samples (Hamamura, 2012).  

Third, the sampling target should be diversified, contrary to many studies that mainly used college samples. In fact, 

college students may be the samples of many studies thanks to the availability of sampling. Whether the West or the 

East, however, the college students generally are more individualistic than other groups, and, consequently, are less 

likely to be a difference of the West and the East (Oyserman et al., 2002). The reason for that lies in that they have a 

higher level of education, come from a higher socioeconomic background, and usually are the least restricted by others, 

job, and time and place. Moreover, now when individualism increases all over the world by recent acceleration of 

globalization, there is a possibility that college students may be exposed to such a trend (Chen, 2015; Santos et al., 

2017). As a result, college students have high chance to be the primary beneficiary of modernization effect.  

Objecting Some researchers(Oyserman et al., 2002; Santos et al., 2017), however, Fiske (2002) presented the 

contradictory findings that nonstudent samples tended to be smaller IND differences between European Americans and 

Asian Americans, compared with student samples. From a slightly different angle, furthermore, IND-COL may relate to 

even cultural heritage theory except for modernization effect (Hamamura, 2012). As a result, the opinions of Fiske and 

Hamamura imply that college student samples did not cause small effect sizes for IND-COL differences between 

Americans and East Asians. As such, researchers need to beware lest should jump to a hasty conclusion that college 

student samples cause no difference or a razor-thin margin in IND-COL between Americans and East Asians. 

Considering both sides as noted above, cultural psychologists need to diversify a sampling target for understanding 

various cultural complexions and enhancing the generalizability of the results, regardless of whether or not the 

significant difference exists.  

Fourth, researchers should need to specify the sampling target in more detail. That is, there is a need to subdivide East 

Asian into Korean, Japanese, and Chinese and at the same time do American into European, African, and Latin 

American. The reason for this lies in that, even if some countries are in the same continental, there can be a delicate 

difference from country to country because each country still holds indigenous cultural legacies, being seldom offset by 

rapid globalization and modernization effect (Hamamura, 2012). Indeed, Koreans and Japanese wake up to a realization 

of the fact that they differ from each other. Some investigations already confirm some individualistic-collectivistic 

difference among Korean, Chinese, and Japanese and between European and Hispanic Americans (Benet-martínez & 

Karakitapoğlu-aygün, 2003; Matsumoto et al., 1997; Oyserman et al., 2002). To put it concretely, Matsumoto et al. 

(1997) found that Japanese sample, unlike South Koreans, was not more collectivistic than American sample, and, 

surprisingly, South Koreans are more similar to Americans far away in values and behaviors regarding family, rather 

than Japanese.  

For many years, however, a substantial body of research on individualistic-collectivistic difference still have just 

lumped race or nation together as American, Asian American, or East Asian (Benet-martínez & Karakitapoğlu-aygün, 

2003; Hammack, 2018; Zha et al., 2006). Even, when investigators specify sampling targets such as Korean, Japanese, 

and Chinese, African American, and Hispanic American in the investigations comparing the East with the West, nearly 
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most investigators tended to do so in only one of compared two groups. Usually, this problem raised in IND-COL 

research was attributed to the availability of sampling. Other reason can be US centered grouping such as Americans 

and Asians, albeit Korean, Japanese, and Chinese and so on exist within Asian (Hammack, 2018). Whatever the reason, 

to understand a culture correctly, researchers must select the appropriate sampling target to the research purpose, hardly 

depending on the convenience of sampling and US-centered grouping. 

Fifth, it needs to solve the issue due to the level of analysis when investigators study individualistic-collectivistic 

differences by the Western and the Eastern culture. Typically, cross-cultural psychologists try to grasp the relationship 

between individual behaviors and the cultural contexts in which they are shaped and revealed (Georgas et al., 2004). At 

this time, researchers typically measure individual responses to an IND-COL test by self-report, yield mean scores for a 

cultural sample and then regard them as a nation’s IND-COL scores (Benet-martínez & Karakitapoğlu-aygün, 2003; 

Georgas & Berry, 1995; Nakata, 2009). In fact, these nation’s IND-COL scores are essentially psychological and are 

measured according to the psychological procedure. Nonetheless, researchers tend to equate these nation’s IND-COL 

scores with IND-COL indicators assessed at the national level. Consequently, this process causes onomastic fallacy, in 

which the name of a nation is utilized to identify the culture and serves as a substitute for the cultural variables that 

account for the cultural phenomenon (Georgas & Berry, 1995; Georgas et al., 2004; Nakata, 2009). To obtain a nation’s 

adequate IND-COL indicators, conversely, investigators need to study cultures at ecological contexts with ethnographic 

methods, utilizing concepts that relate populations to their habitat (Georgas et al., 2004).  

Continually, onomastic fallacy, as has just been mentioned, leads to a tautology, too. The reason is caused by the fact 

that, after assuming mean of individual IND-COL scores as a nation’s IND-COL indicators, investigators try to test 

various individual traits by these assumed nation’s IND-COL indicators. In this way, if researchers use these assumed 

nation’s IND-COL indicators as a predictor variable, the correlations between a nation’s IND-COL indicators and 

various individual traits are more likely to be high (Benet-martínez & Karakitapoğlu-aygün, 2003). Those significant 

relationships would be similar to a tautology. Criticizing this tautological phenomenon, accordingly, Smith (2004) 

emphasized the necessity of using a nation’s real IND-COL indicators rather than a nation’s IND-COL scores assessed 

at the individual level. To overcome onomastic fallacy and tautological phenomenon due to the level of analysis, finally, 

psychologists should study cultural contexts directly and independently and use a nation’s real IND-COL indicators 

(Georgas & Berry, 1995; Georgas et al., 2004; Fiske, 2002; Nakata, 2009).  

3. Conclusion 

The above discussion provided some suggestions focusing on issues such as clarifying the concept, elaborating the 

method to measure and study, diversifying the sampling target, specifying the sampling target in more detail, and 

solving issue due to the level of analysis which researchers have mainly raised. As we have seen, fortunately, some 

psychologists already seemed to be searching for a way of solving some issues exposed (Chen et al., 2015; Fiske, 2003; 

Hamamura, 2012; Morling & Lamoreaux, 2008; Santos et al., 2017). As an example, performing a meta-analysis 

including cultural products, Morling and Lamoreaux (2008) got larger effect size than Oyserman et al. (2002) did. Such 

result can be considered as a little fruit that investigators elaborated IND-COL research, and perhaps this effort for 

elaborating IND-COL research continuously produce a more meaningful and precious lot of findings. As a result, taken 

together, the severe criticism, which Oyserman et al. (2002) and Fiske (2002) did, appear to serve as the best booster for 

a renewal of IND-COL research. That is, they spurred cultural psychologists to look at the unique area of culture just as 

they are rather than to categorize and compare hastily. Following this momentum, it is expected that cultural 

psychologists continuously seem to make the most of opportunities of not only elaborating research methods and 

measurements, but also taking an interest in subjective, dynamic, and changing aspects of this topic. Along with this 

trend, as rapid modernization and globalization emerge throughout the world, the discussion among psychologists on 

this topic cannot be the same appearance it used to be. Finally, by the change of times, though emerging issues relating 

to cultural psychology will a little change, the topic of IND-COL is expected to produce meaningful and advanced 

studies continually.  
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