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T his study examined the validity of situational view on culture-specific behaviours focusing on self-evaluation. Two
experiments with American students as samples were conducted to examine whether priming their self-construals

would affect individuals’ self-evaluation. In Experiment 1, the participants’ self-evaluation was compared across different
conditions of primed self-contruals. In Experiment 2, the participants were split into 2 groups based on their initial default
self-consturals and, the self-evaluations were compared across the 2 groups after priming self-contruals. The results
demonstrated that although the participants’ self-evaluation was initially in accord with their default self-construal, it
changed into accord with the primed self-construals. The findings supported the proposed cultural game player view.
Implications on situational view of self-evaluation are also discussed.
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Although maintaining positive self-evaluation has been
long viewed as a universal human need (Alicke, Klotz,
Breitenbecher, Yurak, & Vredenburg, 1995; Taylor &
Brown, 1988; Tesser, 1988), this view is under debate
between two groups of psychologists. The one group,
comprising mainly cultural psychologists, claims that
East Asians do not show self-enhancement as much
as Westerners but are rather inclined to view them-
selves more critically (Heine & Hamamura, 2007; Heine,
Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, 1999; Kim & Markus,
1999). In contrast, the other group (Brown & Kobayashi,
2002; Kim, Lee, & Gim, 2011; Sedikides, Gaertner, &
Toguchi, 2003) argues that positive self-view is a univer-
sal human need, though the mechanism underlying it is
different across cultures.

A main theoretical issue in the psychology of
self-evaluation is how to interpret this culture-specific
behaviour. First, dispositional view supporters (Heine
& Hamamura, 2007; Kim & Markus, 1999; Markus &
Kitayama, 1991) claim that cultural components such as
values and norms are internalised in individuals through
socialisation process and then, they are expressed in
individuals’ culture-specific behaviours through the
mediation of cultural self-construals. However, there
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is inconsistency in holding a dispositional view with
regard to culture. For example, Kanagawa, Cross, and
Markus (2001) argue that self-evaluation is influenced by
situational variation, demonstrating that the stability of
Japanese people’ self-concepts, compared with Ameri-
cans, is more affected by situations. Furthermore, there is
claim that independent self affects individuals more dis-
positionally, whereas interdependent self is more sensitive
to situational factors (Levine et al., 2003). Thus, although
most supporters of the dispositional view tend to treat
culture as a trait-like construct, which implies that indi-
viduals should consistently show either self-enhancement
or self-criticism regardless of situational contexts, their
empirical evidence is inconsistent.

On the other hand, situational view supporters inter-
pret culture-specific behaviours are rather determined by
the contexts that individuals face and their active roles to
judge these contexts (Brown & Kobayashi, 2003; Hong
& Mallorie, 2003; Yamagishi, Hashimoto, & Schug,
2008). Slight differences also exist within the situational
view camp. The dynamic cultural constructivist theory
(Hong & Mallorie, 2003) views that the cognitive struc-
ture activated at a given moment guides individuals’
cultural behaviours so that the influence of culture is
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predominantly an automatic process. On the other hand,
the self-presentation theory claims that individuals may
privately hold positive self-views but present the self in
a more modest way to make a good impression to and
receive acceptance from others (Baumerister, Tice, &
Hutton, 1989; Schlenker & Leary, 1982).

Integration: Cultural game player view

Regarding this puzzling issue, Yamagishi et al. provide
a compelling alternative explanation through a series of
studies (Hashimoto, Li, & Yamagishi, 2011; Yamagishi
et al., 2008, 2012). They distinguish two ways in which
culture affects individuals’ culture-specific behaviours:
cultural agent and cultural game player views.

The cultural agent view is similar to the dispositional
approach adopted by cultural psychologists. The cul-
tural agent view posits that culturally specific behaviours
can be considered as the result or reflection of inter-
nalised, shared culture. From this theoretical framework,
cultural values in East Asia stress group-focused goals
and interests over individuals’, and thus individuals are
socialised to downplay their uniqueness by discouraging
the expression of positive individual characteristics. Thus,
East Asians’ self-critical evaluation is considered as a cul-
tural agents’ default strategy designed not to offend oth-
ers in collectivistic cultures (Hashimoto et al., 2011). In
contrast, the cultural game player view stresses that cul-
turally specific behaviours are not passively determined
by internalised goals and preferences. This view stresses
individuals’ active role in judging and choosing appro-
priate behaviours by considering anticipated responses
from others, as well as the incentives and costs pertain-
ing in the society. According to this view, self-critical
evaluation observed in East Asians is not a disposi-
tion nor trait but only default strategy employed desir-
able in collectivistic society in the majority of cases but
self-enhancement is also a possible strategy even for East
Asians if this behaviour costs less and brings increased
benefit in social relationships (Hashimoto et al., 2011;
Yamagishi et al., 2008). Supporting this view, Suzuki
and Yamagishi (2004) manipulated a bonus condition
in a study where individuals could maximise benefit by
ignoring their “not to offend others” default strategy, and
found that Japanese switched from self-effacement to
self-enhancement.

PRESENT STUDY

The present study supports the situational approach by
the cultural game player view (Hashimoto et al., 2011),
using it in attempts to provide a more parsimonious and
comprehensive explanation for self-evaluation.

We propose three methods to address the validity of
situational view of self-evaluation. The first method is to

examine whether or not individuals’ self-evaluations are
affected by variations in their appraisal of the situation,
using the method of manipulating individual’s roles and
identity in social contexts. For example, a recent study
in Korea (Kim et al., 2011) manipulated the length and
strength of participants’ anticipated social relationships
using vignettes and then measured how the participants
evaluated the self. It was found that the participants
preferred a self-enhancement strategy if they anticipated
a short and superficial social relationship that provided
a limited opportunities to prove own excellence (such
as in the case of a job interview) but they preferred
a self-effacement strategy if they anticipated a longer
social relationship in which they would have enough
time to prove their own excellence. This result indicates
that individuals’ choice between self-enhancement and
self-effacement is dependent on their judgement of the
cost-benefit relationship.

The second method is by priming culture (Oyserman,
2011). According to Yamagishi et al. (2012), priming cul-
ture can act as a cue indicating the relevance of particular
a “default strategy” to decide between culturally specific
behaviour. If an individual’s self-evaluation varies due to
the effect of priming culture, this reflects the possibility
that self-evaluation may be a result of situational influ-
ences (Brown & Kobayashi, 2002, 2003; Kim, Song, &
Lee, 2008; Yamagishi et al., 2012) and it would be strong
evidence against the dispositional view. Further, this find-
ing would suggest that self-evaluation may be resulted
from an ongoing dynamic decision-making process
involving the individuals’ cultural affiliation and what
cultural behaviours are expected (Brown & Kobayashi,
2002, 2003; Kim, Song, and Lee 2008; Yamagishi et al.,
2012).

Supporting this approach, Kim, Song, and Lee (2008)
primed both Korean and American students by scan-
ning word lists of collectivistic and individualistic values
and examined whether the participants’ self-evaluation
differs across priming conditions in two markers of
self-enhancement propensity: superiority and exhibition-
ism. In the control condition, participants’ self-evaluation
pattern was consistent with dispositional views: Amer-
ican students showed more positive self-evaluations in
both measures than Korean students. However, when
they were primed with different cultural attributes, the
result changed radically. When primed with individual-
ist cultural attributes, Korean students showed even more
self-enhancement than American students (see Figure 1).
Kanagawa et al.’s (2001) also showed a similar situa-
tional effect. They manipulated a social situation by ask-
ing Japanese and American participants to completed a
twenty statements test (TST) in one of four conditions
(alone, paired with a peer, in a large group of peers or
alone with a higher status partner). The results showed
that the Japanese described themselves most positively
when they were alone than in the other situations. The
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Figure 1. Effect of priming cultural attributes on Korean and American’s self-evaluations.3

authors interpret this result meaning that in the soli-
tary condition there is no one with whom the partici-
pants must fit in or harmonise with and therefore, par-
ticipants need not attend to negative aspects of the self.
The Japanese appear, therefore, to be articulately aware
of a private self that is manifested when alone, and a
formal self that is experienced in relation with others.
Studies using the priming method therefore also suggest
that self-evaluation is affected by situational cues: cultural
attributes.

The third method, which the present study is to adopt,
is priming self-construals and assessing its effects on
self-evaluation. Cultural context typically promotes dif-
ferent types of self-construal. Self-construals are individ-
ual differences in implicit theories of what it is to be a
self, resulting from such cultural influence through social-
isation and internalisation. Independent self is prevalently
sampled in individualistic nations, whereas interdepen-
dent self is dominant in collectivistic nations (Kitayama
& Uchida, 2005; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Thus, the
function of self-construals is in mediating culture’s influ-
ences on behaviour (Cross, Hardin, & Gercek-Swing,
2011).

Self-construals also can be primed (Trafimow, Trian-
dis, & Goto, 1991). Priming independent or interdepen-
dent self-construals within a culture can create observable
differences in value preference and social judgements that
are usually observed across cultures (Gardner, Gabriel,
& Lee, 1999). This method can be a good alternative
to cross-cultural studies, which often show the overgen-
eralisation problem resulted from group comparisons
(Matsumoto & Jones, 2009). The vast majority of studies
cited by Heine and Hamamura (2007) claiming East
Asians’ self-criticism tendency are from cross-cultural
comparison of Japanese and North American participants
and they are under a high risk of considering individ-
uals passive internalisers of cultural belief and value
systems.

Although self-construals and culture cannot be con-
ceptually equated because self-contruals are only one of
the several components that distinguish different cultures,
Gardner et al. (1999) argue that studying self-construal’s
influences on behaviour within a culture is an effec-
tive way to investigate the mechanism linking culture,
self and behaviour. They write “By holding culture con-
stant while varying self-construal, one may draw stronger
inferences concerning the importance of self-construal
as an interpretive framework for understating the social
world.”(Gardner et al., 1999, p. 321).

To consider such methodological issues and examine
situational influences on self-evaluation in more depth,
we conceptualise self-construals into two types: default
self-construal and primed self-construal (abbreviated as
default self and primed self from here). Default self
refers to the construal that is culturally activated and
internalised through socialisation, whereas primed self
refers to the construal that is accessed by situationally
activated cultural cues.

If primed self overrules default self in its influence
on self-evaluation, it can be concluded that situational
influence is more powerful than dispositional influence. If
the results from all three methods introduced above show
self-evaluation changes, we can conclude with high confi-
dence that self-evaluation is situationally determined, and
that the self-evaluation style in any situation is a result of
an active judgement on the mode of self evaluation situ-
ationally afforded and desirable, supporting the cultural
game player view.

EXPERIMENT 1

Experiment 1 examined if priming self-construals would
change individuals’ self-evaluation. It was hypothesised
that self-evaluation would become more self-critical
when interdependent self is primed, whereas it would
become more self-enhancing if independent self is
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primed. Experiment 1 measured participants’ actual
performance on a simple cognitive task (an analytic
reasoning task) and their self-evaluations of their per-
formance on the task across different culture priming
conditions. It was hypothesised that while the participants
would show no difference in their actual performance,
their self-evaluations would differ across different
cultural priming conditions.

Method

Participants

Participants were college students in the West Coast
Region of the United States. Ninety-seven students partic-
ipated in Experiment 1. The mean age of the participants
was 20.54 (SD= 2.10) ranging from 18 to 30 with more
female participants (n= 54, 55.67%) than male partici-
pants (n= 43, 44.32%). Participants in Study 1 include
70 Caucasians (72.1%), 10 Asian Americans (10.3%), 6
Hispanics (6.1%), 4 African Americans (4.1%), 3 Native
American (3%) and 4 unreported (4.1%).

Measures

Cognitive test. An analytic reasoning test sampled
from graduate aptitude test (GRE) was given to the partic-
ipants as a measure of actual cognitive skill. Participants
were given 20 minutes to complete a total of 10 sampled
questions.

Priming self-construal. Experiment 1 used a story
word scanning task developed by Brewer and Gard-
ner (1996) to prime self-construals. Participants read a
half-page length story about a trip to a city and were asked
to mark all the pronouns in the text. Three versions of
the story were used, one in each of the different prim-
ing conditions. In independence priming condition, the
story consisted of sentences including singular, indepen-
dent pronouns such as “I” or “me.” In the interdependence
priming condition, the story is the same except that plural
collective pronouns such as we or us were used instead. In
the neutral priming condition, the story consisted of pas-
sive sentences using only the pronoun “it.” Completing
the scanning task took 8 minutes on average. An approx-
imately equal number of participants were assigned to
each of the priming conditions (31 to independence, 35
to neutral and 31 to interdependence priming condition,
respectively).

Self-evaluation. Self-evaluation was measured by ask-
ing participants to report how many questions on the test
they thought they had answered correctly, and to estimate
their own performance compared with others who had
taken the same reasoning test as the percentage of other

TABLE 1
Correlations among different measures of self-evaluation

(N=97)

M (SD) (1) (2) (3)

(1) Actual score 3.86 (1.27) —
(2) Expected score 5.54 (1.25) .21* —
(3) Expected rank 40.77(12.94) −.21* −.48** —

Note: Low score in expected rank corresponds to higher performance.
Difference= expected score−actual score.
*p< .05. **p< .01.

participants who estimated to have performed better than
themselves. Participants’ actual scores were also calcu-
lated to assess the discrepancy between self-evaluation
and actual performance.

Results

As shown in Table 1, all three scores (actual score,
expected score and expected rank) correlated with each
other in the predicted directions. A low correlation
(r = .21, p< .05) between the participants’ evaluations
of their performance and actual performance on the test,
suggests that the reasoning test was difficult and the
participants were unable to evaluate their ability accu-
rately making it an appropriate tool to measure individual
variance in self-evaluation. The actual score (M = 3.86,
SD= 1.27) was lower than the expected score (M = 5.54,
SD= 1.25), t(96)= 29.94, p< .001. We ran a t-test to
examine whether expected rank was significant different
from a dummy variable with all cases coded as 50, theo-
retically middle point in rank. The average expected rank
was less than 50% (M = 40.77%, SD= 12.94) represent-
ing a better than average bias, t(96)=−6.29, p< .001.
Overall, the participants evaluated their performance in
a self-enhancing way irrespective of their actual perfor-
mance and this self-enhancing tendency may explain the
low correlation between actual and expected scores.

To examine the hypothesis, we compared the three
types of scores across different priming conditions. As
presented in Table 2, the actual scores did not differ across
priming conditions, F(2, 96)= .19, n.s. While the partici-
pants did not differ in their actual scores across different
priming conditions, they did differ both in their expected
scores, F(2, 96)= 13.62, p< .001 and in expected rank,
F (2.96)= 10.59, p< .001.

In order to measure positive self-evaluation perceived
by the participants, we subtracted the actual scores
from the expected scores, and compared the differences
across priming conditions. A significant difference
was found, F(2, 96)= 6.15, p< .01. A post-hoc test
showed that the participants in independence condi-
tion enhanced the self more consistently throughout all
three indices: t(64)= 3.53, p< .001 for the expected
scores, t(64)=−4.51, p< .001 for the expected ranks

© 2015 International Union of Psychological Science



416 J KIM, E SONG, T TAKEMOTO

TABLE 2
Comparisons of expected scores, actual scores and expected ranks

Culture priming condition

Independence(n= 31) Neutral(n= 30) Interdependence(n= 31)
Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) F p

Actual score 3.96 (1.19) 3.87 (1.23) 3.77 (1.39) .19 .825
Expected score 6.38 (1.35) 4.96 (.83) 5.31 (1.10) 13.62 .001
Difference 2.41 (1.11) 1.09 (1.55) 1.54 (1.75) 6.15 .003
Expected rank 34.35 (11.57) 40.77 (12.94) 47.60 (12.18) 10.59 .001

Note: Difference= expected score−actual score.
*p< .05. **p< .01.

and t(64)= 2.91, p< .01 for differences between actual
scores and expected scores, respectively.

EXPERIMENT 2

Experiment 1 is limited in testing overall hypothesis
because it did not distinguish the participants’ default and
primed self-construals although they can simultaneously
compete in affecting individuals’ self-evaluation. Differ-
ences in self-evaluation between independent self group
and interdependent self group without priming reflects
dispositional influence. In comparison, the difference in
self-evaluation between independent self group and inter-
dependent self group after priming reflects both disposi-
tional and situational influences together. Thus, in Exper-
iment 2, we split the participants into two groups based on
initially measured self-construals and then tested whether
the self-evaluation varied due to priming. Thus, the design
of Experiment 2 can examine the priming effect regard-
less of default self-construals.

This experiment design also provides an opportunity
to examine the relative power of default and primed
self-construals on self-evaluation. It is an intriguing ques-
tion whether participants follow default or primed self
if primed self is not congruent with default self. For
example, an individual with independent default self may
feel at a loss if he or she is primed with interdependence
because of not knowing what would be a more appropriate
cultural mandate. Furthermore, this experiment setting is
more similar with our actual life situations. We do not live
in complete vacuum without situational or dispositional
influences but always are under circumstance in which
both situational and dispositional factors coexist. There-
fore, if the cultural game player theory’s view is valid,
the participants’ self-evaluations would not only vary with
priming beyond self-construals’ influences and but also be
more accord with primed self than default self.

To further reinforce the validity of hypothesis test,
Experiment 2 measured self-evaluation on two types of
cultural endorsed attributes. According to the rationale
of dispositional view (Heine & Hamamura, 2007; Heine
et al., 1999), internalised cultural values, norms and

preferences directly guide culture-specific behaviours.
Thus, it is logical prediction that individuals would
enhance or efface the self regardless types of value
under evaluations. However, if the effects of priming
self-construals on self-evaluation vary on different
values, this would indicate that individuals either
self-enhance or self-efface selectively, which means
that their active judgement process may be involved in
producing culture-specific behaviours.

Method

Participants

In Experiment 2, participants (79 men, 47.02%; 89
women, 52.9%) were selected from the same university
as those in Experiment 1. Age ranged from 18 to 49
(M = 20.83, SD= 3.38). Ethnic composition was simi-
lar with Experiment 1: 141 Caucasians (75%), 19 Asian
Americans (10.1%), 11 Hispanics (5.8%), 8 African
Americans (4.2%), 5 Native Americans (2.6%) and 8
unreported respondents (4.2%).

Procedure and measures

The participants completed the Self-Construal Scale
(SCS; Leung & Kim, 1997), completed a priming task,
and then their self-evaluations were measured. They were
split into two groups, independent self group and inter-
dependent self group, based on the median split of their
scores on the SCS. Both groups were again divided
into three groups that participated in one of three prim-
ing tasks. As a result, the participants were assigned
to 2 (self-construal: independent self and interdependent
self)× 3 (priming: independence, interdependence and
neutral) experiment conditions.

Self-construals. Leung and Kim’s (1997) SCS was
used to measure self-construals. The scale contains 15
items for independent self and 14 items for interdepen-
dent self and responses format was a 7-point Likert scale
(1= strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree).

© 2015 International Union of Psychological Science



PRIMED SELF-CONSTRUALS AND SELF-EVALUATIONS 417

Culture priming. The priming method was identical to
one used in Experiment 1.

Self-evaluation. To measure self-evaluation, the par-
ticipants were asked to evaluate themselves on per-
sonal attributes of two types: separated according to
the culture in which they are valued (1= strongly dis-
agree, 6= strongly agree). The first set includes three
attributes (“unique,” “independent” and “leadership”)
that are endorsed under individualistic cultural values.
The second set includes three attributes (“harmonious,”
“empathetic” and “considerate”) that are endorsed under
collectivist cultural values. These attributes were selected
because they were rated highly in priming individual-
ism and collectivism cultural values (Kim, Song, & Lee,
2008).

Results

Manipulation check and descriptive analysis

Mean scores on the SCS were 5.28 (SD= .44) for inde-
pendent self and 5.05 (SD= .45) for interdependent self.
Cronbach alpha reliability was .79 for independent self
and .83 for interdependent self. Male participants scored
higher on independent self scale than female participants,
M = 5.38, SD= .31 for males; M = 5.20, SD= .50 for
females; t(116)= 2.23, p< .05, whereas there was no gen-
der difference on interdependent self, M = 5.07, SD= .52
for female; M = 5.03, SD= .42 for males, respectively,
t(109)= .37, n.s. Correlations between independent and
interdependent self-construals across different priming
conditions were .04, .04 and .18 for independence, inter-
dependence and neutral conditions, respectively.

Effects on self-evaluation

To test the effects of priming on self-evaluation,
3× 2 analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests (primed
self-construals [independence, neutral and interdepen-
dence]× default self-construals [independent self and
interdependent self]) were run. To run ANOVA tests, the
scores on interdependent self scale were reverse-coded
and summed with those on the independent self scale
and were converted into a categorical variable with a
median split. This procedure was employed to acquire
more extreme cultural groups. If we use either inde-
pendent self or interdependent self or both to split the
participants for priming, a high-score group in indepen-
dence, for example, may include those with score in
interdependence ranging from lowest to highest. Yet,
reverse-coding one of the self-construal and summing up
the score of both self-construals, the high-score group is
the one with combination of high independence and low
interdependence, which can create a prototype group in
self-construals.

First, we analysed the self-evaluations on the attributes
endorsed in individualistic cultures. Self-construals had
significant main effect, F(1, 162)= 33.27, p< .001. Inde-
pendent self group, M = 3.6, SD= .69, reported more
positive self-evaluations than interdependent self group,
M = 2.96, SD= .78. Priming also had significant main
effect, F(2, 162)= 8.25, p< .001. The independence
primed group, M = 3.55, SD= .82, scored higher than
interdependence primed group, M = 3.02, SD= .84;
t(109)= 3.34, p< .001. Self-evaluation of the indepen-
dence group, M = 3.54, SD= .82, was more positive
than that in neutral condition, M = 3.24, SD= .63;
t(111)= 2.21, p< .05, but it did not differ between neu-
tral and interdependence groups, t(109)=−.15, p= .116.
Interaction between default self and culture priming was
significant, F(2, 162)= 9.104, p< .001. Self-evaluation
was the most positive when both primed self and default
self were independent, M = 4.05, SD= .55, and least pos-
itive when both were interdependent, M = 2.95, SD= .83.
The results are presented in Figure 2(a).

An opposite pattern of results was exhibited for
self-evaluation on the attributes endorsed in collectivist
cultures. Default self-construals had a main effect, F(1,
162)= 13.71, p< .001. But this time, the participants
with independent self, M = 3.46, SD= .76, exhibited
more positive self-evaluations than those with interde-
pendent self, M = 3.03, SD= .81. The main effect of
priming was also significant, F(2, 162) =5.32, p< .01.
Interdependence primed group, M = 3.51, SD= .94,
evaluated themselves more positive on the attributes
endorsed in collectivist cultures (e.g., “considerate”) than
the independence-primed group, M = 3.05, SD= .86.

Interaction between default and primed self-construals
was significant, F(2, 162)= 3.16, p< .05. Again a similar
pattern but with the direction opposite was found. When
both primed self and default self were interdependent,
self-evaluation was most positive, M = 3.74, SD= .85 and
least positive when both were independent, M = 2.66,
SD= .73, as presented in Figure 2(b).

If the difference in self-evaluation between indepen-
dent self group and interdependent self group in neutral
condition changes in the experiment condition without
neutral priming, it can be said that the changed value
reflects pure priming effect. To examine this effect, we ran
additional 2× 2 ANOVA without neutral priming condi-
tion and checked if the difference in self-evaluation scores
between independent self group and interdependent self
group changed after eliminating neutral condition. As
a result, main effects by primed self and default self
were both significant, F(1, 107)= 17.499, p< .001 but
interaction effect was not significant, F(1, 107)= 0.165,
p= .686. For collectivistic cultural attributes, a simi-
lar pattern of score change was observed. Main effects
were significant, F(1, 107)= 8.92, p< .001 for primed
self and F(1, 107)= 11.7209, p< .001 for default self,
respectively. Interaction effect was not significant, F(1,
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Figure 2. Self-evaluations on cultural values by default and primed self-construals.

107)= 3.026, n.s., for interaction. At this time, the differ-
ence was negative because the interdependent self group
evaluated themselves more positively for collectivistic
attributes. This result implies that priming affected both
independent and interdependent self groups in a same way
in the change of their self-evaluations.

DISCUSSION

This study investigated the validity of a situational
approach to explain culture-specific behaviours (Yamag-
ishi et al., 2012) by examining the effect of culture prim-
ing on self-evaluation. Experiment 1 primed participants’
situational self and measured if their self-evaluations on
the score in actual cognitive performance changed. The
results demonstrated that the self-evaluations differed
across priming conditions even though all participants
were sampled from the same culture. Those primed
with independence showed more self-enhancement,
whereas those primed with interdependence exhibited
more self-effacement. In Experiment 2, the participants’
initial default self-construals were measured and tested
whether they interacted with the primed self in affecting
the self-evaluation. Participants’ self-evaluation was
the most positive when participants’ default self and
primed self were both independent, whereas it was the
least positive when the default self and the primed self
were both interdependent. When default self and primed
self were incongruent, self-evaluation was modulated
to a position medial to that obtained in the neutral and
congruent default-prime self conditions. The results from
both experiments support the situational view.

A particular interesting finding is that self-evaluations
did not differ across between participants with different
default self-construals in the neutral priming condition.
Situational cues were absent in the neutral condition
because no priming was given. This result indicates that

although default independent self appears to be related
with self-effacement, whereas default interdependent
self was with self-enhancement, this relationship is not
observed if no situational cultural cue exists. Situational
cultural cues appear to be necessary for culture-specific
behaviours even to activate default self-contruals, which
suggests the importance of the combined function of
default and situational self-contruals in self-evaluations.
In sum, participants’ self-evaluation fluctuated due to
priming irrespective of default self-construals, thus
demonstrating that priming appear to play the more
important role in self-evaluations. These results strongly
support the situational view of culture and the cultural
game player view of individuals.

The result that the participants with default inde-
pendent self made more positive self-evaluations, at
first glance appears consistent with previous findings
by Heine and his colleagues (Heine & Lehman, 1995).
However, our findings diverge from their position in the
following ways. Heine and Lehman’s (1997) interpreta-
tion of self-criticism in East Asia (particularly in Japan)
is primarily a dispositional approach which assumes that
culture’s influence is static, rather than dynamic and flex-
ible. For example, to explain the Japanese’ self-critical
tendency, Heine et al. (1999) use the following rationale:
traditional Japanese culture has emphasised values such
as self-cultivation (e.g., in samurai culture) and that
through generation upon generation of socialisation of
such values, the Japanese are now found to be chronically
and consistently critical of themselves, and to engage
in a process of on-going self-cultivation in the attempt
reach a better or more perfect state. Then, Heine et al.
(1999) drew the conclusion, “The empirical literature
provides scant evidence for a need for positive self-regard
among Japanese, and indicates that a self-critical focus is
more characteristic of Japanese culture” (p. 766) and “the
Japanese do not have or wish to have high self-esteem and,
if anything, they self-criticize rather than self-enhance”
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(Heine et al., 2001, p. 62). Note that these researchers
view Japanese’s self-criticism as an indicator of
deep-seated disposition, and upon this basis claim
the lack of a need for positive self-regard. In contrast,
our results suggest that individuals play a more active
role, rather than being passive reflectors of shared cul-
tural beliefs, supporting Yamagishi et al. (2011) who
view self-evaluation as the result of game player view
and Brown and Kobayashi (2002); Sedikides et al.
(2003) who interpret East Asians’ self-evaluation
as a face management tactic. If this deep-seated,
long-term (multi-generational) dispositional theory
were valid, one would expect individuals to exhibit
either self-enhancement or self-effacement, irrespective
of situational factors such as priming and the type of
attributes being evaluated. It is difficult to reconcile a
dispositional view with the results of this study where
instead, self-evaluation styles were reversed by priming
self-construals and depending on whether the participants
focused on attributes endorsed in either collectivistic or
individualistic cultures.

Whereas previous studies were conducted through
cross-national comparisons (Brown & Kobayashi, 2003;
Kurman, 2001; Sedikides et al., 2003), our findings are
based upon the results of priming self-construals of
North American participants only. Thus, the dispositional
view should predict that individuals resist the changes
in their self-evaluation if their default self-contruals are
inconsistent with primed self-construals. Yet, the par-
ticipants in our study switch between self-enhancement
and self-effacement even though they were sampled from
the same cultural group. Therefore, our result based on
the participants from the same culture strongly supports
the situational view of self-evaluation. This paper does
not claim that members of societies have no dispositions
whatsoever, but that they are malleable, dynamic and
actively select dispositional processes. The results imply
that culture-specific behaviours can be better understood
through the integration of both such dispositional pro-
cesses and individuals’ dynamics cognition of the cultural
values internalised in a society. This is consistent with
Hashimoto and Yamagishi’s (2011) claim. Our result
also supports the finding reported by Kim, Song, and
Lee (2008), which adopted a similar priming method
but compared Korean and American participants. Pulling
these results together, we claim that the self-evaluation
reflects prevalent cultural norms but also reflects indi-
viduals’ capability and willingness to make constant,
ongoing and dynamic judgement of what cultural norm
to follow at any given moment.

Limitation

The most significant limitation of this study is the lack
of resolution to the question as to whether the effect of

primed self-construals on self-evaluation is really rele-
vant to the issue of cultural differences in self-evaluation,
because self-construals cannot necessarily be equated
with culture. However, recent research proposes that the
construal-priming method is valuable as long as it is inter-
preted in combination with group comparisons, especially
since cross-cultural comparisons are vulnerable to the
influence of uncontrolled covariant factors masquerading
as cultural differences (Cross et al., 2011). The second
limitation, using only one cultural group, also has both
weakness and strengths. Generally, the use of only one
cultural group is insufficient to examine cultural similar-
ities and differences. Yet, considering this study’s pur-
pose lies in examining differences in self-evaluation as
a function of default and primed self-construal, the use
of only American participants provides unique oppor-
tunity to examine whether individuals’ culture-specific
behaviours can change due to primed cultural cues in a
situation where participants’ default self-construals may
be considered to be similar. The integration of using
self-contruals manipulation and cross-group comparison
would, however, be of additional benefit to generalise
research findings of this paper.

Manuscript received June 2014
Revised manuscript accepted May 2015

First published online June 2015

REFERENCES

Alicke, M. D., Klotz, M. L., Breitenbecher, D. L., Yurak, T. J.,
& Vredenburg, D. S. (1995). Personal contact, individuation
and the better than average effect. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 68, 804–825.

Baumerister, R. F., Tice, D. M., & Hutton, D. G. (1989).
Self-presentational motivations and personality differences
in self-esteem. Journal of Personality, 57(3), 547–579.

Brewer, M. B., & Gardner, W. (1996). Who is this “We”? Levels
of collective identity and self representations. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 71(1), 83–93.

Brown, D., & Kobayashi, C. (2002). Self-esteem and
self-enhancement in Japan and America. Journal of
Cross-Cultural Psychology, 34(5), 567–580.

Brown, D., & Kobayashi, C. (2003). Motivation and mani-
festation: Cross-cultural expression of the self-enhancement
motive. Asian Journal of Social Psychology, 6(1), 85–88.

Cross, S. E., Hardin, E. E., & Gercek-Swing, B. (2011). The
what, how, why, and where of self-construal. Personality and
Social Psychology Review, 15, 142–179.

Gardner, W. L., Gabriel, S., & Lee, A. Y. (1999). “I” value free-
dom, but “we” value relationships: Self-construal priming
mirrors cultural differences in judgment. Psychological Sci-
ence, 10, 321–326.

Hashimoto, H., Li, Y., & Yamagishi, T. (2011). Beliefs and
preferences in cultural agents and cultural game players.
Asian Journal of Social Psychology, 14, 140–147.

Heine, S. J., & Lehman, D. R. (1997). The cultural construc-
tion of self-enhancement. An investigation of group-serving

© 2015 International Union of Psychological Science



420 J KIM, E SONG, T TAKEMOTO

biases. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 72,
1268–1283.

Heine, S. J., & Hamamura, T. (2007). In search of East
Asian self-enhancement. Personality and Social Psychology
Review, 11, 4–27.

Heine, S. J., Kitayama, S., & Lehman, D. R. (2001). Cultural
differences in self-evaluation: Japanese readily accept nega-
tive self-relevant information. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psy-
chology, 32, 434–443.

Heine, S. J., & Lehman, D. R. (1995). Cultural variation in
unrealistic optimism: Does the West feel more invulnerable
than the East? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
68, 595–607.

Heine, S. J., Lehman, D. R., Markus, H. R., & Kitayama, S.
(1999). Is there a universal need for positive self-regard?
Psychological Review, 106, 766–794.

Hong, Y. Y., & Mallorie, L. M. (2003). A dynamic construc-
tionist approach to culture: Lessons learned from personality
psychology. Journal of Research in Personality, 38, 59–67.

Kanagawa, C., Cross, S. E., & Markus, H. R. (2001). “Who am
I?” The cultural psychology of the conceptual self. Personal-
ity and Social Psychology Bulletin, 27, 90–103.

Kim, J. S., Song, E., & Lee, S. (2008). Influence of culture
priming on self-rating. The Korean Journal of Social and
Personality Psychology, 22(1), 179–196.

Kim, J. S., Lee, S., & Gim, W. S. (2011). Culture and
self-presentation: Influence of social interactions in an
expected social relationship. Asian Journal of Social
Psychology, 14(1), 64–74.

Kim, H., & Markus, H. R. (1999). Deviance or uniqueness, har-
mony or conformity? A cultural analysis. Journal of Person-
ality and Social Psychology, 77, 785–800.

Kitayama, S., & Uchida, Y. (2005). Interdependent agency: An
alternative system for action. In R. Sorrentino, D. Cohen, J.
M. Olson, & M. P. Zanna (Eds.), Culture and social behavior:
The Ontario Symposium (Vol. 10). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Kurman, J. (2001). Self-enhancement: Is it restricted to individ-
ualistic cultures? Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin,
27(12), 1705–1716.

Leung, T., & Kim, M. S. (1997). A revised self construal scale.
Unpublished manuscript. University of Hawaii, Manoa.

Levine, T. R., Bresnahan, M. J., Park, H. S., Lapinski, M. K.,
Wittenbaum, G. M., Shearman, S. M., & Ohashi, R. (2003).

Self-construal scales lack validity. Human Communication
Research, 29, 210–252.

Markus, H. R., & Kitayama, S. (1991). Culture and the self:
Implications for cognition, emotion, and motivation. Psycho-
logical Review, 98, 224–253.

Matsumoto, D., & Jones, C. A. L. (2009). Ethical issues in
cross-cultural psychology. In D. Merters & P. Ginsberg
(Eds.), Handbook of social science research ethics (pp.
323–336). Newburg Park, CA: Sage.

Oyserman, D. (2011). Culture as situated cognition: Cultural
mindsets, cultural fluency and meaning making. European
Review of Social Psychology, 22(1), 164–214.

Schlenker, B. R., & Leary, M. R. (1982). Audiences’ reactions
to self-enhancing, self-denigrating, and accurate self pre-
sentations. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 18,
89–104.

Sedikides, C., Gaertner, L., & Toguchi, Y. (2003). Pancultural
self-enhancement. Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 84, 60–79.

Suzuki, N., & Yamagishi, T. (2004). An experimental study
of self-effacement and self-enhancement among the
Japanese. The Japanese Journal of Social Psychology, 20,
17–25.

Taylor, S. E., & Brown, J. D. (1988). Illusion and well-being: A
social psychological perspective on mental health. Psycho-
logical Bulletin, 103, 193–210.

Tesser, A. (1988). Toward a self-evaluation maintenance model
of social behavior. In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in experi-
mental social psychology (Vol. 21, pp. 181–227). San Diego,
CA: Academic Press.

Trafimow, D., Triandis, H. C., & Goto, S. G. (1991). Some
tests of the distinction between the private self and the
collective self. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
60, 649–655.

Yamagishi, T., Hashimoto, H., Cook, K. S., Kiyonari, T.,
Shinada, M., Mifune, N., … Li, Y. (2012). Modesty in
self-presentation: A comparison between the USA and Japan.
Asian Journal of Social Psychology, 15, 60–68. sp_ 6068.

Yamagishi, T., Hashimoto, H., & Schug, J. (2008). Preferences
versus strategies as explanations for culture-specific behav-
ior. Psychological Science, 19(6), 579–584.

© 2015 International Union of Psychological Science


