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Key objectives

1. Enhance awareness to leverage 
identity resources derived from one’s 
cultural selves.

2. Enable human flourishing through 
expanded sense of selves.

3. Complement knowledge-based 
approach for development of global 
leaders. 
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Identity complexity1
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Who are you? 
You may not really know who you are .  

• Our identities can be more complex than we thought. 
• All people can be multicultural to some extent, with different degree 

of complexity. 
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Cultural mosaic and tiles

individual. If they are contradictory in logic or conflict in a
psychological sense, these discordant identities represent a variety
of different values that can influence behavior. Thus, an individual
who activates independent parts of a cultural mosaic is likely to
behave in unpredictable ways because more options for different
courses of action are available.

Proposition 1: Behaviors influenced by concordant cultural
identities are likely to be more predictable than behaviors
influenced by discordant cultural identities.

Much of the research on role conflict has documented how
conflicting values within an individual can be a source of stress
and indecision. For example, Tomkiewicz and Hughes (1993)
found that women were more likely to espouse social values than
men. As managers, these women may experience more conflict in
business contexts, with resulting implications for organizational
performance.

Activation of a particular cultural identity or a particular pattern
of identities is likely to be a discontinuous event based on identity
strengths and situational contexts. Strong identity patterns are
more likely to be tapped than weak patterns. Brickson (2000)
provides a preliminary model of organizational context features
that might activate an individual’s specific cultural identity. She
identifies organizational, task, and reward structures that activate
personal, relational, and collective identity orientations. Organiza-
tional structures can affect the density and degree to which rela-
tionship networks are integrated. Task and reward structures affect
the extent to which work and performance rewards are organized
around the individual or the group. These structures may facilitate
the activation of particular cultural identity patterns relevant to
how relationships are networked and rewarded. In addition to these
structures, organizational leaders often espouse values and a vision
that can activate cultural identities (Gagliardi, 1986). Charismatic
leaders often tap values to enlist followers. In response, members
can activate identity patterns to support or challenge a leader’s
vision and values related to that vision.

Proposition 2: Activation of particular patterns of cultural
identities is influenced by the strength of the pattern as well

as situational contexts. Situational contexts that can activate
cultural identity patterns include organizational, task, and
reward structures and leadership.

An individual-level methodological foundation. Developments
from chaos and complexity theories have been identified as a new
science that focuses on complex behavior (Gleick, 1987; Wolfram,
2002). Chaos theory examines the global nature of systems from
dynamic, nonlinear perspectives. Born in the sciences of physics
and mathematics, chaos theory identifies patterns from seemingly
random, unpredictable phenomenon (Gleick, 1987). A central tenet
to chaos theory is the concept of sensitive dependence on initial
conditions: the fact that miniscule changes in initial conditions—
often ignored as random measurement error in traditional scien-
ces—can result in dramatically different outcomes. The slightest
deviation in initial conditions can precipitate a series of changes
that result in diverging outcomes. From this perspective, random
error variance from traditional linear analyses is neither random
nor error.

Complexity theory builds on chaos theory. Instead of traditional
notions that simple systems behave in simple ways and complex
systems behave in complex ways, complexity theory finds that
some simple systems elicit complex behaviors and some complex
systems elicit simple behaviors. Instead of a science of reduction-
ism in which scientists isolate parts from the whole to better
understand it (i.e., the whole is the sum of the parts), chaos and
complexity theorists argue that the complexity of the whole is
integral to true understanding—the challenge is to understand the
complexity itself. Cillers (1998) has provided a simple distinction
between complicated and complex by noting “that a jumbo jet is
complicated but that a mayonnaise is complex” (p. 3). Examples of
complex systems range from a single bacterium to giant ecosys-
tems. Self-organizing systems reinforce this approach by showing
how systems with random inputs can organize themselves into
structures or patterns that arise from within the system itself, and
not from external inputs. Scientists who dissect parts of a system
for study would be blind to the synergy of which the total system
is capable.

Figure 1. Bipartite representation of a cultural mosaic.
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The Cultural Mosaic: A Metatheory for Understanding
the Complexity of Culture

Georgia T. Chao
Michigan State University

Henry Moon
Emory University

Workforce population trends have increased the numbers and kinds of culturally diverse people who
work together. Researchers in organizational behavior have often examined culture through values;
however, cultural values can be based on collections of people other than traditional nation states. A
cultural mosaic is presented as a framework to identify demographic, geographic, and associative features
underlying culture. An individual’s unique collage of multiple cultural identities yields a complex picture
of the cultural influences on that person. Developments in chaos and complexity theories are proposed
as a theoretical base for study on the complexity of culture at the individual level. Additional develop-
ments in network theory serve as a theoretical base for cultural research at the group level. The cultural
mosaic is described as a complex system with localized structures, linking cultural tiles in ordered and
chaotic ways. Research propositions examining multiple cultural identities at individual and group levels
are discussed.

Keywords: chaos, cultural mosaic, culture, complexity, organizational behavior

The globalization of business is a reality that is redefining how
people work together. Over 63,000 multinational corporations and
821,000 foreign subsidiaries directly employ 90 million people
around the world (Gabel & Brunner, 2003). These global organi-
zations include gigantic firms with corporate revenues larger than
the gross domestic product of most nation-states, and they include
small service companies located in many developing countries. In
addition to the challenges many companies face with globalization,
world population shifts have increased the diversity of their do-
mestic workforces. The United Nations (2002) estimates 175 mil-
lion people live outside the country of their birth. In developed
regions, migrants make up about 10% of the population and
account for two thirds of population growth. Both the growth in
multinational corporations and increases in migrant populations
are unprecedented. Additional changes to the workforce include
more women entering employment, an aging population in devel-
oped countries, and changing demographics within the domestic
population. All of these changes pose challenges to organizations
as they manage employees who are increasingly diverse along a
number of dimensions. Researchers are also challenged to develop
theory that can clearly define and clarify the emerging multicul-
tural face of organizations.

We introduce a multidimensional conceptualization of culture
and propose new research directions that embrace the complexity

and dynamics of culture in organizational behavior. We concep-
tualize culture as a pattern of cultural identities within individuals
that has implications for the conceptualization and assessment of
culture at multiple levels of analysis. We break from past research
in that we take a bottom–up orientation of culture rather than the
traditional focus that begins at higher levels of analysis such as
country or nationality. We introduce the term cultural mosaic as a
metaphoric conceptualization of multiple indicators of cultures
used to describe an individual. A taxonomy is presented that
redefines the usual ethnic interpretation of culture to include
associative, demographic, and geographic factors. Drawing from
chaos, complexity, and network theories, we propose a new sci-
entific approach as the most appropriate venue through which the
complexities of culture can be observed in modern organizations.
Cultural behaviors may appear to be chaotic or unpredictable, yet
underlying structures within the cultural mosaic can help research-
ers identify and predict patterns of behavior. The application of
chaos, complexity, and network theories to a cultural mosaic
builds a metatheory that charts a new course of research for
understanding multicultural organizational behavior.

The cultural mosaic can contribute to the organizational behav-
ior literature in a number of ways by providing an integrative
conceptualization to the field’s understanding of cultural influ-
ences on behavior. Examples include expansion of the context of
intercultural training of managers (Earley, 1987), the definition of
foreignness (Zaheer, 1995), and the antecedents to values such as
individualism and collectivism (Earley, 1993). In addition, we
believe that a cultural mosaic paradigm provides the structure by
which we can bridge literature that has explored the outcomes of
both perceived similarities and differences among individuals and
between individuals and organizations.

Turning first to similarities, we predict that a mosaic perspective
of culture will allow researchers to gain a better understanding of
how individuals might fit with their organizations (Kristof, 1996).

Georgia T. Chao, The Eli Broad Graduate School of Management,
Michigan State University; Henry Moon, Goizueta Business School,
Emory University.

An early version of this article was presented at the 1st International
NKS (New Kind of Science) Conference, Boston, June 2003. We acknowl-
edge Steve W. J. Kozlowski for his valuable comments.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Georgia
T. Chao, The Eli Broad Graduate School of Management, Michigan State
University, East Lansing, MI 48824-1122. E-mail: chaog@bus.msu.edu
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for understanding the complexity of culture. Journal of Applied 
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Multiple & dynamic embeddedness

Individuals’ relationship to cultures are not 
categorical but rather partial and plurial. 

Morris, Chiu, & Liu (2015): polycultural psychology
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Identity resources2
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Biculturalism and  
Adjustment: A  
Meta-Analysis

Angela-MinhTu D. Nguyen1 and Verónica Benet-Martínez2

Abstract
Biculturalism (having two cultures) is a growing social phenomenon that has received consider-
able attention in psychology in the last decade; however, the issue of what impact (if any) bicul-
turalism has on individuals’ adjustment remains empirically unclear. To answer this question, we 
conducted a meta-analysis that included 83 studies, 322 rs, and 23,197 participants. Results based 
on the random-effects approach show a significant, strong, and positive association between 
biculturalism and adjustment (both psychological and sociocultural). This biculturalism- 
adjustment link is stronger than the association between having one culture (dominant or her-
itage) and adjustment. Thus, our results clearly invalidate early sociological accounts of this 
phenomenon, which portrayed bicultural individuals as “marginal” and stumped between two 
worlds. Analyses also indicate that the association between biculturalism and adjustment is mod-
erated by how acculturation is measured, the adjustment domain, and sample characteristics.

Keywords
biculturalism, acculturation, cultural orientation, adjustment, adaptation

Globally, the frequency and extent of intercultural contact and intercultural interactions are 
increasing rapidly with advances in technology (e.g., Skype), ease of travel, the spread of culture 
via media and the Internet, immigration, and economic globalization. As a result, many individu-
als are exposed to and internalize more than one culture and become bicultural or multicultural 
(Benet-Martínez, in press; Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martínez, 2000; Nguyen & Benet-
Martínez, 2007). These bicultural individuals may be immigrants, refugees, sojourners (e.g., 
international students, expatriates), indigenous people, ethnic minorities, those in interethnic 
relationships, and mixed-ethnic individuals (Berry, 2006a; Padilla, 2006). In the United States 
alone, 13% of the population is foreign-born, 34% is non-White, and 20% speaks a language 
other than English at home (U.S. Census Bureau, 2006). In addition, in countries such as Canada 
and Australia, more than one-fifth of the population is foreign-born, and in Singapore, an aston-
ishing two-fifths of the population is foreign-born (United Nations Statistics Division, 2011). 

 at IESE - Biblioteca on December 19, 2014jcc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

Nguyen, A. M. D., & Benet-Martínez, V. (2013). Biculturalism and adjustment: A meta-analysis. Journal of Cross-Cultural 
Psychology, 44(1), 122-159.
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Effect of cultural identities

Manage knowledge-intensive projects between Americans
and Russians

1. An American with a high American identity
2. A Russian immigrated to USA with a low Russian identity
3. A Russian immigrated to USA with a high Russian identity

Kane & Levina (2017)
Kane, A. A., & Levina, N. (2017). ‘Am I still one of them?’: Bicultural immigrant managers navigating social 
identity threats when spanning global boundaries. Journal of Management Studies, 54(4), 540-577.
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Identity resources

• Cognitive strength
• Creativity 
• Cultural competencies
• Leadership 
• Social capital & network
• Bridging capabilities

Lee & Gyamfi (forthcoming; Oxford Research Encyclopedias)
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Forms of 
multicultural identities

• Identity plurality

• Identity structure

Identity activation and switching

Multicultural identities at work

Multicultural exposure

• Family factors

• Multicultural eperiences

Achieved multicultural

Innate multicultural

Acculturation

Multicultural identity resources

• Cognitive strength
• Creativity 
• Cultural competencies
• Leadership 
• Social capital
• Bridging capabilities

Identity work and legitimacy

Development

Lee & Gyamfi (forthcoming; Oxford Research Encyclopedias)
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Effects of identities

Impact on SELF
• Information processing
• Feeling and emotional attachment
• Behavioral engagement

Impact on OTHERS
• Other’s categorization & labeling
• Possible stereotype and prejudice

14
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Mapping cultural identities3
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Acculturation & biculturalism

Assimilation Integration

Marginalization Separation

Identity to home culture
HighLow

Identity 
to host 
culture

High

Low

Berry (2001); Nguyen & Benet-Martinez (2013); Lee (2010)

Global identity

A sense of belongingness to 
mankind in a global community 

that transcends national 
boundaries and cultural divisions 

(Erez & Gati, 2004; Shokef & 
Erez, 2006)
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Home

Home

Host

low

Global
G4

Anchored global citizen
G3

Global assimilator

G1
Global ambassador

G2
Global nomad

L4
Integrated local

L3
Assimilated local

L1
Separated local

L2
Detached localThree Identity Axes

Home

Host

Global

low

low

low low

high

high

high

high

Host

Global 
Archetypes 

Local 
Archetypes 
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Current research findings 
in multicultural teams

Low Global Identity High Global Identity

Low Home Identity High Home Identity Low Home Identity High Home Identity

High 
Host 

Identity

[1] 
Assimilated Local

(-)

[2]
Integrated Local

(+)

[5]
Global Assimilator

(+)

[6]
Rooted Global Citizen

(+)

Low 
Host 

Identity

[3]
Marginalized Local

(+)

[4]
Separated Local

(-)

[7]
Homeless Global Citizen

(+)

[8]
Global Ambassador

(+)

Lee et al. (2018)

A question of FIT with context

18



24/2/22

10

Prof. Yih-Teen Lee | YLee@iese.edu© Yih-Teen Lee & IESE Business School. Any use of this material without the expressed permission of Yih-Teen Lee & IESE Business School is strictly prohibited.

Additional complexity in identity forms

• Plurality: number of relevant cultural identities in one’s 
cultural selves

• Structure: relative strength, degree of integration and 
compatibility, network hierarchy
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Bicultural Identity Integration (BII):

Components and Psychosocial Antecedents

Verónica Benet-Martı́nez

University of California at Riverside

Jana Haritatos

University of Michigan

ABSTRACT The present study examines the underresearched topic of
bicultural identity; specifically, we: (1) unpack the construct of Bicultural
Identity Integration (BII), or the degree to which a bicultural individual
perceives his/her two cultural identities as ‘‘compatible’’ versus ‘‘oppos-
itional,’’ and (2) identify the personality (Big Five) and acculturation
(acculturation stress, acculturation attitudes, bicultural competence) pre-
dictors of BII. Differences in BII, acculturation stress, and bicultural
competence were measured with new instruments developed for the pur-
poses of the study. Using a sample of Chinese American biculturals, we
found that variations in BII do not define a uniform phenomenon, as
commonly implied in the literature, but instead encompass two separate
independent constructs: perceptions of distance (vs. overlap) and percep-
tions of conflict (vs. harmony) between one’s two cultural identities or
orientations. Results also indicated that cultural conflict and cultural dis-
tance have distinct personality, acculturation, and sociodemographic an-
tecedents.

We are grateful to Janxin Leu for her help in collecting the data for the study. Early

versions of this manuscript benefited greatly from the comments provided by Fiona

Lee, Ole-Kristian Setnes, Nicole Berry, Amara Brook, Chi-Ying Cheng, and Julie

Garcia. We also thank three anonymous reviewers who provided very valuable com-

ments on this work. The following individuals provided assistance with the data col-

lection, coding, and data entry: Curt Brewer, Hiu Ying Chen, Ashley Ho, Martin

Kandes, Mary Money, and Erin Weber. Finally, we thank Laura Klem for her val-

uable statistical assistance with the path analyses. Correspondence concerning this

article can be addressed to Verónica Benet-Martı́nez (veronbm@ucr.edu).

Journal of Personality 73:4, August 2005
r Blackwell Publishing 2005
DOI: 10.1111/j.1467-6494.2005.00337.x

Benet-Martínez, V., & Haritatos, J. (2005). Bicultural identity integration (BII): Components and psychosocial 
antecedents. Journal of Personality, 73(4), 1015-1050.
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Lücke, G., Kostova, T., & Roth, K. (2014). Multiculturalism from a cognitive perspective: Patterns and implications. Journal of 
International Business Studies, 45(2), 169-190.hybrid content that emerges. If original contents

are retained, they can be used either separately or
in an interlinked manner; if a hybrid emerges,
at the theoretical extreme it will be an essentially
new set of cognitions substantially different from
the originals. In the general case, a hybrid repre-
sents some kind of recombination of the original
cognitions, and can be formed though expanding
the base culture with elements from other cultures,
or through reducing the cultural content to a
common core. Based on all of these conditions,
we propose !ve patterns of multiculturalism: two
that retain the original cultural knowledge but

differ in the way original cultures are connected –

compartmentalization and integration; two that
represent recombined original sets (expanded and
reduced) – inclusion and convergence; and one
re"ecting the emergence of new cultural cognitions
– generalization. Below, we elaborate further on
each pattern and explain how their distinct content
and structure emerge as a result of different social
experiences.

Compartmentalization
We de!ne compartmentalization as a cognitive
pattern in which an individual has internalized

Compartmentalization
Separate cultural cognitions BA C

Generalization
New cultural
cognitions of meta-
cultural schemas

D

A

B

C

Convergence
Merged cultural
cognitions consisting
of overlapping
schemas

B

Integration
Interconnected cultural 
cognitions

A

B C

Inclusion
Enhanced home cultural
cognitions (A) with
added foreign culture
elements

A+

B

C

A

A

C

Figure 1 Patterns of multiculturalism.

Multiculturalism from a cognitive perspective Gundula Lücke et al
173

Journal of International Business Studies

Example
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behavior while suppressing other identities in the process. This image of mul-
tiple identities is present in social identity theory. The foundational idea is that
people define themselves based on their social group, and that once a group
identity is made salient in a given situation (for instance, through comparisons
with other groups), other identities recede while that single group identity
guides behavior (such as engaging in in-group favoritism and out-group dero-
gation) (Tajfel & Turner, 1987). However, current research is moving away
from the idea of a single salient identity and I cover some of these more
recent trends further below.

1.2.1.1. Single identity salience and identity switching. The sal-
ience or activation of a single social identity and the corresponding suppression
of other identities has been studied in two ways. First, scholars have suggested
that individuals move along a spectrum from identifying themselves as unique
individuals (personal identity) to viewing themselves in roles and relationships
(role identity) to seeing aspects of themselves derived from membership in a
social group (social/collective identity) (Brewer & Gardner, 1996). Further-
more, a specific level of self-categorization will preclude self-categorization at
other levels; for instance, if people think of themselves as unique individuals

Figure 1 Illustrative Images of Multiple Identities.

Past, Present and Future Research on Multiple Identities † 599
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Ramarajan, L. (2014). Past, present and future research on multiple identities: Toward an intrapersonal network 
approach. Academy of Management Annals, 8(1), 589-659.
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Identity work & activation4
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From culturalism to polyculturalism
PS66CH24-Morris ARI 12 November 2014 16:6

Culture A Culture B
Polyculturalism

Figure 2
Network image of individuals with partial and plural cultural affiliations, each with a different combination of
cultural influences. Note that individuals can be influenced by another culture assimilatively or contrastively.

Japan or Italy, their ultimate provenance is often interplay with the foreign. Accounts of Japan’s
distinctiveness often point to sakoku, the penalty of death for foreign travel or foreign visitors that
reigned for centuries; however, the Tokugawa shogunate devised this policy in reaction to the
alarming earlier spread of ideas such as Christianity from earlier Portuguese missionaries. Other
seemingly Japanese traditions come not from reaction formation but adaptation—tempura, for
example, is a subtle refinement of Portuguese fried fish, peixinhos da horta. Even the quintessentially
Japanese idea of Zen is borrowed from Chinese Chán Buddhism (!1200). (Interestingly, Chán
itself was imported to China’s Shaolin temple centuries before, along with the practice of martial
arts, by the wandering Indian monk Bodhidharma.)

For its part, Italy has traditions in design that can be traced back to Renaissance figures such
as Leonardo da Vinci and Fibonacci, but some of their ideas were not invented so much as
borrowed from the Arab intellectual world that had flourished during Europe’s Dark Ages. Italian
cuisine is justly renowned, but its central flavor of tomatoes came from the Aztecs courtesy of
Cortés. Christianity is associated with Rome, but of course it was imported from further East
(Armenia was the first state to adopt it), just as the old Roman gods were mostly borrowed from
the Greeks. In sum, even the most central and celebrated elements of national cultures are often
not autochthonous. Cultures are shaped by defensive efforts to differentiate from the foreign and
by assimilative acts of borrowing and adaptation.

The cultural interaction assumption of polyculturalism follows from its cultural plurality
premise: The individuals who interlink two cultures are bridges or conduits for intercultural
influence. An emerging body of research identifies how individuals are affected by their expo-
sure to and engagements with foreign cultures (Chiu et al. 2011). Individuals’ reactions can seed
macro-level cultural shifts when they are imitated by others (Boyd & Richerson 2004) or when

Table 1 Two paradigmatic assumptions and their implications

Culturalist paradigm Polyculturalist paradigm
Cultural influence Categorical

Constant, steady, general
Partial and plural
Dynamic, intermittent, situated

Determinants of culture Independent, ancient origins
Historically stable

Intercultural interactions
Continually evolving

www.annualreviews.org • Polycultural Psychology 635
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Culturalism: a
categorical conception
in which individuals
are shaped by one
primary culture and
the world’s cultural
traditions are separate
and independent

increased cultural awareness and moral relativism, yet also increased stereotyping (Buchtel 2014).
Given that cultural psychologists assume and observe within-country variation, why does cultural
psychology training give rise to homogenizing stereotypes?

We have to ask what comes across to students. The espoused theories and fine details of
results are likely less salient than the premises about culture that are implied by the method.
Country comparisons treat culture as a categorical, independent variable. “Categorical” suggests
that cultures are bounded groups defined by shared distinctive traits; “independent” suggests
that societies develop their own norms sui generis rather than through contact and interchange.
These assumptions, which can be called culturalism, are close to commonsense understandings of
culture or ethnicity. When textbooks (and probably also teachers) strive to make culture intuitively
accessible they describe it this way, as a lens distinctive to a group that all of its members share:

Culture influences just about everything we do—from how we perceive lines to how long we will stand
in them (Schacter et al. 2010, p. xix).
Culture lies inside people in that everything that happens to them is viewed through a cultural lens—a
way of thinking—that cannot be put aside (Weiten 2012, p. 26).

This notion of culture as general-purpose mental lens, which members of a group cannot help but
see through, is illustrated in Figure 1. We argue that culturalism resonates with intuitive ways
of cognizing groups, because categorical thinking about groups is an evolved human propensity
(Caporael 2007) that is dominant in intuitive processing (Crisp & Meleady 2012) and undergirds
essentialist beliefs (Morris 2014). Perhaps it is not a coincidence that the most popularly influential
culture theories tend to be the ones that hew most closely to culturalism. Hofstede (1984) defined
culture as “the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one
group or society from another” (p. 82). Huntington, in The Clash of Civilizations (1996) and “The
Hispanic Challenge” (2004), reads contemporary politics in terms of inherent tensions between
age-old, unchanging cultural impulses.

The popular appeal of the categorical influence assumption is unfortunate because the facts
don’t support it. Early researchers assumed that the “lenses” distinguishing cultures consist of
general values, such as individualism and collectivism (Triandis 1994). However, there is no
consensus in value endorsements; values vary more within countries than between countries
(Schwartz 2014). Even cultures highly individualistic or collectivistic in their social institutions
lack consensus on these values; different subpopulations (latent classes) endorse distinct value
profiles (Eid & Diener 2001). Likewise, there is no correlation within countries among different
measures of independence/interdependence (Kitayama et al. 2009) or measures of analyticism/

Culture A Culture B
Culturalism

Figure 1
Categorical image of individuals with unitary cultural affiliations and uniform cultural lenses.
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Cultural frame switching
Chi-yue Chiu 
Photo I~y Iman Poon 

exist. For example, in self-description tasks, North Amer- 
icans are consistently more likely than Japanese to make 
self-enhancing statements (Kitayama & Markus, 1994). An 
important consideration, however, is that many Japanese 
American biculturals are, no doubt, aware of this differ- 
ence. Hence, exposing bicultural individuals to cultural 
icons could affect this difference either through unobtru- 
sive priming of knowledge structures or through demand 
characteristics. We needed a stimulus task that participants 
would not consciously connect to cultural icons. In short, 
the task could not be transparently related to culture. 

To develop a test for cultural priming that would be 
nontransparent to participants, we turned to interpretations 
of social behavior. Social psychologists have long studied 
how perceivers attribute the behavior of others to causes, 
noting systematic biases, such as tracing an individual's 
actions to personality dispositions rather than other plausi- 
ble factors such as social context (Heider, 1958; Ross, 
1977). Perhaps the most famous evidence for this bias 
came from studies conducted by Heider and Simmel (1944) 
in which participants were presented with animated films of 
geometric shapes, such as triangles and circles, that were 
moving in patterns suggestive of social interactions. Par- 
ticipants tended to interpret the films by ascribing motives 
and personalities to an individual shape. Heider (1958) 
concluded that social information is interpreted by forming 
units, primarily the unit of an individual person. The person 
unit then tends to attract most of the perceiver's attention, 
resulting in causal attributions that overweigh internal per- 
sonal factors and underweigh factors in the surrounding 
social situation. Other researchers have studied everyday 
interactions in which this bias of tracing an individual's 
behavior to dispositions leads to incorrect interpretations of 
the individual's behavior and suboptimal ways of interact- 

ing with him or her (Jones & Harris, 1967; Morris, Larrick, 
& Su, 1999). Because of its pervasiveness and consequen- 
tiality, this dispositionist bias has been called the funda- 
mental attribution error (Ross, 1977). 

Recent research has allowed psychologists to identify 
the role that culture plays in shaping the dispositionist bias 
in social perception. Prompted by ethnographic accounts of 
Chinese social understanding (Hsu, 1953), Morris and Peng 
(1994) investigated the hypothesis that the tendency of 
perceivers to focus on individuals and interpret behavior in 
terms of their internal dispositions may be more marked in 
North America than in China. They reasoned that an im- 
plicit theory that individuals are autonomous relative to the 
pressures of the group is central to American culture, 
whereas in Chinese culture a more salient implicit theory 
emphasizes that individuals accommodate the greater au- 
tonomy of groups (Suet al., 1999). In studies in which they 
used several methods, Morris and Peng showed that Amer- 
ican participants accorded more weight to an individual's 
personal dispositions, whereas Chinese participants ac- 
corded more weight to an individual's social context. Fur- 
ther evidence for the difference in implicit theories 
emerged from studies directly measuring generalized be- 
liefs about individuals versus social groups and institutions 
(Chiu, Dweck, Tong, & Fu, 1997). In a recent review of 
studies comparing North American and East Asian perceiv- 
ers, researchers concluded that the sharpest differences in 

Figure 1 
Examples of Iconic Images in American and 
Chinese Cultures 

American Primes Chinese Primes 
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have been exposed to Euro-American social constructs 
extensively. Yet, although Hong Kong Chinese students are 
rather Westernized in some aspects of their self-concept 
and value system (see Bond & Cheung, 1981; Fu, 1999; 
Triandis, Leung, & Hui, 1990), they maintain their primary 
social identity as Hong Kong Chinese (Hong, Yeung, Chiu, 
& Tong, 1999) and subscribe to core Chinese values (Chi- 
nese Culture Connection, 1987). In sum, Hong Kong Chi- 
nese students in the late 1990s belong to a population of 
biculturally socialized individuals. 

In our later experiment (reported in Hong, Morris, 
Chiu, & Benet-Martfnez, 2000), we tested a different group 
of bicultural individuals. These were China-born Califor- 
nian college students who had lived at least five years in a 
Chinese society and at least five years in North America 
before attending college. Whereas the Hong Kong bicul- 
tural group represented bicultural identification resulting 
from extensive Westernization of a society, the Chinese 
American group represented bicultural identification result- 
ing from immigration: These are two primary ways that 
culture moves across territories to create multicultural so- 
cieties (Hermans & Kempen, 1998). Although we do not 
report in this article the study with Chinese American 
biculturals, results revealed that these participants recog- 
nized and were influenced by American and Chinese cul- 
tural icons in similar ways as were the members of the 
Hong Kong bicultural group. 

Priming Mater ia ls  
We presented Hong Kong Chinese students with a set of 
cultural icons designed to activate the associated social 
theories that produce cultural biases in attribution. In our 
research we used several kinds of icons. Some involved 
symbols (e.g., the American flag vs. a Chinese dragon), 
legendary figures from folklore or popular cartoons (e.g., 
Superman vs. Stone Monkey), famous people (e.g., Mari- 
lyn Monroe vs. a Chinese opera singer), and landmarks 
(e.g., the Capitol Building vs. the Great Wall). Several 
prior studies have demonstrated that exposure to such icons 
activates the corresponding cultural meaning system. For 
instance, Hong, Chiu, and Kung (1997, Experiment 1) 
found that exposure to these Chinese icons led Hong Kong 
Chinese students to increase their endorsement of Chinese 
values. Recently, Kemmelmeier and Winter (1998) found 
that Americans showed an elevated endorsement of inde- 
pendence values after being exposed to the American flag. 

Init ial  Tests 
In one study (Hong et al., 1997, Experiment 2), 303 Hong 
Kong Chinese undergraduate students were randomly as- 
signed to the American culture priming condition, the 
Chinese culture priming condition, or the control condition. 
Participants in the American culture priming condition 
were shown six pictures of American icons and were asked 
to answer short questions about the pictures (e.g., "Which 
country does this picture symbolize?" "Use three adjectives 
to describe the character of the legendary figure in this 
picture"). Participants in the Chinese culture priming con- 

dition were shown six pictures of Chinese icons and were 
asked to answer the same short questions. These conditions 
were designed to inject activation into American and Chi- 
nese construct networks, respectively, leading to elevated 
accessibility of their respective implicit theories about the 
causality of social events. Participants in the control con- 
dition were shown six drawings of geometric figures and 
asked to indicate where they thought there should be a 
shade or a shadow. This condition was designed to inject 
no activation into cultural knowledge networks but to oth- 
erwise resemble the cultural prime conditions. 

Then, in an allegedly unrelated task, participants were 
given an attribution task adapted from Morris and Peng 
(1994). In this measure, participants were shown a realistic 
picture of a fish swimming in front of a group of fish (see 
Figure 3) and asked to indicate on a 12-point scale why one 
fish was swimming in front of the group. A score of 1 on 
the scale meant very confident that it is because the one fish 
is leading the other fish (an internal cause), and a score of 
12 meant very confident that it is because the one fish is 
being chased by the other fish (an external cause). Consis- 
tent with the pattern identified in cross-national studies 
(Morris & Peng, 1994), we expected that participants 
would be less inclined to interpret the individual fish's 
behavior in terms of the external social pressure after 
American priming than after Chinese priming. Indeed, as 
predicted, participants who were exposed to American pic- 
tures were significantly less confident in the external (vs. 
internal) explanation than were those who were exposed to 
Chinese pictures (see Figure 4). Participants in the control 
condition fell midway between the two culture priming 
conditions. 

In a second experiment, we replicated the cultural 
priming effect with a less constricted measure of causal 
attributions (Hong et al., 1997, Experiment 3). Participants 
were 75 Hong Kong Chinese undergraduate students who 
were randomly assigned to the American culture priming 
condition, the Chinese culture priming condition, or the 
control condition. In the American culture priming condi- 

Figure 3 
Stimulus Material Used as the Attributional Stimulus 
in the First Two Studies 

714 July 2000 • American Psychologist 

Figure 4 
Results From Two Studies That Demonstrated 
Consistent Cultural Priming Effects in External 
Attributions About Fish Behavior Among Hong 
Kong Chinese Bicultural Individuals 
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Note. Data in the top graph are from Hang et al., 1997, Experiment 2, in which 
participants interpreted on a scale of 1 (very confident that it is because the one 
fish is leading the other fish) to 12 (very confident that it is because the one fish 
is being chased by the other fish) the social behavior of the fish in Figure 3. Data 
in the bottom graph are from Hong et al., 1997, Experiment 3, in which 
participants were asked to provide an open-ended response about the social 
behavior of the fish in Figure 3. The explanations were coded on the basis of 
Miller's (1984) coding scheme. 

tion, participants were shown five pictures of American 
icons and asked to write 10 sentences to describe the 
pictures in terms of American culture. Participants in the 
Chinese culture priming condition were shown five pictures 
of Chinese icons and asked to write 10 sentences to de- 
scribe the pictures in terms of Chinese culture. In the 
control condition, participants were shown five pictures of 
physical landscapes and asked to write 10 sentences about 
the landscapes. This procedure lasted for 10 minutes. Then, 
in an ostensibly unrelated task, participants were presented 
with a picture depicting a fish swimming in front of a 
school of fish and asked to write down what they thought 
was the major reason why the fish was swimming in front 
of other fish. This open-ended response format allowed 
participants to generate explanations that were not limited 

to the options we provided. On the basis of Miller's (1984) 
coding scheme, the explanations were coded into infer- 
ences of internal properties or external properties. Again, 
participants' likelihood of generating external explanations 
differed significantly across the three experimental condi- 
tions. As predicted, fewer participants in the American 
culture priming condition than in the Chinese culture prim- 
ing condition generated explanations referring to the exter- 
nal social context (see Figure 4). The proportion of partic- 
ipants who generated external explanations in the control 
condition fell midway between the proportions of the two 
culture priming conditions, much as in the previous study. 

A Conceptual Replication 
In our third study, we checked that the priming effect is 
replicated when the task involves interpreting human ac- 
tions. We asked participants to make an attribution for a 
character's deviation from a diet--an action chosen be- 
cause it has no obvious connection to the cultural icons. We 
randomly assigned 234 Hong Kong Chinese high school 
students to one of three priming conditions. Participants in 
the American culture priming condition saw eight Ameri- 
can icons and wrote 10 sentences about American culture. 
Participants in the Chinese culture priming condition saw 
eight Chinese icons and wrote 10 sentences about Chinese 
culture. Participants in the control condition saw pictures of 
natural landscapes and wrote 10 sentences about the land- 
scapes. This priming manipulation lasted approximately 15 
minutes. 

Then participants in all conditions read a story about 
an overweight boy who was advised by a physician not to 
eat food with high sugar content. One day, he and his 
friends went to a buffet dinner where a delicious-looking 
cake was offered. Despite its high sugar content, he ate it. 
After reading this brief description, participants were asked 
to respond to three sets of questions. Participants were 
asked to indicate the extent to which the boy's weight 
problem was caused by his dispositions. That is, they rated 
factors such as his personality dispositions (e.g., he lacks 
the ability to control himself, etc.) on a 10-point scale, 
ranging from 1 (has very little influence on his action) to 10 
(has a lot o f  influence on his action). In addition, partici- 
pants were asked to indicate the extent to which the boy's  
eating of the cake was caused by pressures and constraints 
of his external social situation (situational reasons, friends' 
pressure on him, etc.) on the same 10-point scale. 

As in the previous two studies, participants in the 
three priming conditions differed on the weight accorded to 
the external, social situations as determinants of the boy's  
behavior (see Figure 5). As predicted, participants in the 
American culture priming condition accorded less weight 
to external social factors than did participants in the Chi- 
nese culture priming condition (see Figure 4). On this 
measure, participants in the control condition fell in be- 
tween those in the Chinese and American culture priming 
conditions. Participants in the three priming conditions, 
however, did not differ on the internal attribution measure. 
This result is consistent with the conclusions in Choi et 
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Hong, Y. Y., Morris, M. W., Chiu, C. Y., & Benet-Martinez, V. (2000). Multicultural 
minds: A dynamic constructivist approach to culture and cognition. American 
Psychologist, 55(7), 709-720.
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Further complications5
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1. Identity dynamics

• Evolution of one’s 
identities over time

• Experience of significant 
life events
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Identity dynamics

“The multicultural person is always in flux, the 
configuration of loyalties and identifications changing, the 
overall image of self perpetually being reformulated
through experience and contact with the world.” 

Adler (1974)

Adler, P. S. (1974). Beyond cultural identity: Reflections on cultural and multicultural man. Topics in Culture Learning, 2, 
23-40.
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2. Social forces in identity interaction

Cultural appropriation
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3. Challenging world order & identity tension
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4. Authenticity challenge?
Information vs. Transformation
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Self as a process of “becoming”

Ulysses
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Enhancing awareness of cultural selves

I sometimes find myself “examining my identity” as 
other people examine their conscience. As you 
may imagine, my objective is not to discover within 
myself some essential allegiance in which I may 
recognize myself. Rather the opposite: I scour my 
memory to find as many ingredients of my identity 
as I can. I then assemble and arrange them. I don’t 
deny any of them.

Amin Maalouf (1996)
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Toward human flourishing
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Conclusion6

35

Prof. Yih-Teen Lee | YLee@iese.edu© Yih-Teen Lee & IESE Business School. Any use of this material without the expressed permission of Yih-Teen Lee & IESE Business School is strictly prohibited.

Key messages

1. People often hold complex cultural identities as a result of life 
experience and cultural exposure. 

2. People’s identity patterns (i.e., plurality, structure, complexity) 
have consequences on cognition, emotion, and behaviors. 

3. As a result, cultural identities carry specific resources (in both 
absolute and contextual ways). 

4. Awareness of one’s cultural identities enables people to 
intentionally leverage these identity resources towards fuller 
human flourishing.
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Harness the strengths of one’s cultural selves

1. Self-reflection & awareness 

2. Assisted sense-making 
& coaching

3. Strategic positioning for 
Identity fit
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An ongoing stream of research on cultural identities
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Strategic Cultural Positioning Compass®

A toolkit with specific coaching processes and methodolgy 
(In development together with Andra Morosi)
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Please contact me if you are 
interested in receiving further 
information about its 
development, and eventually 
contributing to it. 

• Beta test
• Ongoing research
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THANK YOU! 

QUESTIONS (In English ou en français)
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