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When thinking about these orientations, keep in mind that they are relative, not
absolute. People raised in individualistic cultures are capable of putting the interests
of others ahead of their own, just as those raised in collectivistic cultures sometimes
pursue their own self-interests. Moreover, the two orientations are somewhat inde-
pendent, with some cultures scoring high on both dimensions and others scoring high
on only one (Gelfand, Triandis, & Darius, 1996). For these reasons, the distinction is
largely one of emphasis.

2. Comparing Western and East Asian Countries

Nations are political, not social, units, and various cultures and subcultures often coex-
ist within a given nation. This is increasingly true in the United States, for example,
as immigration patterns and differential birthrates have transformed a country that was
once rather homogenous into a mosaic of different languages, traditions, and ways of
understanding the world. For this reason, culture is not synonymous with nationality.

At the same time, various regions of the world clearly have different cultural tradi-
tions. The differences are not always large, and there is variability within nations, but
Western countries, such as America, Canada, and the countries of Western Europe, tend
to be more individualistic and a bit less collectivistic than the countries of East Asia, such
as China, Japan, and Korea (Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002). These differences
have received a great deal of attention in social psychology over the past 20 years. For
example, in Chapter 4 we will see that people raised in Western cultures tend to believe
that personality factors are the most important determinants of behavior. “Why do peo-
ple do what they do?” “Because of the kind of people they are,” answer people with a
Western cultural background. In contrast, people raised in East Asian countries are more
inclined to point to the importance of social roles in determining behavior. They believe
that people behave the way they do because of societal expectations and cultural norms.
You will have the opportunity to learn about other such differences throughout this text,
as the sociocultural perspective provides an important viewpoint on social behavior.

TABLE 2.1 Comparing Individualistic and Collectivistic Cultures

Dimension Individualistic Cultural View Collectivistic Cultural View

Self An independent self-view, with a An interdependent self-view, with
focus on how one is unique and an emphasis on commonalities
different from others between self and others

Goals To do one’s own thing in an To promote group harmony and 
autonomous, self-reliant manner put the concerns of others 
or be better than others through ahead of one’s own
competition

Behavioral guides Personal preferences, Social norms and the opinions 
attitudes, and values and expectations of others

Social obligations Qualified respect for authority Great respect for authority figures 
and duties figures and social institutions, and social institutions, and a 

and relatively little concern for strong desire to uphold tradition
upholding traditions
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