
Why Your Understanding of Collectivism Is Probably Wrong

October 29, 2019

Imagine you’ve won a 2-week, all-expenses-paid trip to a faraway country. You don’t know where
you’re going, but they tell you it’s a collectivistic culture. What images come to mind?

Are the people warm and caring? Are they helping and cooperative? Do they feel close to their friends
and family?

If that’s your intuition, you’re not alone. It was the intuition tucked away in my brain when I moved to
Beijing. Many PhD-holding cultural psychologists have it, too. It’s built into our measures.

A Simple Task: Measuring Collectivism

In the ‘90s, cultural psychologists, most of whom were based in North America and Europe, designed
surveys to measure collectivism across cultures (e.g., Singelis, 1994). They wrote statements that
collectivists should agree with:

“I feel good when I cooperate with others.”
“I like sharing little things with my neighbors.”



After the scales were written, the next step was to make sure they were reliable. In short time, the
surveys passed tests of statistical reliability. People who agreed with “I feel good when I cooperate with
others” also tended to share things with their neighbors. So far so good.

Armed with reliable tests, researchers set out to study cultures across the Pacific Ocean. They started by
documenting differences in collectivism that experts were pretty sure were there (e.g., Heine, Lehman,
Peng, & Greenholtz, 2002). Given what researchers already knew, Japan and China should be more
collectivistic than America and Western Europe, they thought.

Cultural Psychology’s Open Secret

Within 20 years, researchers had completed enough studies that they could put them all together and
meta-analyze them. What they found seemed plain wrong.

America, land of the cowboy, was more collectivistic than Japan (Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier,
2002). What about the Philippines and Tanzania? Americans were more collectivistic than people from
both of those countries. Attempts to find reliable differences between East and West were no different
(statistically) than flipping a coin (Heine et al., 2002).

Perhaps the data were right and people’s expectations were wrong — maybe Japan and China aren’t
actually collectivistic. This explanation is particularly tempting 20 years later, after China’s meteoric
economic growth.

The Fault in Our Microscopes

Yet most of the reactions avoided that tack. Instead, researchers suggested it was a problem of self-
report methodology — after all, there’s evidence to suggest that people just aren’t very good at making
accurate self-reports.

For example, researchers produced good evidence that people in Japan implicitly compare themselves
with other (presumably collectivistic) Japanese people, which lowers their estimation of their own
collectivism (Heine, Lehman, Peng, & Greenholtz, 2002).

Other researchers pinpointed the problem in how people use scales (e.g., Schimmack, Oishi, & Diener,
2005). The idea was that people in some cultures just tend to agree more — they’re more acquiescent.
They’ll agree with “I often ‘do my own thing’” and “To me, pleasure is spending time with others,”
even though researchers designed the two statements to measure two opposite attitudes. To solve this
problem, researchers would need to adjust their analyses, statistically controlling for how much people
tend to agree.

Still others said the problem was that the wordings are too abstract. Doing “my own thing” could mean
wearing red shoes for a high schooler in Shanghai but could mean living alone for 30 years for a New
Yorker. To fix this, researchers said the solution was to write scales about concrete scenarios (Peng,
Nisbett, & Wong, 1997).

What all of these responses had in common was that they diagnosed the problem as residing in the
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measurement tool — the problem was in our microscopes. If we could fix our microscopes, we could get
to the truth.

Maybe the Problem Is Us

But there’s another thing these explanations have in common: They’re about our microscopes, not our
concepts. And it’s problems with our concepts that recent evidence is pointing to.

Scattered hints were already there for researchers who looked in the right places. One hint was in the
writings of a Japanese anthropologist who spent time living in rice-farming villages (Yoshida, 1984). In
the village, tight ties and shared irrigation water created both harmony and conflict. The harmony was
needed to keep the water flowing to the fields, but the harmony existed partly to obscure the conflict.
“Tensions lie below the surface, feelings run deep, grudges persist, but the surface of relationship is
managed to exhibit harmony.”

Another hint could be found far away in Ghana. There in West Africa, a psychologist documented 
widespread “enemyship” (Adams, 2005). Compared with individualistic Americans, people in Ghana
were much more likely to believe that their friends were secretly plotting against them. One local book
warned that your most intimate friends may be “actually at the helm plotting your downfall” (Kyei &
Schreckenbach, 1975).

Pieces That Don’t Fit

And evidence continues to accumulate, suggesting that these are not rare exceptions to collectivism but
rather a common feature of collectivism itself. In a study just published in the Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences, my colleagues and I found that people in collectivistic China were more
likely than Americans to be vigilant toward fellow in-group members (Liu, Morris, Talhelm, & Yang,
2019). Participants read about, for example, an eager coworker who offered to help them look over an
important work project and then wrote about what might happen next. Some people worried that the
coworker would be up to no good: “The friend also ‘accidentally’ threw some of the pages into the
trash . . ..  His friend did not want to see [him] be successful and be promoted.”

This worried vigilance colored 38% of responses from participants in China versus just 16% of
responses from those in the United States.

And this vigilance exists despite the fact that Chinese participants rated coworkers as more of a family,
with more of a shared identity, than American participants did. People in China were indeed more
collectivistic, but that collectivist tendency didn’t entail trust.

The emerging theory is not that this tension exists despite collectivism; rather, this tension exists 
because of collectivism. The tight social ties of collectivism creates this tension.

The Vigilance of Rice

Of course, there are many other differences between China and the United States. For one, China scores
higher on measures of corruption — data available from Transparency International (n.d.). China also
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endured the Cultural Revolution, which had the effect of pitting neighbors against neighbors and left
lasting influences on people’s willingness to trust others (Wang, 2017). These alternative explanations
fit nicely.

To dig deeper into these possible explanations, the authors of the vigilance study have also compared
regions within China. Within the same national political system, Han China is split into two major
cultural regions. In the south, people have farmed paddy rice for generations. In the north, wheat was the
dominant crop. Rice farmers had to coordinate irrigation networks and muster twice the amount of labor
per hectare that wheat farmers did (Talhelm & Oishi, 2018). Rice was, therefore, a more collective crop.

To this day, people in rice areas show more hallmarks of collectivism than people in wheat areas
(Talhelm et al., 2014). And in these collectivistic rice regions, people were more vigilant toward their
peers than people in wheat areas. The differences weren’t in the national political system; instead, they
fell along the geographical boundaries of collectivism. See Figure 1.

De-Idealizing Collectivism

The emerging picture of collectivism is less warm and fuzzy, more nuanced and complicated. And, as it
turns out, this picture was already hidden in the early collectivism scales.

Tucked in among the warm-fuzzy items that didn’t “work,” there were also items that did work. The
items that worked mostly asked about duties and responsibilities to specific people. For example, my
recent research has found that people in collectivistic cultures are more likely to agree that “We should
keep our aging parents with us at home.” See Figure 2.

And although people living in collectivistic cultures report less intimacy with their friends, they are also
more likely to think that they should stick together through tough times (Liu et al., 2019). When I asked
people to imagine a friend advising them to break up with a new boyfriend, Americans tended to say
they’d find more supportive friends. In China, people tended to think these friends were being
supportive. Collectivism often values things other than warmth and feeling good.

The emerging picture of collectivism is more complicated and, I think, realistic. If this vision is correct,
it suggests that the answer to cultural psychology’s open secret lies more in asking the right questions
than in throwing out self-reports.

Figure 1
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The chart shows that in areas of China where rice farming is widespread — and coordination and
networking more necessary — people are more suspicious of their peers compared to areas where rice
farming is less extensive. This reflects the distrust that people of China can harbor toward one another
despite their collectivist tendencies.

Figure 2
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Recent research shows that the more collectivist a culture tends to be, the more people feel a duty to take
in their aging parents.
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