CHAPTER 235

Culture and
Consumer Behavior

Sharon Shavitt, Hyewon Cho, and Aaron J. Barnes

Consumer behavior and marketing are global phenomena, and understanding how consumers
around the world respond to marketing efforts is a key managerial priority. Accordingly, consum-
er researchers have produced a burgeoning literature that builds on insights from cross-cultural
psychology. Many of the same factors studied in social psychology have been shown to influence
consumer judgments and decisions. These shared factors include individualistic and collectivistic,
as well as horizontal and vertical cultural orientations, independent and interdependent self-con-
struals, analytic and haolistic thinking styles, and power distance. We review these findings and
highlight synergies between social and consumer psychology. We also highlight novel variables
addressed by cross-cultural consumer research, including brand symbolism, consumer-brand
relationships, and price—quality judgments. We conclude with a call for future work that broad-
ens our theorizing and deepens our understanding of how an emphasis on norms and on others’
expectations shapes consumer behavior in various cultural contexts.

Should a brand manager invest heavily in
tailoring his or her global brand’s marketing
efforts to the individual countries in which
the brand is marketed? If so, how should this
tailoring be accomplished? These are ques-
tions that confound many multinational
firms as they seek to develop and promote
successful brands in varied markets. The de-
cisions are high stakes, with billions of dol-
lars on the line. Fortunately, many of the re-
search insights emerging from cross-cultural
psychology can be applied directly to mak-
ing these decisions effectively.

In this chapter, we review some of the
burgeoning literature on cross-cultural con-
sumer behavior. A growing body of research
suggests that culture influences consumer
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perceptions, preferences, and goals in a va-
riety of ways (see Riemer, Shavitt, Koo, &
Markus, 2014, for a review). For instance,
cultural factors can influence consumer pro-
cessing strategies (Briley, Wyer, & Li, 2014),
shaping consumers’ thinking styles (Lalwani
& Shavitt, 2013; Monga & John, 2007) and
the role of feelings and metacognitive experi-
ences in consumer decision making (Hong &
Chang, 2015). Most of the cultural distinc-
tions and categories examined by consumer
researchers are familiar to social psycholo-
gists, having been based on foundational
psychological literature (e.g., Hofstede,
1984, 2001; Markus & Kitayama, 1991;
Triandis, 1995). However, new distinctions
also show promise for predicting important
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consumer judgments in the commercial and
prosocial spheres (e.g., Torelli & Shavitt,
2010; Winterich & Zhang, 2014). We begin
our review with the role of well-established
cultural distinctions such as individualism—
collectivism, before turning to newer clas-
sifications related to the horizontal-vertical
distinction and power distance.

INDIVIDUALISM—COLLECTIVISM
AND INDEPENDENT-INTERDEPENDENT
SELF-CONSTRUALS

The cross-cultural consumer literature is
dominated by a focus on independent and
interdependent self-construals, or individu-
alistic and collectivistic backgrounds. Here,
we consider findings inspired by these broad
classifications that are often used to charac-
terize Western versus non-Western consum-
er contexts.

Cultural distinctions are clearly reflected
in the commercial or informational envi-
ronments that surround consumers. For
instance, Miracle (1987) described the dis-
tinct “goals” of advertisements in the United
States and Japan, and his insights offer im-
plications for understanding persuasion pro-
cesses. In American ads, he argued, adver-
tisements try to teach consumers about the
brand and its benefits, on the assumption
that consumer learning precedes persua-
sion and purchasing. The focus is therefore
on direct communication with the audi-
ence. In contrast, Japanese ads try to make
friends with consumers, showing them that
the company understands them and can be
trusted to take care of their needs. The com-
munication is indirect, focusing on the right
mood, tone, and aesthetics, as opposed to
persuasive arguments.

Because advertisements are cultural arti-
facts that shed light on cultural processes,
numerous studies have systematically ana-
lyzed their content. Primarily focusing on
cultural differences in individualism—collec-
tivism, these studies documented culturally
linked patterns in the prevalence of various
types of appeals. In general, they suggested
that the prevalence of marketing communi-
cations matches the cultural value profile of
the societies in which they appear (e.g., Han
& Shavitt, 1994; Kim & Markus, 1999);
that is, appeals to uniqueness, personal
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benefits, and hedonism are more prevalent
in individualistic societies, whereas appeals
to harmony, group benefits, and conformity
are more prevalent in collectivistic societies.

For example, an early content analysis
(Han & Shavitt, 1994) showed that maga-
zine advertisements in South Korea, a collec-
tivistic society, were generally more focused
on interdependence, family well-being, har-
mony, and ingroup goals than were maga-
zine advertisement in the United States, an
individualistic society. However, U.S. ads
focused more on independence, individu-
ality, self-improvement, achievement, and
personal goals than did ads in South Korea.
In line with this, another content analysis
(Kim & Markus, 1999) showed that South
Korean ads were more likely than U.S. ads
to use conformity themes and less likely to
use uniqueness themes. Website content in
individualistic and collectivistic societies
also appears to vary along similar lines (see
Shavitt, Lee, & Torelli, 2009, for a review).

Cultural differences in the persuasive-
ness of these types of appeals follow a simi-
lar pattern. In a cross-national experiment
(Han & Shavitt, 1994), appeals with indi-
vidualistic themes (“Solo [detergent] cleans
with a softness that you will love”) were
more persuasive in the United States than in
South Korea, and appeals with collectivistic
themes (“Solo cleans with a softness that
your family will love”) were more persuasive
in South Korea than in the United States. A
similar pattern was observed with individu-
alistic and collectivistic appeals in an experi-
ment in the United States and China (Zhang
& Gelb, 1996). Both sets of studies showed
that the cultural differences were larger for
products that were socially shared or visible
to others, presumably because choices for
such products are more subject to a culture’s
normative constraints.

Another study that examined the persua-
siveness of appeals as a function of individ-
ual differences in self-construal (C. Wang &
Mowen, 1997) found that U.S. participants’
responses to individualistic versus collectiv-
istic appeals for a credit card were predicted
by whether they thought of themselves as
independent and separate from others or
interconnected with others. In short, both
national culture and cultural self-construal
predict the persuasiveness of individualistic
and collectivistic appeals.
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Evidence for cultural “matching” in the
prevalence and persuasiveness of marketing
appeals has been accompanied by research
suggesting that culture moderates the psy-
chological processes underlying persuasion.
For instance, studies indicate that cultural
factors influence not only how heavily social
factors are weighted in attitude formation
but also the processes by which they exert
their impact (J. Aaker & Maheswaran,
1997). In research conducted in individual-
istic contexts, social factors such as endors-
ers or social consensus cues are more likely
to be processed as peripheral cues, influenc-
ing persuasion only when elaboration like-
lihood is low (e.g., Maheswaran & Chai-
ken, 1991; Petty, Cacioppo, & Schumann,
1983). However, for people in collectivistic
contexts, social factors are more likely to
be processed as central information than as
peripheral cues. Thus, they impact attitude
formation under high-motivation conditions
through elaborated processing. For instance,
social consensus information (e.g., “80%
of consumers surveyed prefer this brand”)
influences Hong Kong consumers’ brand
evaluations, regardless of their level of moti-
vation (J. Aaker & Maheswaran, 1997), in
contrast to American consumers, who con-
sider social consensus cues primarily when
they are not sufficiently motivated to engage
in elaborated processing (Maheswaran &
Chaiken, 1991). These findings suggest that
for collectivistic compared to individualistic
consumers, there may be less of a distinction
between central arguments and peripheral
cues, such as a brand’s popularity or the at-
tractiveness of its endorsers, and the influ-
ence of each type of information may follow
different patterns.

Another implication of cultural differ-
ences for information processing addresses
processes of incongruity resolution. Peng
and Nisbett (1999) suggest that East Asians
are more likely than Westerners to accept
duality and contradiction. In line with this,
they find that European Americans tend
to differentiate between arguments, choos-
ing which one is true, whereas the Chinese
tend to seek a “middle way” to reconcile
opposing arguments. Similar patterns have
been observed in consumer research. When
exposed to incongruent information in de-
cision making (e.g., a relatively unlikable
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endorser presented together with positive at-
tributes of a product), consumers in individ-
ualistic contexts focus on and rely primarily
on the more diagnostic information (positive
product attributes) (J. Aaker & Sengupta,
2000; Maheswaran & Chaiken, 1991). For
example, when presented with negative en-
dorser information and positive product at-
tributes, American consumers were likely to
elaborate on more diagnostic product evalu-
ations, and neglect less diagnostic endorser
information, in order to resolve the incon-
gruity. In contrast, in collectivistic contexts,
consumers may not perceive things to be
incongruous just because they differ in va-
lence. Instead, they exhibit an integrative
approach when faced with evaluatively in-
consistent data, combining various informa-
tional pieces together to evaluate products
(J. Aaker & Sengupta, 2000). Thus, Chinese
consumers in Hong Kong did not increase
their elaboration on product attributes, pre-
sumably because they did not feel the need
to resolve incongruity.

Culture and Consumer
Peer-to-Peer Interactivity

Cultural differences may also be observed
in the quantity and nature of interactions
among agents in the marketplace. Consider
this question: Why did eBay fail in the Chi-
nese market? Soon after eBay entered the
Chinese market in 2004, Taobao arose on
the horizon as its competitor. According to
iResearch, a Beijing-based research firm,
consumers indicated higher satisfaction with
Taobao (77%) than with eBay (62%). The
difference in satisfaction can be attributed
to a unique feature of Taobao’s that eBay
overlooked: Taobao facilitated interactions
between buyers and sellers via instant mes-
saging, reflecting the desires of Chinese con-
sumers for interpersonal connections as a
way to build trust (Lafevre, 2013). Despite
eBay’s formidable size and strengths, in the
end, it only managed to gain a 29% market
share and withdrew from the Chinese mar-
ket in 2006.

As the eBay case illustrates, cultural dif-
ferences exist in the nature of peer-to-peer
interactivity desired by consumers. For ex-
ample, systematic examination of the inter-
activity that is possible on U.S., U.K., Japa-
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nese, and South Korean corporate websites
revealed that these interactions tend to be
culturally patterned (Cho & Cheon, 2005).
Western (vs. Eastern) marketers tend to de-
velop websites that facilitate consumer—mar-
keter interactivity (i.e., interactions between
consumers and firms). For example, Western
(vs. Eastern) websites have more functions
that allow new product proposals and on-
line discussion with sales representatives.
On the other hand, although the Eastern
websites also have such features, Eastern (vs.
Western) marketers are more likely to devel-
op websites that stress consumer—consumer
interactivity (i.e., interactions between con-
sumers). For example, Eastern (vs. Western)
websites have more features that allow on-
line communities and user groups to interact
(Cho & Cheon, 2005).

These differences suggest that firms
should also consider cultural differences in
word of mouth (WOM), as this is another
form of peer-to-peer interactivity. WOM
refers to consumer—consumer communi-
cation about consumption (Carl, 2006;
Godes et al., 2005; Moore, 2012). WOM
has significant marketing implications, be-
cause it can drive new customer acquisitions
(Schmitt, Skiera, & Van den Bulte, 2011)
and sales (Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006;
Godes & Mayzlin, 2009). Thus, stimulat-
ing and managing WOM is a major priority
for marketers. Cultural differences in WOM
patterns align with cultural values such as
conformity in collectivistic cultures (e.g.,
South Korea) and self-expression in indi-
vidualistic cultures (e.g., the U.S.) (Kim &
Markus, 1999; Kim & Sherman, 2007). For
instance, conformity values can lead people
in collectivistic (vs. individualistic) cultures
to rely more on peer endorsements. In the
context of a textbook shopping website,
listing peer customer endorsements in the
form of short quotes from students at the
same university had a greater influence on
students in Hong Kong than on students in
Australia (Sia et al., 2009).

These cultural differences may be ob-
served at both firm and individual consumer
levels. For instance, in a study of industrial
buyer behavior, the number of WOM re-
ferral sources (i.e., personal information
sources the buyer consults beyond the sell-
er, such as colleagues or members of one’s
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company’s network) utilized by firms when
they searched for service providers varied by
cultural context (Money, Gilly, & Graham,
1998). Japanese firms operating in Japan and
in the United States used 78% more referral
sources than did U.S. firms when consider-
ing their operations in both countries. In the
United States, Japanese (vs. U.S.) firms used
340% more referrals (Money et al., 1998).
In other words, Japanese (vs. U.S.) firms uti-
lized their personal networks and sources
more, regardless of their situated locations.
For instance, one manager of a Japanese
company commented “Our attorney was
referred to us by the municipal agency that
regulates our business (public works con-
struction company)” (Money et al., 1998,
p. 84). Therefore, in order to do business
with Japanese firms, U.S. managers should
take this unique cultural characteristic into
account and try to build relationships with
the intermediaries of Japanese firms (e.g.,
banks).

Additional evidence suggests that con-
sumers not only use WOM but also generate
WOM in a manner that reflects their cul-
tural contexts (Fong & Burton, 2008; Lai,
He, Chou, & Zhou, 2013). User-generated
content from 5,993 discussion postings to
U.S.- and China-based discussion boards
revealed that posts on the China-based (vs.
U.S.-based) discussion boards were more
likely to seek information and advice from
others about their opinions, and were less
likely to provide information to others (Fong
& Burton, 2008). In line with this finding,
online customer reviews in China (on ama-
zon.cn) and the United States (on amazon.
com) revealed that American versus Chinese
reviews were more self-expressive in the
sense that they provided their personal opin-
ions on products and contained more recom-
mendations to others (Lai et al., 2013).

Taken together, these findings suggest
that cultural values, such as conformity in
collectivistic cultures and self-expression
in individualistic cultures, can shape how
consumers or buyers utilize corporate web-
sites, and how they respond to and engage
in WOM with others when making pur-
chase decisions. Overlooking these cultural
characteristics may result in failure in global
markets, as illustrated by the eBay case in
China.
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THE HORIZONTAL-VERTICAL
CULTURAL DISTINCTION

Current conceptualizations of individualism
and collectivism are broad and multidimen-
sional (Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier,
2002; Shavitt, Lalwani, Zhang, & Torelli,
2006a; Shavitt, Zhang, Torelli, & Lalwani,
2006b; Triandis & Gelfand, 1998). Al-
though the broad-based cultural distinction
allows us to understand consumers with dif-
ferent cultural backgrounds, there is increas-
ing attention paid to cultural classifications
that address how hierarchy and power are
patterned across societies, and their mani-
festations in attitudes and behaviors. Recent
research has productively built on horizon-
tal (valuing equality) and vertical (emphasiz-
ing hierarchy) distinctions within individu-
alism and collectivism (Lalwani, Shavitt, &
Johnson, 2006; Shavitt, Johnson, & Zhang,
2011; Triandis, 1995; Triandis & Gelfand,
1998). The vertical-horizontal distinction
refers to the nature and importance of hi-
erarchy in interpersonal relations (Singelis,
Triandis, Bhawuk, & Gelfand, 1995; Trian-
dis, 1995; Triandis, Chen, & Chan, 1998;
Triandis & Gelfand, 1998). Individuals
with a vertical orientation emphasize sta-
tus enhancement, whereas individuals with
a horizontal orientation exhibit a focus on
interpersonal support and common goals.
Applying the horizontal-vertical distinction
to collectivism—individualism results in four
distinct and independent cultural orienta-
tions: vertical individualism (VI), horizontal
individualism (HI), horizontal collectivism
(HC), and vertical collectivism (VC). Indi-
viduals, as well as societies, differ in the de-
gree to which they emphasize each of these
types of cultural values.

In VI societies (e.g., the United States, the
United Kingdom, and France), people focus
on improving their own status and distin-
guishing themselves from others via compe-
tition, achievement, and power. In HI soci-
eties (e.g., Sweden, Denmark, and Norway),
people value uniqueness and distinctiveness
from groups. In HC societies such as Brazil,
people value sociability and interdependence
with others within an egalitarian framework
(Torelli & Shavitt, 2010). In VC societies
(e.g., Korea, Japan), people prioritize goals
of their ingroups over their personal goals
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(Triandis & Gelfand, 1998). In addition to
differences between countries, there are dif-
ferences in horizontal-vertical orientations
within country by ethnic cultural groups.
For instance, Hispanic Americans show
a greater HC tendency than do European
Americans and a lesser VI tendency (Torelli
et al., 2015; Torelli & Shavitt, 2010).

The importance of the horizontal-vertical
distinction has been discussed and investi-
gated in a number of consumer-behavior
contexts (Meyers-Levy, 2006; Shavitt &
Cho, 2016; Shavitt et al., 2006a). The hori-
zontal-vertical distinction is predictive of
consumers’ personal values, self-presenta-
tions, responses to brands and persuasive
communications, and other consumer out-
comes. In this section, we review relevant
consumer research topics that have been in-
vestigated in relation to horizontal-vertical
cultural differences.

Advertisements as Cultural Artifacts

As previously discussed, several studies have
established that the content of advertising
appeals tends to vary across cultures (Alden,
Hoyer, & Lee, 1993; Choi & Miracle, 2004;
Han & Shavitt, 1994; Kim & Markus,
1999). However, the majority of previous
findings have focused on cultures that differ
in individualism and collectivism (or inde-
pendent vs. interdependent self-construal),
such as the United States and South Korea.
Values associated with horizontal and ver-
tical cultural orientations are also reflected
in advertisements. Indeed, the articulation
of the horizontal and vertical categories ex-
tends predictions beyond those based on the
broad individualism—collectivism cultural
classification. For instance, an analysis of
over 1,200 magazine ads in five countries
(Denmark, South Korea, Poland, Russia,
and the United States) revealed that ads in
vertical cultures (e.g., the United States and
South Korea) put more emphasis on status,
luxury, and prestige than do ads in horizon-
tal cultures (e.g., Denmark) (Shavitt et al.,
2011). For example, in vertical cultures, ads
may use endorsers identified as Ivy League
graduates and label brands as “award-win-
ning.” On the other hand, uniqueness ben-
efits were more prevalent in ads in an HI
culture (Denmark) than in countries that
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fall into vertical cultural categories. For in-
stance, such ads may highlight how a prod-
uct can reflect “your personality.” These
patterns would not have been predicted by
analyses based solely on an individualism—
collectivism classification.

Brands and Cultural Orientation

Apple’s famous slogan, “Think Different,”
conveys values of openness and self-direc-
tion. However, the appeal of this slogan to
consumers may vary depending on their cul-
tural orientation (Torelli, Ozsomer, Carv-
alho, Keh, & Maehle, 2012). Like the Apple
slogan, brands themselves can be character-
ized as possessing human-like character-
istics, such as values and traits (J. Aaker,
Vohs, & Mogilner, 2010; Allen, Gupta, &
Monnier, 2008). For instance, when Aaker,
Vohs, and Mogilner (2010) subtly manipu-
lated the Internet domain name of an orga-
nization (a dot-org vs. dot-com), they found
that people perceive non-profit organiza-
tions (e.g., www.mogzilla.org) to be more
associated with warmth-related traits (e.g.,
warm, kind, generous) than for-profit orga-
nizations. On the other hand, people per-
ceive for-profit organizations (e.g., www.
mogzilla.com) to be more associated with
competence-related traits (e.g., competent,
efficient, effective) than nonprofit organiza-
tions (J. Aaker et al., 2010).

Similarly, consumers tend to prefer brands
that resonate with their value priorities as a
function of their cultural orientations (To-
relli et al., 2012). For example, having an
HC cultural orientation is positively related
to liking a brand that conveys self-tran-
scendence values in its advertisement (e.g.,
“Supporting humanitarian programs in de-
veloping countries because we care about
building a better world”), whereas having a
VC cultural orientation is positively associ-
ated with liking a brand that conveys conser-
vatism values in its advertisement (e.g., “The
status quo in luxury watches. A tradition of
classic designs and impeccable workman-
ship for 115 years”). Having a VI cultural
orientation predicts liking a brand that con-
veys self-enhancement (e.g., “An exceptional
piece of adornment that conveys your status
and signifies your exquisite taste”), whereas
an individual’s HI cultural orientation pre-
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dicts liking a brand that conveys openness
(e.g., “A travel companion to help you live
an exciting life full of adventures waiting
around every corner”) (Torelli et al., 2012).
These findings suggest that even within col-
lectivistic (or individualistic) cultures, peo-
ple respond favorably to different values in
brand advertising as a function of their own
horizontal-vertical cultural orientations. If
brands want to succeed in global markets,
they should consider which brand values
most resonate with their target consumers’
horizontal or vertical cultural orientations.

Culturally Patterned
Conceptualizations of Power

Conceptualizations of power can differ as a
function of horizontal and vertical individu-
alism and collectivism (Torelli & Shavitt,
2010). This cultural patterning of power
concepts can be observed both at the indi-
vidual and cultural group levels. People with
a predominantly VI cultural orientation tend
to view power in personalized terms; that is,
power is seen as a tool to advance their own
personal status and prestige. On the other
hand, people with a predominantly HC cul-
tural orientation conceptualize power in so-
cialized terms; that is, power is seen as a tool
to benefit and help others. This has a num-
ber of implications in consumer contexts,
where products are routinely marketed as
markers of power and status. For instance,
a VI cultural orientation predicts the lik-
ing of brands that symbolize personalized
power values of status and prestige, whereas
an HC orientation predicts an affinity for
brands that embody socialized power val-
ues that emphasize concern for the welfare
of others (Torelli & Shavitt, 2010, Study 3).
Moreover, these relations emerge across cul-
tural groups. For example, Brazilians, who
score relatively high on an HC orientation
(compared to European Americans, Canadi-
ans, and East Asians), tend to prefer brands
that symbolize prosocial values more than
do the other cultural groups. Norwegians,
who score relatively low in VI orientation,
tend to prefer brands that symbolize per-
sonalized power values less than do all the
other groups. A multilevel analysis further
indicated that people’s VI and HC cultural
orientations partially mediated cultural
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group-level differences in liking for these re-
spective types of brands (Torelli & Shavitt,
2010, Study 3). It should be noted that these
four cultural orientations show strong diver-
gent validity at the individual level of analy-
sis (Triandis & Gelfand, 1998). In fact, some
researchers have found no significant corre-
lations between VI and HC or between VI
and HI (Singelis et al., 1995). However, low
to moderate positive correlations have been
reported between HC and HI (r = .20, p <
.01) and VC and VI (r = .14, p < .05) (Singe-
lis, et al., 1995).

Injunctive norms applied to power hold-
ers also vary by cultural orientation, and
the application of these norms predicts con-
sumer judgments in a range of business and
service settings (Torelli et al., 2015). Eu-
ropean Americans (i.e., people high in VI)
tend to conceptualize power in personalized
terms and endorse the misuse of power (e.g.,
“Sometimes it’s okay to take credit for one’s
staff members’ ideas, because later they’ll do
the same thing”) (Torelli & Shavitt, 2010).
To mitigate possible misuse of power, there-
fore, cultures that adopt a personalized view
of power tend to cultivate injunctive norms
of exercising power with justice and equity
(Torelli et al., 2015). In contrast, because
Hispanics (i.e., people high in HC) tend to
conceptualize power in socialized terms, in-
junctive norms for exercising power incor-
porate socioemotional concerns with others’
well-being. Thus, Hispanics often apply in-
junctive norms of compassion when judging
power holders.

For instance, European Americans evalu-
ate a negotiator more favorably when the
negotiator exercises power in accordance
with cultural norms of justice (e.g., pay con-
tractors evenly), whereas Hispanics evaluate
the negotiator more favorably when the ne-
gotiator exercises power in accordance with
cultural norms of compassion (e.g., pay a
contractor who is dealing with a stressful
familial issue more than the one without
such an issue). These differences also have
implications for consumer satisfaction with
powerful service providers in a service in-
teraction (e.g., physicians in a clinic) (Torelli
et al., 2015). Indeed, when power was made
salient, European American patients’ satis-
faction with a health care provider became
more dependent on perceptions of justice
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(e.g., appropriate allocation of resources
and respect), whereas Hispanic patients’ sat-
isfaction with a health care provider became
more based on perceptions of compassion
(e.g., emotional reassurance, sympathy, and
caring).

Consistent with this logic, beliefs about
others’ status are also culturally contingent
(Torelli, Leslie, Stoner, & Puente, 2014). In-
dividualism is positively correlated with a
tendency to associate high-status individuals
with attributes linked to competence (e.g.,
ambitious, creative, and intelligent), where-
as collectivism is positively correlated with
a tendency to associate high-status individu-
als with attributes linked to warmth (e.g.,
caring, friendly, and generous). Reflecting
these culturally shaped status beliefs, indi-
viduals from the United States as compared
to those from Latin America were more
likely to engage in competence-signaling
behaviors (e.g., working late to be sure one
did the best job possible on a work assign-
ment) in order to acquire workplace status.
In contrast, Latin Americans as compared
to U.S. Americans are more likely to engage
in warmth-signaling behaviors (e.g., volun-
teering outside one’s working hours to help
coworkers with personal issues) in order to
gain workplace status (Torelli et al., 2014).
In line with this, Latinos prefer workgroups
that emphasize both task and interpersonal
harmony, whereas Anglo Americans prefer
workgroups that are task-oriented (Sanchez-
Burks, Nisbett, & Ybarra, 2000).

Culturally Shaped
Information Processing

Horizontal and vertical cultural orientations
are also associated with distinct mind-sets
and cognitive processes. Cultural mind-sets
refer to a set of mental representations or
cognitive schemas that are culturally con-
gruent (e.g., knowledge about the self and
the world; Oyserman, 2011; Oyserman, So-
rensen, Reber, & Chen, 2009). For instance,
culturally distinct mind-sets are triggered
when power concepts are cued, even when
processing information about nonsocial tar-
gets such as brands (Torelli & Shavitt, 2011).
Individuals high (vs. low) in VI tended to ste-
reotype information when primed with per-
sonalized power and were better at recog-
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nizing information that was congruent with
the McDonald’s stereotype of unhealthiness
and convenience (“convenient, greasy, un-
healthy, flavorful, and fast”). There was no
such difference in stereotyping between in-
dividuals high and low in VI when they were
primed with socialized power or when they
were not primed with either type of power.
On the other hand, individuals high (vs.
low) in HC who were primed with social-
ized power tended to individuate in their in-
formation processing, showing better recall
and recognition for information incongruent
with the McDonald’s stereotype (“healthy,
cozy, and delicate”). There was no such dif-
ference in individuating between those high
and low in HC when they were primed with
individualized power or when there was no
priming. These culturally distinct patterns
in information processing presumably occur
because they address distinct power goals.
People with a VI cultural orientation—who
view power in personalized terms—may
adopt a stereotyping mind-set to help defend
their powerful status over others (Fiske,
1993). On the other hand, those with an HC
cultural orientation—who view power in so-
cialized terms—may adopt an individuating
perspective to accurately form impressions
of others in order to meet their needs (Good-
win, Gubin, Fiske, & Yzerbyt, 2000; Russell
& Fiske, 2010).

Although not specific to the horizon-
tal-vertical cultural distinction, it is worth
noting that national identity may also cue
cultural mind-sets and shape consumers’
reactions to the presence of nutritional in-
formation (Gomez & Torelli, 2015). For
instance, food enjoyment is central to the
French culture. Thus, when French identity
is made salient, a food-enjoyment cultural
mind-set is activated among French con-
sumers, which subsequently leads French
consumers to evaluate food less favorably
when nutritional information is present (vs.
absent). Furthermore, French consumers re-
ported greater difficulty in processing nutri-
tional information (as indicated by rating the
ease of processing the nutrition information
on a 7-point scale) when their French iden-
tity was made salient (vs. not made salient).
This is because nutritional information is
utilitarian in nature and opposed to a food-
enjoyment cultural mind-set. These out-
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comes were not observed among American
consumers, for whom food enjoyment is not
central to their cultural identity. Therefore,
when promoting their foods to consumers,
marketers should be careful in delivering
nutritional information, because emphasiz-
ing such utilitarian aspects of foods may
backfire with consumers who hold a food-
enjoyment cultural mind-set.

A Similar Construct to Horizontal—
Vertical Distinctions:
Power Distance Belief

Related to the horizontal-vertical distinc-
tion, power distance also addresses power
and hierarchy beliefs, and offers additional
insights for understanding consumer behav-
ior. As a culture-level variable, “power dis-
tance” refers to the degree to which power
hierarchies in organizations are expected
and accepted (Hofstede, 1984, 2001; Oyser-
man, 2006). As an individual-level variable,
“power distance belief” (PDB) captures the
degree to which individuals in a culture ac-
cept power disparity (Winterich & Zhang,
2014). PDB scores can predict how indi-
viduals think and behave in the marketplace
(Yoo, Donthu, & Lenartowicz, 2011). Al-
though power distance and the horizontal—
vertical distinction address related notions,
there are conceptual and structural differ-
ences between them (Shavitt et al., 2006a;
2006b). Conceptually, power distance cap-
tures the degree to which the less powerful
individuals in a society accept inequalities
in power, whereas the horizontal-vertical
distinction refers to differences in the em-
phasis on hierarchy in society. Structurally,
both power distance and PDB vary along a
single dimension (high to low), whereas the
horizontal-vertical distinction reflects dis-
tinct categories nested within individualism
and collectivism. Therefore, one should be
careful in inferring power distance from a
horizontal-vertical distinction.

Research on power distance has partly
been stimulated by an interest in prosocial
consumer behaviors, such as making dona-
tions (Duclos & Barasch, 2014; Winterich
& Zhang, 2014). Those high in PDB (vs.
low in PDB) accept inequality rather than
feel a responsibility to change it (Bourdieu,
1984; Miller, MclIntyre, & Mantrala, 1993).
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Therefore, PDB is negatively associated with
perceived responsibility to aid others and,
thus, with charitable behavior (Winterich &
Zhang, 2014). However, the type of needs
that the charitable behavior is intended
to address—uncontrollable (e.g., disaster)
versus controllable (e.g., overweight)—can
moderate the relationship between PDB
and charitable behavior: When the need is
uncontrollable, even individuals with high
PDB feel a responsibility to provide help to
others. In addition, when communal norms
(vs. exchange norms) are salient, PDB does
not predict lower engagement in charitable
behavior, as communal norms increase ev-
eryone’s felt responsibility for others’ wel-
fare (Winterich & Zhang, 2014).

PDB can shape one’s consumption pat-
terns in the marketplace as well. For exam-
ple, PDB can predict how consumers judge
the price—quality relation (Gao, Winterich,
& Zhang, 2016). Consumers in general have
a tendency to infer the quality of a product
from its price, which is termed a “price—
quality judgment” (Cronley, Posavac, Meyer,
Kardes, & Kellaris, 2005; Kardes, Cronley,
Kellaris, & Posavac, 2004), but consumers
who are high (vs. low) in PDB have a greater
tendency to infer a product’s quality from
its price, because they have a stronger need
for structure (Lalwani & Forcum, 2016).
People with a higher need for structure are
more likely to use heuristics and engage in
stereotyping, and price can be an easy way
to categorize products.

PDB can be also predictive of impulsive
buying (Zhang, Winterich, & Mittal, 2010).
Individuals who are high (vs. low) in PDB
are less likely to engage in impulsive buy-
ing. However, this effect holds only for vice
products (e.g., a Snickers bar, potato chips)
and not for virtue products (e.g., a granola
bar, an apple). In other words, those low (vs.
high) in PDB buy more vice products and
show no difference in buying virtue prod-
ucts. This can be interpreted as a manifes-
tation of self-control, such that higher PDB
activates control-related processes.

In summary, cultural variables that ad-
dress power and hierarchy beliefs and hori-
zontal-vertical cultural orientations refine
the broader individualism—collectivism dis-
tinction and afford novel predictions about
consumer behavior. As discussed, a consid-
eration of horizontal-vertical cultural ori-
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entations can clarify how individuals con-
ceptualize power and status, help to predict
which advertising appeals will be most ef-
fective, and suggest the values that brands
should embody. We have also covered the
implications of PDB, which addresses the
acceptance of power disparities, in various
consumer domains such as prosocial be-
havior, impulsive buying, and price—quality
judgments. In the next section, we discuss
the implications of holistic—analytic think-
ing styles in the consumer domain.

HOLISTIC—-ANALYTIC THINKING STYLES
IN CONSUMER CONTEXTS

As reviewed previously, cultural orientations
can vary in their levels of individualism—col-
lectivism, horizontal—-vertical orientations,
and PDB. In addition to orientation-based
drivers of cultural differences, an emerging
stream of research investigates how differ-
ences in thinking style affect consumer out-
comes. This section reviews the distinction
between holistic and analytic thinking styles
(Masuda, Russell, Li, & Lee, Chapter 8,
this volume; Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & Noren-
zayan, 2001), connects thinking style to pre-
viously reviewed cultural distinctions, and
outlines relevant findings and implications
within the consumer domain.

Holistic thinking and analytic thinking
primarily differ in how one perceives an ob-
ject’s relationship with its context. Holistic
thinkers tend to adopt a big-picture view
that emphasizes the interconnectedness be-
tween individual objects in the context. As
a result, holistic thinkers often explain and
predict events based on contextual factors.
In contrast, analytic thinkers tend to sepa-
rate individual objects from their context
and focus on the objects’ distinct attributes
to assign them to categories. Hence, analytic
thinkers often use information about the ob-
ject’s category to explain and predict events
(Nisbett et al., 2001).

In addition, holistic and analytic think-
ing styles tend to correlate with established
Eastern and Western cultural distinctions.
People from Eastern cultures tend to be
predominantly collectivistic and construe
themselves as interdependent with oth-
ers (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis,
1995). Easterners also tend to adopt a ho-
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listic thinking style, which influences their
tendency to see connections between indi-
vidual objects and the environment. By con-
trast, people from Western cultures tend to
be primarily individualistic and construe
themselves as independent of others. West-
erners primarily adopt an analytic thinking
style, in which they separate and distinguish
objects from their contexts (Masuda &
Nisbett, 2001; Nisbett et al., 2001; Oyser-
man & Lee, 2007). These culturally distinct
thinking styles are also consistent with de-
cision rules that Westerners frequently use
(e.g., one attribute is more important or
diagnostic than the other) versus the com-
promise rule that Easterners frequently use
(e.g., both attributes are important; Briley,
Morris, & Simonson, 2000), in line with
the research on incongruity resolution dis-
cussed earlier (J. Aaker & Sengupta, 2000).
In the sections that follow, we discuss how
differences in thinking style can influence
consumer attitudes and behaviors toward
brands, prices, and retail settings.

Brands

Brands are more than the logo or tagline that
we view in promotions. Brands tell a story
that businesses intentionally craft to engage
and resonate with their audience. Some
brand stories are so ingrained in our con-
sumer memory that the brands themselves
become culturally symbolic icons (Torelli
& Ahluwalia, 2012). Next, we discuss the
ways that cultural differences in thinking
style can affect how individuals recall infor-
mation in brand stories and use information
to respond to a brand’s new offerings.

Thinking Style Predicts How Consumers
Use Brand Information

The information included in a brand’s story
is not always positive. Several brand stories
are riddled with scandal, product recalls,
and other negative information. One might
assume that all consumers react similarly to
negative brand information; for example,
beliefs about a brand’s safety may change
after learning about a recent product recall.
However, cross-cultural research has dem-
onstrated how differences in thinking style
affect the way negative information impacts
consumers’ product beliefs.
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Who do consumers perceive to be respon-
sible when they encounter negative informa-
tion about a brand? Earlier, we mentioned
that analytic thinkers are more likely than
holistic thinkers to use information about
the object’s category to explain and predict
events. This tendency also affects how peo-
ple with different thinking styles attribute
the causes of events. For instance, analytic
thinkers are more likely to attribute causal-
ity to the actor’s internal dispositions rath-
er than to external causes (Nisbett et al.,
2001). As a result, consumers with analytic
(vs. holistic) thinking styles may also report
greater changes in their beliefs about a prod-
uct when they are exposed to negative brand
information. In one study, Monga and John
(2008) primed thinking style and asked
participants to read a negative press release
about Mercedes-Benz. Participants primed
to think analytically were more likely to at-
tribute the cause of the negative information
to the brand internally, whereas participants
primed to think holistically considered a
broader set of reasons when explaining the
negative brand information.

Thinking Style Predicts How Consumers
Evaluate Brand Extensions

Marketers often leverage successful brand
names to extend their reach into new prod-
uct categories. For example, Huggies might
extend its diaper brand into the baby stroller
category. Research on brand extensions in-
dicates that consumers will positively evalu-
ate brand extensions if they have a positive
attitude toward the parent brand and per-
ceive an adequate fit between the parent
and extension category (D. Aaker & Keller,
1990). Cross-cultural research has shown
that thinking style affects how people cat-
egorize objects (Jain, Desai, & Mao, 2007;
Ji, Zhang, & Nisbett, 2004; Nisbett et al.,
2001). Therefore, thinking styles should also
predict consumers’ brand extension evalua-
tion based on their categorization of the par-
ent and extension products.

Monga and John (2007) pretested various
fictitious brand extensions that consumers
perceived to have low fit with Kodak (e.g.,
filing cabinets) and asked separate groups
of Indians (holistic thinkers) and Americans
(analytic thinkers) to evaluate them. They
found that Indians (vs. Americans) perceived
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greater fit between Kodak and the exten-
sions, and evaluated the brand extensions
more favorably. Moreover, when holistic
thinking was primed, participants became
more favorable toward the brand extensions.
Related research suggests that consumers
with an interdependent self-construal (i.e.,
predominantly holistic thinkers) are better
able to think of alternative ways to relate an
extension to the parent brand and to find
relationships between them, perceiving a
greater fit, and therefore evaluate brand ex-
tensions more favorably than analytic think-
ers do (Ahluwalia, 2008).

However, the difference between ana-
lytic and holistic thinkers in brand exten-
sion evaluation tends to disappear when
consumers evaluate prestige (vs. functional)
brand extensions (Monga & John, 2010).
Compared to functional brands (e.g., May-
tag), prestige brands (e.g., Vera Wang) tend
to have more abstract and symbolic brand
concepts. Abstract and symbolic brand con-
cepts facilitate finding a basis of fit for ex-
tensions in distant product categories (e.g.,
Vera Wang bedding) (Park, Milberg, &
Lawson, 1991). As previously referenced,
holistic thinkers generally think more con-
textually and see more relationships when
evaluating the fit between brand extensions
and parent brands (Monga & John, 2007).
However, analytic thinkers are also able to
see relationships or associations between
prestigious parent brands and their exten-
sions (Monga & John, 2010). These findings
suggest that marketers should consider con-
sumers’ prestige perceptions when extend-
ing their global brands into distant product
categories.

Prices

Price, one of the four P’s in marketing (price,
product, place, and promotion), is an im-
portant topic of study, because a firm’s pric-
ing decisions affect profit margins, supply,
demand, and marketing strategy. Consum-
ers typically perceive prices to be either a
representation of the good’s internal com-
position (e.g., features, materials) or a rep-
resentation of its external environment (e.g.,
competitors’ prices). Accordingly, research
has defined the reference points from which
consumers perceive prices as internal ref-
erence prices (IRP) and external reference
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prices (ERP) (Helson, 1964; Kalyanaram
& Winer, 1995). As previously discussed,
analytic thinkers tend to view objects as
independent of their contexts and attribute
causality for events to the object’s internal
disposition, whereas holistic thinkers view
objects as interdependent with their context
and are more likely to attribute causality to
external sources (Nisbett et al., 2001). Con-
sistent with these accounts, C. Chen (2009)
found that consumers primed with an inde-
pendent self-construal were more favorable
toward prices influenced by internal factors
(IRP) instead of external factors (ERP). In
contrast, consumers primed with an interde-
pendent self-construal were more influenced
by ERP than by IRP. These results were ex-
plained by differences in participants’ ten-
dencies to perceive connectedness and separ-
ateness, key elements of holistic and analytic
thinking styles.

Thinking Style Moderates Price-
Guality Judgments

A foundational axiom in the marketing lit-
erature is that consumers tend to judge qual-
ity based on price (Rao & Monroe, 1988,
1989). As noted earlier, a broad body of re-
search supports this notion and shows that
as the price of a product increases, so do
quality perceptions (Dawar & Parker, 1994;
Kardes et al., 2004), an effect that has been
dubbed a “marketing universal” (Dawar
& Parker, 1994). However, cross-cultural
research on this robust phenomenon has
demonstrated that thinking styles moder-
ate the strength of the price—quality relation
(Lalwani & Shavitt, 2013). Specifically, con-
sumers who adopt a holistic versus analytic
thinking style are more likely to use price
to judge quality because of their tendency
to perceive interrelations between price and
other product elements.

Thinking Style Moderates Perceptions
of Price Patterns

Thinking styles also predict how consum-
ers view patterns in price changes. Because
holistic thinkers tend to focus on the inter-
relations between objects, they are unlikely
to assume that any particular object will
remain stable over time (Nisbett, 2003).
Instead, holistic thinkers expect trends to
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fluctuate. In contrast, analytic thinkers
view objects as independent of other ob-
jects and are therefore more likely to as-
sume that objects remain stable over time.
Taken together, this suggests that analytic
thinkers expect a linear change such that
any future change should closely follow
previous trends. Consistent with this logic,
analytic thinkers (e.g., Canadians) are more
likely than holistic thinkers (e.g., Chinese)
to make judgments based on recent trends
when predicting future stock market trends
and making investment decisions. Further-
more, analytic (vs. holistic) thinkers are less
willing to buy stocks when prices follow a
decreasing trend, and are more likely to buy
stocks when they follow an increasing trend
(Ji, Zhang, & Guo, 2008).

Retail Settings

People with analytic versus holistic thinking
styles may also differ in their responses to re-
tail settings. Below, we discuss research that
has demonstrated robust effects of thinking
style on perceptions of products and product
displays.

In retail settings, marketers arrange prod-
ucts within a variety of contexts. For ex-
ample, a clothing store manager may need
to decide the kind of background to use
when putting a new pair of jeans on display.
Should the background resemble or contrast
with the jeans? Remember that analytic
thinkers tend to “separate and distinguish”
objects from their context, whereas holistic
thinkers “integrate and connect” objects
with their context (Oyserman & Lee, 2007).
Thus, connecting the target object with the
context might influence how holistic (vs. an-
alytic) thinkers view the target itself.

This matters in retail settings, because
differences in consumer thinking style can
affect the way product perceptions change
when the background changes, even when
the product does not. Specifically, research
has demonstrated that analytic thinkers are
more likely to view a product and its context
as separate elements, whereas holistic think-
ers view the product and the context as con-
tinuous parts of a larger whole. In one study,
Zhu and Meyers-Levy (2009) primed par-
ticipants® self-construal and asked them to
evaluate a mug on either a glass or wooden
table. Participants primed with an interde-
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pendent self-construal assimilated the object
and its context, evaluating the mug as more
trendy when placed on the glass table, but
more natural when placed on the wooden
table. However, participants primed with
an independent self-construal contrasted the
object and its context, evaluating the mug
as more trendy when placed on a wooden
table, but more natural when placed on a
glass table.

So far, we have discussed how consumers
may use information inside of a retail set-
ting to make judgments. However, before a
customer walks into a store, he or she might
use information about the retailer (e.g., store
reputation) to make judgments about the
products inside. For example, self-construal
predicts differences in how consumers make
quality inferences based on a retail store’s
reputation (K. Lee & Shavitt, 2006). Spe-
cifically, participants primed with an inter-
dependent (vs. independent) self-construal
used a store’s reputation to evaluate a micro-
wave’s quality. Interdependent participants
evaluating a GE microwave sold at a high-
end department store viewed it more favor-
ably than the same microwave sold at Kmart
(K. Lee & Shavitt, 2006). These findings are
consistent with the logic that holistic think-
ers assimilate an object and its context when
making judgments (e.g., Zhu & Meyers-
Levy, 2009).

In summary, research into culturally pat-
terned differences in thinking styles has ad-
dressed a broad range of consumer attitudes
and behavior. As we have discussed, analyt-
ic and holistic thinkers can differ in the ways
that they interpret and use brand, price, and
retail information. In the next section, we
review how the fit between culture and self-
regulatory goals can affect consumer behav-
ior.

SELF-REGULATION AND REGULATORY FOCUS

There are broad cultural differences in the
overall tendency to self-regulate versus en-
gage in impulsive consumption. For exam-
ple, a survey of consumers in Australia, the
United States, Hong Kong, Singapore, and
Malaysia revealed that consumers with a
chronic independent (vs. interdependent)
self-construal were more likely to participate
in impulsive purchasing behavior (Kacen &
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Lee, 2002). Also, chronic individualism or
independence predicted greater likelihood
to engage in beer consumption (Zhang &
Shrum, 2009). Alcohol consumption was
used as a proxy of impulsive consumption,
because it has been related to traits associ-
ated with impulsivity (e.g., lack of willpow-
er; Hoch & Loewenstein, 1991). At both the
country (42 countries) and the state level (in
the United States) of analysis, individual-
ism was positively correlated with beer con-
sumption.

A close fit between one’s self-construal
and one’s cultural context can also benefit
self-regulation, specifically, in maintaining
a healthy diet (Levine et al., 2016). In the
United States, being independent predicts
healthy eating, and the relationship is me-
diated by autonomy. On the other hand, in
Japan, being interdependent predicts healthy
eating, and the relationship is mediated by
positive relations with others. This is pre-
sumably because eating healthy is culturally
normative in both cultural contexts, and
adhering to normative cultural values facili-
tates making healthy choices.

Self-regulation toward a goal can be fo-
cused on either promotion or prevention
objectives. Acting as self-regulatory guides,
these two objectives help direct consumers’
attention, attitudes, and behaviors (Higgins,
1997). Promotion-focused self-regulation is
concerned with potential gains and aspira-
tions, whereas prevention-focused self-reg-
ulation is concerned with potential losses
and the fulfillment of responsibilities. Peo-
ple with a promotion focus pursue growth
and achievement goals with eagerness and
are sensitive to potential gains. In contrast,
people with a prevention focus pursue safety
and duty goals with vigilance and are sensi-
tive to the presence or absence of negative
outcomes and sensitive to potential losses.
Promotion focus resonates with the goals
of the independent self (e.g., autonomy,
achievement), whereas prevention focus
resonates with the goals of the interdepen-
dent self (e.g., fulfilling obligations, fitting
in with others) (Heine, Lehman, Markus, &
Kitayama, 1999).

In this section, we discuss the benefits of
fit between culture and self-regulatory goals
that span relevant consumer domains of per-
suasion, willingness to pay price premiums,
and impulsive consumption.
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IV. CULTURE AND ECONOMIC BEHAVIOR

Benefits of Regulatory Fit
Persuasion

Consumer outcomes are generally more
favorable for marketers when marketing
communications coincide with consumers’
self-regulatory goals (J. Aaker & Lee, 2001;
Hong & Lee, 2008; Keller, 2006). This ro-
bust matching effect has been shown in a
number of ways. For instance, people with
a dominant independent (interdependent)
self-construal tend to perceive promotion-
focused information as more (less) impor-
tant than prevention-focused information
(e.g., they rate scenarios as being more im-
portant and critical on 7-point scales) (A.
Lee, Aaker, & Gardner, 2000). Thus, people
with an independent self-construal perceived
a message to be more important when it em-
phasized potential gains (e.g., “If you pick
Alternative B, there is a two-thirds probabil-
ity that you will not win any of the $1,200
worth of prizes and a one-third probability
that you will win all $1,200 worth of priz-
es”) than when the message emphasized po-
tential losses (e.g., “If you pick Alternative
B, there is a two-thirds probability that you
will lose all of the $1,200 worth of prizes
and a one-third probability that you will not
lose any of the $1,200 worth of prizes”). In
contrast, individuals with interdependent
self-construal perceived a loss-framed (vs.
gain-framed) message as more important.
Moreover, consumers with distinct indepen-
dent or interdependent self-views are more
persuaded by strong arguments that align
with their self-regulatory concerns, as op-
posed to arguments that do not (J. Aaker &
Lee, 2001; Agrawal & Maheswaran, 2005;
J. Wang & Lee, 2006).

Willingness to Pay

Consumers tend to be willing to pay a price
premium for services that align with their
dominant self-view and regulatory goals (H.
Chen, Ng, & Rao, 2005). For instance, con-
sumers with an independent self-view were
more likely to pay for expedited delivery
when the message was framed with a pro-
motion focus (e.g., enjoy the product early).
In contrast, people with an interdependent
self-view were more willing to pay for the
same service when the message was framed
with a prevention focus (e.g., avoid delay in
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receiving the product; H. Chen et al., 2005).
These types of matching effects hold regard-
less of whether self-construal is measured
(chronic) or manipulated (J. Aaker & Lee,
2001; Agrawal & Maheswaran, 2005; H.
Chen et al., 2005).

Consumer Goals

Consumers vary in terms of whether they
want to attain a goal target or maintain their
current state, and culture appears to play an
important role. For instance, Yang, Stam-
atogiannakis, and Chattopadhyay (2015)
showed that independent and interdepen-
dent self-construal predict broad and robust
differences in consumer goals. Independent
consumers or contexts tend to have or to
activate attainment goals such as achieving
particular financial savings or weight loss
objectives. In contrast, interdependent con-
sumers or contexts tend to have or to acti-
vate maintenance goals such as keeping a
consistent body weight or bank balance.

Moderators of Regulatory Fit Benefits
Brand Commitment

Brand commitment (e.g., consumers’ public
attachment or pledging to a brand) might
determine when chronic (vs. situational)
self-construal produces persuasion matching
effects (Agrawal & Maheswaran, 2005). Ad-
vertising appeals consistent with an individ-
ual’s chronic self-view are more persuasive
when brand commitment is high, but appeals
that are consistent with an individual’s situ-
ational self-construal are more persuasive
when brand commitment is low. This is at-
tributable to the relationship between brand
commitment and memory; that is, consum-
ers with high brand commitment are likely
to have a readily accessible knowledge base
associated with the brand, which is linked
to other chronically accessible knowledge
in memory, such as one’s self-view. There-
fore, consumers’ attention and attitudes are
likely to follow their chronic (vs. situational)
self-construal. Consumers with low brand
commitment are less likely to link brand
information with chronically accessible
self-knowledge (Agrawal & Maheswaran,
2005). Thus, their attitudes tend to follow
their situational (vs. chronic) self-construal.

Cohen_HbkOfCulturalPsychology2E.indb 691

Consumer Involvement

Consumer involvement may also moderate
self-regulatory matching effects. Consumers
with a cultural inclination toward a particu-
lar self-regulatory focus (promotion or pre-
vention) reported more favorable attitudes
toward products that addressed their regula-
tory concerns only when they did not have
the opportunity to deliberate or expend cog-
nitive resources on the task (Briley & Aaker,
2006). For example, Chinese (vs. Ameri-
can) consumers showed more favorable at-
titudes toward prevention-focused (vs. pro-
motion-focused) messages. However, when
individuals were provided with a chance to
deliberate on their thoughts, these cultural
differences dissipated. The expected regula-
tory matching effects occurred only when
participants could not deliberate during in-
formation processing, such as when they had
limited cognitive resources because they had
to memorize other information (e.g., 8-digit
numbers) or were only given a short amount
of time to process the information.

In conclusion, previous findings on cul-
ture and self-regulation suggest that indi-
viduals in collectivistic cultures tend to be
more prevention-focused, whereas individu-
als in individualistic cultures tend to be
more promotion-focused. Cultural differ-
ences in self-regulatory focus have consid-
erable marketing implications, because fit
between culture and self-regulatory goals
can increase perceived persuasiveness of ad
appeals as well as consumers’ willingness to
pay price premiums. However, the strength
and nature of these cultural differences are
moderated by factors such as degree of de-
liberation in information processing and by
brand engagement.

SELF-CONSTRUAL
AND OBJECT RELATIONSHIPS

Consumers form relationships with posses-
sions and brands to construct and communi-
cate their self-concepts (Belk, 1988; Fourni-
er, 1998; Kleine, Kleine, & Allen, 1995;
Sirgy, 1982; Wallendorf & Arnould, 1988).
One potential manifestation of a strong
self—object relationship is referred to as the
“endowment effect,” or the tendency for
owners to value their possessions more than
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potential buyers do (Kahneman, Knetsch,
& Thaler, 1990; Thaler, 1980). The endow-
ment effect has been demonstrated across
numerous studies but has only begun to be
examined cross-culturally (Maddux et al.,
2010). Among several suggested explana—
tions for the phenomenon (e.g., loss aversion,
differences in salient emotions), one expla-
nation posits that the endowment effect is
driven by a self-referent cognitive bias due to
mere ownership of an object (Beggan, 1992;
Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2007; Maddux
et al., 2010). In other words, people value
items they own more, because these items
reflect some aspect of the self. Therefore,
one might deduce that in a cultural context
in which there is less emphasis on the self,
the endowment effect might be diminished.
Using this line of reasoning, Maddux et al.
showed that the endowment effect is stron-
ger (e.g., people assign more value to owned
possessions) among people with an indepen-
dent versus interdependent self-construal.

When possessions are also branded, the
relationship between the object and the self
often results in a perceived overlap between
brands and consumers’ self-concept, which
is referred to as a “self-brand connection”
(Escalas, 2004). A consumer’s cultural
self-construal can determine the pattern
of brand relationships he or she forms. For
example, it is relatively easy to understand
why a consumer would see a high overlap
between his or her self-concept and a brand
(a self-brand connection) when the brand’s
users are consistent with one of the consum-
er’s perceived ingroups, but see low over-
lap when the users represent an outgroup.
However, research has shown that cultural
self-construal determines whether consum-
ers form low self-brand connections with
brands associated with outgroups. Consum-
ers with a chronic interdependent (vs. inde-
pendent) self-construal are likely to report a
higher self-brand connection with a brand
used by outgroup members (Escalas & Bet-
tman, 2005). Although this may seem coun-
terintuitive, this result is in line with prior
work that suggests people with an inde-
pendent (vs. interdependent) self-construal
have more prominent needs to differentiate
themselves from outgroups (Kampmeier &
Simon, 2001).

Whereas much of the consumer literature
examines brand relationships based on a
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self-concept connection with the brand (e.g.,
Escalas & Bettman, 2005; Fournier, 1998),
additional work posits that consumers can
form group-level connections with brands,
such as country-of-origin connections (e.g.,
Gurhan-Canli & Maheswaran, 2000).
Swaminathan, Page, and Gurhan-Canli
(2007) synthesized the literature on these
two types of consumer—brand connections
by demonstrating how cultural self-constru-
al determines when each type of connection
influences attitude change in response to
negative brand information (e.g., a product
recall). The authors found that consumers
with high self-concept connections were
more likely to counterargue negative brand
information when an independent (vs. in-
terdependent) self-construal was salient. In
contrast, consumers with high brand coun-
try-of-origin connections were more likely
to counterargue negative information when
an interdependent (vs. independent) self-
construal was salient.

Taken together, research has examined
the ways that consumers’ cultural self-con-
strual can predict how they form relation-
ships with possessions and brands. As noted
earlier, the need to differentiate from out-
groups is more prevalent among indepen-
dents (vs. interdependents; Kampmeier &
Simon, 2001). When consumers view them-
selves as independent of others, they tend to
form self-concept connections with brands,
are more likely than interdependents to re-
sist forming relationships with brands used
by outgroup members, and value owned ob-
jects more because they reflect the self. On
the other hand, consumers who view them-
selves as interdependent with others tend to
form group-level connections with brands,
have weaker needs to differentiate from out-
group members, and are less susceptible to
the endowment effect than those with an in-
dependent self-construal.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

As we have reviewed, cross-cultural con-
sumer research has built productively upon
psychological theorizing. In so doing, it has
addressed differences in consumer goals,
information-processing patterns, self-regu-
latory processes, and consumer decisions as
a function of a variety of cultural factors.
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Cross-cultural perspectives have much
to offer in aiding understanding of market-
place behavior. This is especially the case be-
cause much of the extant knowledge about
consumer phenomena has emerged from a
traditional approach to attitudes and social
cognition (Riemer et al., 2014). The devel-
opment and expression of personal prefer-
ences, and choices rooted in these prefer-
ences, are foundational in Western contexts.
Most perspectives assume, therefore, that
personal preferences are key to achieving
and predicting desired marketing outcomes
(e.g., brand choice, brand loyalty). This ap-
proach, as developed in the West, may offer
an incomplete account of the nature of con-
sumer behavior in non-Western contexts. It
is yet to address how consumers function in
contexts in which maintaining relationships,
fulfilling social roles, and being normatively
appropriate are often more important than
the independent formation and expression
of personal preferences in the marketplace.

This means, for example, that in India
compared to North America, personal pref-
erences are less predictive of product choices
(Savani, Markus, & Conner, 2008). Simi-
larly, Indian employees are more likely than
Americans to make choices consistent with
what is expected by authority, irrespective
of their personal preferences (Savani, Mor-
ris, & Naidu, 2012). In Japan and China,
personal preferences for a “greener” world
do not predict green behavior, yet such pref-
erences are a strong predictor in the United
States (Chan & Lau, 2001; Eom, Kim, Sher-
man, & Ishii, 2016). Furthermore, for Asian
American children, choosing according to
the preferences of close others is more sat-
isfying and more likely to motivate behav-
ior than choosing according to their own
personal preferences, whereas the reverse
is true for European American children (Iy-
engar & Lepper, 1999; Kitayama, Snibbe,
Markus, & Suzuki, 2004; Uchida & Kitaya-
ma, 2009). As such, patterns of postchoice
justification to reduce cognitive dissonance
also vary by culture (Hoshino-Browne et
al., 20035; Kitayama et al., 2004). For exam-
ple, participants from a collectivistic back-
ground (Asian Canadians) were more likely
to justify choices they made for their friends
(vs. choices for themselves), whereas partici-
pants from an individualistic background
(European Canadians) were more likely to
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justify choices they made for themselves (vs.
choices for their friends; Hoshino-Browne et
al., 2005).

Future work should focus on integrating
such insights from the burgeoning field of
cross-cultural research into theorizing about
consumer behavior. In many non-Western
contexts, an emphasis on obligations, oth-
ers’ expectations, and norms is foundation-
al. An approach that addresses such influ-
ences (e.g., Riemer et al., 2014) can expand
our focus to encompass how norms and
situational guides influence consumer judg-
ments and decisions across cultures.
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