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ABSTRACT
Previous research suggests that how well one can take the perspective of another 
might be influenced by individualism and collectivism (IC), two cultural orientations 
characterized by whether the self is construed as independent or interdependent. 
The present research investigates whether, on two different levels (individual and 
situational), these cultural orientations might influence how one makes inferences 
of other people’s mental perspective. collectivism, compared to individualism, 
could be associated with more accurate and faster (the attentional hypothesis) 
or less accurate and slower perspective taking (the representational hypothesis). 
In addition to measuring internalized cultural orientations with a questionnaire 
(which we labelled Individual IC), we also primed participants (n = 142) with either 
individualism or collectivism (Situational IC) and then measured their perspective-
taking performance with the Director task. We found that the participants who 
were primed with collectivism were significantly faster than those in the control 
group but not faster than those primed with individualism. Individual IC, however, 
did not have any effect on performance. Being predominantly collectivistic did 
not lead to faster perspective-taking performance, but instead was associated with 
slower non-perspective-taking performance. Together, these findings provide more 
support for the attentional hypothesis than for the representational hypothesis. 

Keywords
perspective taking, Director task, culture, individualism, collectivism

INTRODUCTION
We navigate our social world by predicting, explaining, and coordinating our 
behaviors with other people. These behaviors are enabled by the general ability 
to make inferences of other people’s thoughts and emotions usually referred to as 
theory of mind (ToM) (Baron-Cohen, Leslie, & Frith, 1985; Perner & Wimmer, 
1985). One of the core mechanisms of ToM is perspective taking, the specific ability 
to recognize and understand the perspective of other people (Aichhorn, Perner, 
Kronbichler, Staffen, & Ladurner, 2006; Epley, Keysar, Van Boven, & Gilovich, 
2004; Keysar, Barr, Balin, & Brauner, 2000). Anna asking us to lend her “the stats 
book” would have been ambiguous unless we recall that she usually borrows 
a specific book from us, not other statistics books that we also own but she is not 
aware of. Individuals understand other people’s behaviors as perspective-specific 
and individuals take into account what they can or cannot see in their responses 
to others. Previous research suggests that perspective taking might be influenced 
by individualism and collectivism, two cultural orientations characterized by 
whether individual values and goals are emphasized, or values and goals of large, 
impersonal groups are prioritized (Mohr, Rowe, Kurokawa, Dendy, & Theodoridou, 
2013; Wu & Keysar, 2007). In the present research, we study whether these 
cultural differences influence how one takes the perspective of another person  
(perspective-taking performance). 

Influence of individualism and collectivism on perspective taking
Sociocultural contexts are influential heuristics that guide interpersonal 
psychological functioning (Kitayama, 2002). The cognitive process of taking 
the perspective of others may then be influenced by the extent to which the self is 
construed (i.e., self-construal) in relation to others. Individualism and collectivism, 
due to their different focuses, vary systematically in how one self-construal style is 
more frequently sampled than the other is. In Western Europe and North America 
where individualism is the prevailing culture people sample the individualistic 
construal of self more frequently; whereas in countries where collectivism is 
the predominant culture such as East Asia people sample the collectivistic self-
construal more frequently (Gelfand & Triandis, 2012; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; 
Triandis, 1995b). Individualistic self-construal leads to a sense of self as being 
a separate entity and individualists are relatively more likely to use their own 
thoughts and feelings as the primary reference points for making inferences of 
others’ perspective. Conversely, when the self is construed to be collectivistic and 
interdependent on other people, people have a sense of themselves as embedded 
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in social relationships. They are then relatively more likely to reference others 
and to (consciously or unconsciously) allow their behaviors to be conditional on 
the thoughts, feelings, and goals of other people and their relationship with them. 
For a collectivistic construal of self, the immediate reference point is the thoughts, 
feelings, and actions of others with whom one has social connections (Markus & 
Kitayama, 2010). 

Individualistic and collectivistic cultural orientations could lead to two possible 
psychological consequences for perspective taking, first proposed by Wu and 
Keysar (2007) as the attentional and representational hypotheses. The focus on 
others’ perspective associated with collectivism could mean heightened attention 
to others’ perspective. This in turns could lead to collectivism being associated 
with more accurate and faster inference of others’ mental states (the attentional 
hypothesis). However, construing the self as a separate entity from others, which 
is inherent in individualistic self-schema, could lead to better distinction between 
one’s and another’s mental states. This could, in turn, lead to individualism being 
associated with better understanding of another’s mental state, because egocentric 
bias (the tendency to conflate what oneself sees with what another sees) is better 
mitigated (the representational hypothesis). 

Previous cross-cultural studies that tested the exact hypotheses are scarce. There 
are, however, a small number of studies investigating similar ideas and these have 
found some support for both directions. The support for the attentional hypothesis 
includes Wu and Keysar (2007) themselves, who found that American participants 
made significantly more mistakes in perspective taking than the Chinese 
participants did. Mohr et al. (2013) found that participants from collectivistic 
countries were faster than participants from individualistic countries in another 
perspective-taking task. Atkins et al. (2016) found that Chinese participants 
were more accurate in perceiving someone else’s social pain, compared to British 
participants. Finally, a recent large-scale study with more than 100,000 participants 
by Chopik et al. (2016) also concludes that the more collectivistic participants were 
the higher they score on self-reported empathic concern (the tendency to reflect 
on the mental perspective of another person). 

There are also studies that point to the opposite direction (i.e. supporting 
the representational hypothesis). Young Kaelber and Schwartz (2014) found 
that individualism-representing American trainees showed more empathy than 
collectivism-representing Thai trainees. Cassels et al. (2010) found that Westerners 
reported more empathic concern than Asians. Trommsdorff et al. (2007) observed 
that Asian children show less empathic concern than Western children. Labouvie-

Vief et al. (2000) found that American adults reported higher levels of empathy 
than Chinese adults. Atkins et al. (2016), cited above, in fact, also found that 
individualism-representing British participants reported more empathic concern 
than collectivism-representing Chinese participants (i.e. this study found 
support for both hypotheses, depending on the specific measure, self-reported or 
performance-based).

One important way to reconcile the inconsistent findings of previous research 
is to recognize that many of the previous studies are country-based comparisons. 
A large body of research has pointed out that studying nation-based differences 
makes it difficult to disentangle any cross-national differences that cannot be 
fully attributed to cultural differences (Matsumoto, Yoo, & Fontaine, 2008). In 
the present research, we propose that these efforts would be enriched substantially 
by approaches in which cultural orientations are directly evaluated. 

Effect of Individual IC and Situational IC on perspective taking
One approach is to use a questionnaire to measure IC on the individual level 
(Individual IC). In the same society, individuals, through socialization, can 
internalize elements of IC to different extents (Greenfield, 2014; Triandis, 1995b) 
and one orientation might be more dominant than the other. Empirical studies 
have also yielded different results when using country comparisons compared with 
when measuring individual cultural orientations. For example, Bhullar et al. (2012) 
did not find that Indians were higher than Australians in emotional intelligence, 
yet individual self-reported collectivism was associated with greater emotional 
intelligence. Another large-scale study also argued that IC on the country and 
individual levels seem orthogonal and can have independent effects (Matsumoto, 
Yoo, & Fontaine, 2008). 

Another way to assess IC directly is to manipulate them. Although cultures vary 
systematically in how the one self-construal can be more dominant or foundational 
than the other, the elements of individualism and collectivism are universally 
available. Certain contexts (e.g. university entrance exam) will be guided relatively 
more by individualistic preferences, whereas other contexts (e.g., family gathering, 
friend appointments) will be guided relatively more by collectivistic concerns. 
There is empirical evidence that some cultural differences are indeed situation-
dependent and malleable (Oyserman & Lee, 2008). Priming individualism and 
collectivism can cue self-construal styles that have influences on cognition, 
emotion, and behavior (Oyserman & Lee, 2008). In the present research, we 
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used both approaches; we measured IC on the individual level and manipulated 
situational IC to avoid confounding non-IC national-based differences. 

The perspective-taking task
Furthermore, previous research found that individuals usually have a complete 
conceptual understanding of perspective taking (Apperly, Samson, & Humphreys, 
2009) and that perspective taking is a universally endowed ability (Sabbagh, 
Xu, Carlson, Moses, & Lee, 2006; Wellman, Cross, & Watson, 2001). However, 
the use of perspective taking is distinct from having a conceptual understanding 
of it as people do not always make accurate and timely inferences of another’s 
perspective  (Apperly et al., 2010; Birch & Bloom, 2007; Keysar, Lin, & Barr, 2003). 
Furthermore, individuals can have similar ability to make inferences of others’ 
mental states but perspective taking use is strategic and contingent on situational 
demands (Converse, Lin, Keysar, & Epley, 2008; Rutherford, 2004; Snodgrass, 
1992). Perspective- taking variations should then be assessed as the success with 
which people take the perspective of others accurately and in a timely manner 
(Apperly, 2012). 

In the present study, we assess perspective taking using a task that considered 
accuracy and speed of perspective taking, the so-called Director task (Keysar et 
al., 2000). Participants were instructed to relocate objects in an array by a human 
avatar, the Director, who could see only a subset of objects that the participants 
could because some of the compartments were occluded from him (Epley, 
Morewedge, & Keysar, 2004; Keysar et al., 2003). To move the correct object, 
participants needed to take into account what the Director could see and to take 
the perspective of the Director instead of using their own egocentric perspective. 
On the Situational IC level, we expected that participants who were primed with 
collectivism, compared to those primed with individualism, would differ in terms 
of accuracy and reaction time in perspective taking. On the Individual IC level, we 
expected that the degree to which internalized collectivism is more dominant than 
internalized individualism would be linked to the accuracy and reaction time in 
perspective taking. The directions of the effects would provide support for either 
the attentional or the representational hypothesis as outlined above. 

METHODS
Participants
The initial sample consisted of 154 undergraduate Dutch students (109 females). 
One participant accidentally took part in the experiment twice and the second 

participation was excluded. Another participant was an outlier in terms of age  
(52 years old). Five other participants did not do the priming task or their writing 
did not contain any individualistic or collectivistic content. Three other participants 
had reaction times and two other participants had accuracy scores that were 3 SDs 
above or below the sample mean (see below). These participants were excluded 
from the analyses, leaving 142 participants (101 females) whose age ranged from 
17 to 27 years (M = 20.16, SD = 2.00) in the final sample.

Procedure & Materials
Participants gave informed written consent prior to participation. The form 
provided them with information on the approximate duration, the number of 
tasks, and the general requirements of the tasks. Participants were also informed 
that their participation was voluntary, that they could terminate it at any point 
without any consequences, and that their data would be treated with confidentiality. 
The study was in line with the ethical guidelines of the Scientific and Ethical 
Review Committee of the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, which, according to Dutch 
legislation, also sets the minimum age for not needing parental consent at 16. Once 
they had given their consent, the participants were seated in a closed-door cubicle, 
in front of a computer. 

The Priming task (Situational IC). First, participants were assigned to one 
of the three priming conditions (individualism-primed, no-prime/control, and 
collectivism-primed), which was based on the same principles of widely used 
culture priming techniques in the literature (Oyserman & Lee, 2008). Participants in 
the collectivism-primed [individualism-primed] condition were asked to “describe 
in a few sentences (4-6 sentences) an autobiographical situation in which you were 
with others [were alone] and you made a joint decision [your own decision] that 
had consequences for all of you [yourself]”. Participants in the control (no-prime) 
condition went straight to the perspective-taking task.

The Director task (the perspective-taking task). The task was a Dutch 
adaptation of the original Director task developed by Keysar et al. (2000). In each 
trial of the task, participants received a three-second long audio instruction from 
a Director to move as quickly as possible an object in compartments of a 4 x 4 
array (Figure 1). The Director was an inanimate female avatar standing behind 
the array (i.e., opposite to the participants). Some compartments of the array 
were open on both sides but some were closed on the side of the Director. 
Consequently, although all of the objects were visible to the participants, five 
were occluded from the Director’s perspective. There were three types of trials: 
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control, filler, and experimental. In the control trials, the Director referred to 
a unique object in the array that was visible to both of them. In the filler trials, 
the Director referred to one of two objects of the same type (e.g., a blue pencil 
and a red pencil) that were both visible to the participant and the Director. Thus, 
in the control and filler trials no perspective conflict between the participants and 
the Director occurred. In the experimental trials, the Director referred to one out 
of three objects of the same type (e.g., a tiny, a small, and a large toy truck). Since 
more objects fell into those categories from the participant’s perspective than 
the Director’s perspective because some were occulted, perspective conflict was 
introduced between the participant and the Director. For example, the participant 
could see all of the toy trucks, but the Director could see only the medium and 
large toy trucks. The instruction of the Director was to “move the small truck”. 
To respond non-egocentrically, the participant must realize that the “small” one 
from the perspective of the Director, for whom the smallest truck was occulted, 
corresponded to the medium-sized of the three trucks that he or she saw him-/
herself. To ensure that participants understood the task, they received extensive 
instructions and had three practice trials during which they had to move all objects 
to the correct locations before they could start the test trials. No feedback was 
provided throughout the 72 test trials of the task. All instructions and audio stimuli 
were translated and back-translated by native speakers of Dutch and English. 

Following Apperly et al. (2010), we also used a non-perspective taking block 
where the Director was removed from the scene (the Director-Absent block) as 
a control block. The entire task consisted of two blocks; the first were 36 Director-

Present trials (12 control, 12 filler, and 12 experimental) and the second 36 Director-
Absent trials (also 12 control, 12 filler, and 12 experimental). In the Director-Present 
trials, participants were told to always take the perspective of the Director including 
relative directions such as left or right. The trials in the Director-Absent block 
were identical to those in the Director-Present block except that participants were 
instructed that the Director was then gone and that they should move the objects 
following their own perspective and “ignore the slots that had a grey background”. 
The Director-Absent block only measured the baseline non-perspective-taking 
performance. In contrast, the Director-Present block required participants to make 
use of perspective taking. Within-block trials were randomized, but the Director-
Present block always preceded the Director-Absent block. 

The two independent effects (of Situational IC and Individual IC) on perspective 
taking were expected to be present only in the Director-Present block and not 
in the Director-Absent block. In other words, the effects should be specific to 
perspective-taking performance. This means that interactions with the Director 
factor (namely the Director x Individual IC and Director x Situational IC 
interactions) were expected.

Repriming task. After the Director-Present block and prior to the Director-
Absent block, participants were reminded of the verbatim requirements of 
the priming task and were asked to retype what they wrote earlier. 

The Individualism-Collectivism questionnaire (Individual IC). After finishing 
the Director task, participants filled out the 10-item Individualism – Collectivism 
Self-Construal Scale (Oyserman et al., 1993), ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 7 (strongly agree). Five of the items were collectivism (e.g., “My happiness is 
dependent on the well-being of my close others”, α = .75) and the other five were 
individualism (e.g., “It is important to be myself, despite what other people think”, 
α = .77). For each participant, we calculated mean scores for individualism and 
collectivism and established a single Individual IC ratio (ranging from -.70 to 
1.43) by subtracting each participant’s mean individualism score from their mean 
collectivism score and then dividing the result by their own mean individualism 
score.  A higher ratio represented higher predominant internalized collectivism 
than internalized individualism. The primes appeared to have not affected 
the questionnaire responses (F(2,151) = 0.181, p = .835 and F(2,151) = 0.197,  
p = .821, respectively for individualism and collectivism scores). 

Manipulation check. Participants were asked to recall what they were asked at 
in the writing tasks (i.e. the priming and repriming task) and to re-write what they 
wrote then.

Figure 1. The Director task. Panel on the left shows an example of an experimental trial in the Director-
Present block. Panel on the right shows an example of the equivalent trial in the Director-Absent 
block. The instruction from the Director is, “Move the smallest candy jar one slot down”. The correct 
response is moving the jar in the red circle and not the one indicated by the blue circle. 

 

 



34 35

1

2

3

4

5

6

&

Finally, the participants filled out a demographic questionnaire. Before leaving 
the cubicle, they were fully debriefed and were given a choice to withdraw their 
participation or to submit their data. Regardless of their choice, participants 
received either 30 study credits or a payment of EUR 3.50.

Data analysis
Mean accuracy and mean response times (RTs) in correct trials were calculated 
for each participant. RTs were winsorized at 3SDs above and below the individual 
participants’ mean (Ratcliff, 1993). The collectivism-individualism ratio was 
mean-centered when used as covariate in order to ensure correct estimates of 
within-subject effects (Schneider, Avivi-Reich, & Mozuraitis, 2015; Tu, Gunnell, & 
Gilthorpe, 2008; Van Breukelen & Van Dijk, 2007). 

Statistical models were built separately for accuracy and for RTs. Following 
Schneider et al.’s warnings (Schneider et al., 2015) of the pitfalls involving the use 
of covariate in designs containing both between-subject and within-subject factors, 
each model was a hybrid analysis (i.e. using both an ANCOVA and an ANOVA). 
In these models, the repeated outcomes (i.e. the within-subject factors) were 
the Director-Present/ Director-Absent performances (i.e. the experimental trials 
in the Director-Present block/ the equivalent trials in the Director-Absent block). 
The predictors were Situational IC (the priming conditions) and Individual IC 
(the collectivism-individualism ratio). The ANOVA differed from the ANCOVA 
in one respect:  Individual IC (the covariate) was removed. We took the effect 
of the covariate (i.e. Individual IC) and the interactions involving the covariate 
(Individual IC) from the ANCOVA. The effect  and  interactions concerning 
the between-subject factor (i.e. Situational IC) were taken from the ANOVA (see 
Table 1 and 2 for the descriptives). 

RESULTS
Manipulation check
Two independent Dutch native speakers who were blind to the priming conditions 
checked the content that the participants wrote in the priming, repriming, and 
manipulation check tasks. For most participants, the writing content corresponded 
to the priming condition to which the participants were assigned. Five participants 
who did not write any content following the requirements were excluded from 
the final sample. In sum, the manipulation succeeded in providing cues for 
collectivistic and individualistic mindsets in the participants whose data were used 
in the analyses. 

Main analyses
Reaction time. To test if the participants who were primed with collectivism (or 
had higher collectivism-individualism ratio), compared to those primed with 
individualism (or had lower collectivism-individualism ratio), would be faster or 
slower in perspective taking, we ran the hybrid analyses on RT. The ANOVA in 
the hybrid analysis on RT performance yielded a main effect of Director, F(1,136) = 
53.906, p < .001, ηp

2 = .284. When the Director was present participants were slower 
(M = 868.016, SE = 28.344) at reaching the target object than when the Director was 
absent (M = 657.820, SE = 23.417), Mdiff = 210.196, SE = 28.629, 95% CI [153.581; 
266.811]. As expected, there was no main effect of Situational IC, F(2,136) = 0.831, 
p = .438, ηp

2 = .012, but there was a significant interaction between Director and 
Situational IC, F(2,136) = 3.928, p = .022, ηp

2 = .055 (Figure 2). When the Director 

Table 1. Average reaction time across priming conditions and across blocks

  Mean SD N

Perspective taking
(Director-Present block)

Individualism-primed 886.770 319.343 46
No prime (control) 939.628 419.482 47
Collectivism-primed 777.651 235.811 46
Total* 868.532 338.567 139

Non-perspective taking
(Director-Absent block)

Individualism-primed 641.858 237.980 46
No prime (control) 653.195 208.018 47
Collectivism-primed 678.408 359.809 46
Total* 657.787 274.483 139

Note. * The difference was statistically significant, F(1,136) = 53.906, p < .001, ηp
2 = .284. When the Director 

was present participants were slower at reaching the target object than when the Director was absent Mdiff = 
210.196, SE = 28.629, 95% CI [153.581; 266.811]. 

Table 2. Average accuracy across priming conditions and across blocks

Mean SD N

Perspective taking 
(Director-Present block)

Individualism-primed 10.106 2.807 47
No prime (control) 9.812 3.751 48
Collectivism-primed 9.127 3.467 47
Total 9.683 3.369 142

Non-perspective taking 
(Director-Absent block)

Individualism-primed 10.468 3.367 47
No prime (control) 10.750 2.645 48
Collectivism-primed 10.914 2.526 47
Total 10.711 2.854 142

Note. * The difference was statistically significant, F(1,139) = 9.006, p = .003, ηp
2 = .061. When the Director was 

present participants were less accurate than when the Director was absent, Mdiff = -1.029, SE = 0.343, 95% CI 
[-1.707; -0.351].
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was absent, participants performed equally fast in all conditions (individualism-
primed vs. collectivism-primed B = -36.550, t(136) = -0.635, p = .527, 95% CI 
[-150.386,77.285], ηp

2 = .003; neutral vs. collectivism-primed B = -25.214,  
t(136) = -0.440, p = .660, 95% CI [-138.442,88.015], ηp

2 = .001 neutral vs. 
individualism-primed B = 11.337, t(136) = -0.198, p = .843, 95% CI [-124.565, 
101.892], ηp

2 = .000) However, when the Director was present, collectivism-primed 
participants were significantly faster than no-prime participants, B = -161.977, 
t(136) = 2.337, p = .021, 95% CI [24.923, 299.032], ηp

2 = .039). Collectivism-
primed participants were also faster than individualism-primed participants but 
the difference was non-significant (B = -109.119, t(136) = 1.566, p = .120, 95% CI 
[-28.670, 246.909], ηp

2 = .018). The difference between individualism-primed and 
no-primed participants was non-significant, (B = -52.858, t(136) = -0.763, p = .447, 
95% CI [-189.912, 84.197 ], ηp

2 = .004)
The ANCOVA in the hybrid analysis on RT performance yielded a main 

effect of Individual IC, F(1,135) = 7.806, p = .006, ηp
2 = .055 and a significant 

interaction between Director and Individual IC, F(1,135) = 3.917, p = .050, ηp
2 = .028  

(Figure 3). When the Director was Absent, the more collectivistic the slower 
participants were, B = 237.097, t(135) = 3.915, p < .001, ηp

2 = .102, 95% CI [117.330, 
356.864]. However, when the Director was Present, there was no relation between 
their Individual IC scores and their performance, B = 84.661, t(135) = 1.099,  

p = .274, ηp
2 = .009, 95% CI [-67.637, 236.958]. There was no interaction between 

Situational IC and Individual IC, F(2,133) = 1.175, p = .312, ηp
2 = .017.

Accuracy. Similarly, to test if collectivism was associated with accuracy in 
perspective taking, we ran analogous hybrid analyses on accuracy. There was 
main effect of Director, F(1,139) = 9.006, p = .003, ηp

2 = .061, suggesting that 
the perspective-taking condition was more difficult than the non-perspective-
taking condition (see Table 2). There was no effect of Situational IC, F(2,139) = 0.194, 
p = .824, ηp

2 = .003. Also, we found no interaction between Director and Situational 
IC, F(2,139) = 1.449, p = .238, ηp

2 = .020. Finally, there were neither a main effect 
of Individual IC, F(1,138) = 0.002, p = .964, ηp

2 < .001 nor an interaction between 
Director and Individual IC, F(1,138) = 0.540, p = .464, ηp

2 = .004 nor an interaction 
between Situational IC and Individual IC, F(2,136) = 1.776, p = .173, ηp

2 = .025.

DISCUSSION
The present research investigated whether, on two different levels (individual 
and situation), individualism and collectivism might influence how one can take 
the perspective of another person. We tested two alternative hypotheses that 
collectivism, compared to individualism, is associated with more accurate and 
faster (the attentional hypothesis) or less accurate and slower perspective taking 
(the representational hypothesis). Apart from measuring their internalized cultural 

Figure 2. Interaction between Director and Condition on RT, F(2,136) = 3.928, p = .022,  
ηp

2 = .055. When the Director was absent participants performed equally fast in all conditions. When 
the Director was present, individualism-primed participants and no-prime participants slowed down 
but collectivism-primed participants were still as fast.

Figure 3. Interaction between Director and Individual IC, F(1,135) = 3.917, p = .050, ηp
2 = .028.  

When the Director was absent, the more collectivistic the slower participants were. However, 
when the Director was present, there was no relationship between their Individual IC score and  
their performance.
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orientations (which we labelled Individual IC), we also primed participants with 
either individualism or collectivism (Situational IC) and then assessed their 
perspective-taking performance with the Director task. 

Individual IC 
Our results indicate that the degree to which individuals endorsed collectivism 
had no impact on how fast the participants took the perspective of another person. 
In fact, higher scores of collectivism were associated with slower performance 
in the baseline non-perspective taking. Individual IC score had no influence on 
how accurate participants were at choosing the correct object, neither in the non-
perspective-taking part nor in the perspective-taking part of the task. In sum, 
on the Individual IC level, we found neither support for the attentional nor 
representational hypothesis. 

Situational IC
On the Situational IC level, the RT results gave partial support for the attentional 
hypothesis. When the Director was Present, i.e. when perspective taking was 
required, the participants who were primed with collectivism were significantly 
faster than those in the control group. Collectivistic prime could have provided 
the participants with greater attention to another person’s mind and therefore, 
they could make faster inferences of that person’s perspective. This finding also 
gives further support for the idea that perspective taking is indeed dynamic and 
context-sensitive. In this case, taking perspective of another person was faster 
when the collectivistic self and its associated goals and values were brought salient 
to the participants’ minds. However, note that the collectivism-primed participants 
were not faster than those primed with individualism were. This suggests that 
the collectivistic prime rendered an advantage when it came to perspective taking 
but the individualistic prime did not hinder its speed either. This is in line with 
Chopik et al (2016) who also found that although collectivism was associated with 
higher self-reported tendency to reflect on the perspective of another, individualism 
did not correlate with lower perspective taking either. 

The effect of collectivism on perspective taking that we found contribute to 
the previous findings that supported the attentional hypothesis. Wu and Keysar 
(2007) found that Chinese participants looked significantly less at foil objects 
(indicating perspective taking error) than American participants did. The authors 
then suggested that collectivism represented by the Chinese participants, as 
opposed to individualism represented by the American participants, was what 

underlay their perspective-taking performance. In the present research, by 
experimentally inducing individualism and collectivism, we were able to investigate 
this relationship directly. 

The impact that a collectivistic prime can exert (the effect of Situational 
IC) seemed to have only amounted to a subtle increase in how fast one took 
another’s perspective and not in total accuracy. Our participants were faced with 
no time constraint and therefore, those who experienced difficulties with taking 
the perspective of the avatar in the task might still have had enough time to eventually 
arrive at the correct answer. In fact, although they did not report the details of their 
accuracy data, Wu and Keysar (2007) did note that most participants corrected 
their initial, erroneous responses. Moreover, their re-analyses also confirmed 
that the differences between participants were evident in how fast they corrected 
their erroneous, initial attempt only and not in accuracy rate (Wu, Barr, Gann, &  
Keysar, 2013). 

Multilevel culture
The divergence of Individual IC and Situational IC results supported our multilevel 
theoretical approach to culture which some previous research discussed but 
empirical work has been scant. Embracing the multilevel operationalization of 
culture avoids that differences at the societal level, group-process level are often 
confused with individual- or situation-dependent expressions (Matsumoto, Yoo, 
& Fontaine, 2008). Our results showed that individual- and situational-based 
assessments, in addition to cross-country comparisons, paint a more complete 
picture of the relationship between culture and social cognitive functioning. 

The differences between Individual IC and Situational IC also highlight 
that IC reflect not a single but a number of multiple interrelated yet distinctive 
constructs. These consequences for I vs. C include value (personal mastery vs. 
interpersonal harmony), group processes (relatively easy vs. difficult to change 
group memberships), cognition (independent vs. interdependent self-focus), 
and well-being (emotional expression is important for well-being vs. restraint in 
emotional expression is valued) (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). 

It follows that the differential effects of levels of IC in our data suggests that 
Individual IC might have drawn out an IC construct different from that of 
Situational IC drew. Collectivism measured in our Individual IC questionnaire 
heavily focused on how much participants valued interpersonal harmony and 
close relationships, which belongs to the value category. Similarly, Situational IC 
might have drawn out the aspect of independent vs. interdependent self-focus that 
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might belong to another category (e.g., cognition). The use of multiple levels of IC 
yielding differential effects of IC on perspective taking calls for more attention to 
this multifaceted nature of IC.

The differential effects of IC not only could be due to the differences in 
the content but also in the mechanism of influence of Individual IC and 
Situational IC. Culture priming (Situational IC) was meant to temporarily activate 
individualistic vs. collectivistic orientations and the questionnaire (Individual IC) 
to tap the chronical, internalized individualistic vs. collectivistic orientations. It 
turned out that the temporary activation of collectivism was associated with faster 
perspective taking. In contrast, the chronical, internalized degree of collectivism 
was linked with slower general visuospatial performance. 

Limitations and future research
Future research could pay more attention to the complex sets of IC constructs 
that could lead to competing effects. For example, an important characteristic of 
individualism is an inclination for competition and personal mastery (Gelfand & 
Triandis, 2012). Our results suggest that while collectivism might lead to more 
accurate and faster perspective-taking performance because participants are more 
sensitive to the thoughts of others, individualism could lead to faster general 
task performance simply because participants want to excel and demonstrate  
their mastery. 

The current findings in the present research should also be interpreted in 
the light of the fact that our sample consisted of students. College students’ cultural 
values might differ from those of the general population because, for example, of 
a higher socioeconomic background (Hanel & Vione, 2016) and socioeconomic 
differences could also moderate the group differences commonly found between 
individualistic and collectivistic cultures (A. B. Cohen & Varnum, 2016). Future 
research could benefit from using a more diverse and representative sample, which 
shall provide results that are more generalizable. 

The previous study using the Director task had an actual person as the Director 
while the computerized version that we used only had a Director avatar. The results 
of our study also gave partial support for the attentional hypothesis, though 
with a much smaller effect than Wu & Keysar (2007) (but note that this study 
measured eye fixation while we measured accuracy and latency). Nevertheless, 
the possibilities that the technological change might have actually had an impact 
on the ecological validity of the task or weakened the strength of the manipulation 
cannot be excluded. 

Finally, the present experiment alone cannot conclusively establish the robustness 
of culture priming. Studies that reported moderate-to-high effects of culture 
priming usually employed small sample sizes which suggest a lack of statistical 
stability (Lakens & Evers, 2014). In contrast, studies that employed larger sample 
sizes (comparable to our sample size) either indicated large p-values or small 
effect size (Oyserman et al., 2002). Some recent studies failed to find the effects 
altogether (Drouin & Davidson, 2015; Magid, Sarkol, & Mesoudi, 2017). This 
suggests that the effect of culture priming in the population is either non-robust 
or small. However, the large sample size in the present research (with a sample 
size of 142 which is larger than 88% of the 104 experiments included in a meta-
analysis of culture priming effects, Oyserman & Lee, 2008) indicates the reliability 
of these results. Future research could attempt different priming techniques and 
different experimental settings to establish the robustness of the relation between 
IC (induced by priming) and perspective taking. 

Concluding remarks
In conclusion, the current study found partial support for the attentional 
hypothesis: momentarily salient collectivistic concepts lead to enhanced attention 
to another person’s perspective. On the situational level, the salience of collectivism 
(via culture priming) was associated with faster perspective taking than when 
no concepts were primed.  On the individual level, the degree to which a person 
endorsed collectivism relative to individualism had little effect on how accurate and 
how fast he or she could can take the perspective of another person however. These 
findings support the notion that the way the self is constructed has implications for 
the attentional processes involved in social cognition. They also highlight that IC 
constructs are interrelated but not identical and can exert differential influences on 
social cognitive functioning.  
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