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Values across cultures: Methodological concerns

Y.H. Poortinga 8t Fons J.R. van de Vijver

(order to be decided)

WORC, Tilburg University, the Netherlands

The study of cultural factors has become fashionable, in particular in organizational

research. However, the why and how of their influence on behavior remains difficult to

trace. In this paper we intend to draw attention to methodological issues in cross-cultural

comparisons of values. We shall argue that these issues have serious consequences for the

interpretation of observed differences.

The relationships between a person and the environment are complex and intricate; they are

influenced by the present situation, but also by the motives and goals of the person which in

turn reflect personal history, cultural membership and, ultimately, the history of the human

species. Therefore, these relationships are difficult to model and scientific traditions which

deal with culture-behavior interactions tend to differ from each other in the emphasis placed

on various distinguishable aspects. In cross-cultural psychology both interactionistic and

antecedent-consequent viewpoints are found. In the latter behavior is mainly seen as the

consequence of broader ecocultural and sociocultural factors (e.g. Berry et al. 1992). In the

former approach the influence of persons on the cultural environment and the reverse

influence, of the cultural environment on the person, are equally emphasized (e.g. Shweder,

1990). The perspective underlying most studies in organizational psychology is of the

antecedent-consequent type. This is the reason that the analysis presented in this paper

presumes that human behavior is the product of the environment, rather than that humans

make their environment. The rationale is that the behavior repertoire of an individual shows

a great deal of similarity with that of people in his or her group. Even if in an ulterior sense

humans 'make' their environment, such a perspective has not contributed much to the study

of behavior patterns of individuals in organizational settings in one sociocultural

environment, as distinct from patterns found elsewhere.
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Beyond the common theme of considering behavior as a consequence of the environment and

the environment as antecedent to behavior there is a wide variety of emphases, in the

definition of antecedents and consequences as well as in intermediate psychological processes

that in many models are postulated to link the environment and behavior. These will be

discussed with reference to the overall scheme given in Table 1. The Table makes a

distinction between context, cultural treatment, inferred characteristics, and observed

behaviors as four basic ingredients.

Antecedents in this scheme are the cultural context and what has been called 'cultural

treatment', i.e. the socialization practices and the learning environment that a group provides

for the transmission of cultural knowledge in the broadest sense of the word. The term

context is used to emphasize that most cross-cultural research goes beyond a purely

mechanistic view on antecedent-consequent relationships, including not only objective

aspects of the environment but cultural interpretations of that environment as well. On the

side of consequents there are observed behaviors that presumably will differ across cultural

populations. Inferred characteristics have an ambiguous position. In principle they are

derived from observed behaviors and belong at the side of the consequents. However, it is

not unusual to find them being taken as antecedents to observed behavior (X people do this

because they have trait A). The antecedent and the consequent part of the scheme correspond

to the common framework of psychology with an independent variable and a dependent

variable.

Culture-behavior relationships

There is a large array of definitions of culture and it is not surprising that quite different

notions about the relationship between culture and individual behavior can be found in the

literature. In this section we mention the two approaches that seem to be most prominent in

cross-cultural organization studies.

Direct relationships

In much organizational research the emphasis is on observed behavior (the consequent or

output variables) as a function of cultural factors (the antecedent or input variables).
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Behavioral outcomes are treated as the direct consequence of major variables in the

ecological and social environment. Examples are climate, economic mode of subsistence,

GNP, average number of years of school education, and political constellation (including

dístribution of power and labor regulations). A major strength of the models is their

parsimony; the consequent variable is typically a simple mathematical function (usually a

weighted sum) of a limited set of antecedent variables. Unfortunately, input-output models

are not concerned with the psychological mechanisms that provide the link between context

and outcome; they do not deny but largely ignore the nature of the treatment and how this

leads to observed differences in behavior or inferred characteristics.

An example is an analysis reported by Ronen (1986) in which it was found that cross-

cultural differences in workers' motivations and attitudes were found for geographical

location of countries (clustering by region), religion, language and GNP. Ronen writes

(1986, p.165): 'The issue of the dimensions underlying cross-cultural and cross-national

differences is still a major challenge to researchers in the field'. In essence no attempt is

made by him to justify the observed outcomes. As such there is no difference with statistical

analyses on economic or demographic indicators in which GNP is related to productivity or

life expectancy, or to expenditure on education.

Psychologically mediated relationships

In the second major approach to cross-cultural differences psychological characteristics are

formulated explicitly that supposedly mediate the relationship between antecedent context

and consequent behavior. These characteristics can be referred as 'traits' as they tend to

satisfy the two most important characteristics of traits in personality research, namely

consistency over time and consistency over situations (cf. Fiske, 1971). This is most clearly

evident for the notion of national personality traits that members of a culture supposedly

share in distinction of non-members (cf. Peabody, 1985). It also holds for the currently

popular value dimensions (e.g. Hofstede, 1980; Triandis, 1989; Schwartz, 1992).

Levels of inclusiveness

Mutual influences of behavior and environment are studied at various levels of inclusiveness
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or generality. At a low level of inclusiveness the environment tends to be studied as

antecedent, and behavior, in the form of specific reactions or responses, as consequent. This

is exemplified in experimental psychology where a well-defined and in many respects

impoverished environment is manipulated in a systematic fashion to study effects of changes

in stimuli on responses. Examples of a high level of inclusiveness are found in sociobiology

(Keller 8t Chasiotis, 1994) where theoretical notions about the nature of interactions between

genetic make-up and ecocultural and sociocultural conditions are derived from observed

behavior patterns. It may be noted that in this formulation the antecedent-consequent

direction of the relationships is the same at both levels, but that the flow of the empirical

evidence is only in this direction at the lower level of inclusiveness. At a high level the

chain of reasoning is inductive rather than deductive; it depends on considerations of

plausibility rather than on direct experimental evidence. In Table 2 an overview is given of

various levels of inclusiveness. The dotted lines in the Table demarcate the range of levels

that appears to be more or less characteristic for the cross-cultural literature on personality

and social behavior, including organizational research. The entries in the four columns

between the dotted lines are not placed at the same level. This reflects the difficulty to find

terms of an approximately matching level of inclusiveness. The most general term for

processes mediating between environmental antecedents and behavior consequences is

probably 'cultural transmission', but the terms 'socialization' or 'learning' can have a

meaning that is almost equally broad.

Concepts like value dimensions and national traits have a high level of generality, i.e. cross-

cultural differences in diverse aspects of the behavior repertoire are related to these notions.

For example, a dimension like Hofstede's Uncertainty Avoidance has been related to anxiety

and stress, risk taking propensity and achievement motivation (Hofstede, 1980).

Individualism-collectivism among other things has been associated with style of conflict

resolution and the rate of heart attacks. The common core of collectivism is a concern for

members of one's ingroup that supposedly is higher in some cultural populations than in

others. According to the theory children in collectivistíc societies are socialized in a way

which leads to a general tendency to have concern for others. Such an orientation

presumably leads to less stress, with positive consequences for blood pressure and heart

failure, compared to an individualist society.
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The flow of the argument in cross-cultural studies of traits is indicated in Figure 1. In the

following section of this paper we shall investigate some pitfalls of this kind of cross-cultural

comparison and make some suggestions how they can perhaps be avoided. The large

majority of cross-cultural studies start either from observed behaviors that are combined in

underlying inferred characteristics (cf. I in Figure 1), or they take these characteristics as

their starting point. In the latter case existing instruments are used that are composed of

items referring to behaviors considered relevant for the trait under consideration. Through

an inductive step differences in score distributions are related post hoc to differences in

presumed contextual antecedents (cf. II in Figure 1; cf. Levine, 1960; Segall, 1984). The

plausibility of this procedure depends on how close the inferred characteristic is related to

actual behavior (e.g. Poortinga 8c Malpass, 1986). For reasons which will become clear later

we distinguish between three levels of inclusiveness, labelled subordinate, basis and

superordinate, respectively. Once a difference in an inferred characteristic has been

accepted, its application to members of the cultures concerned tends to entail a second

inferential step, this time of a deductive nature, namely that the difference holds for

individual members of the respective cultures (cf. III in Figure 1).

Methodological issues

The unclarity about the range of convenience - what is included and what is excluded - of

inferred characteristics as mentioned in the previous section culminates in two issues: (1)

their discriminant validity and (2) their aggregation level; statements that hold at the group

level (Group A has more of trait X than Group B) are not necessarily valid at the individual

level (any member of Group A has not necessarily more of trait X than any member of

Group B).

Discriminant validity

Discriminant validity is a concept that originates in Campbell and Fiske's (1959) work on

multitrait-multimethod matrices. A measure has a high discriminant validity when it does not

correlate with measures with which, on theoretical grounds, it is expected not to covary.

Here it refers to the unique variance of the traits that are used to explain cross-cultural

differences. Differences between countries are a complex confound of effects of such
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antecedents as mentioned (education, GNP, etc.). In terms of their effects on behavior

outcomes they often have large overlap and for that reason they are exchangeable. This

makes it difiicult if not impossible to specify the critical variable(s) in any particular

instance.

As an illustration, suppose that a test for some value domain been administered to

individuals in the US, Africa, and Asia. In addition, information has been collected about

various context variables such as climate, economic mode of subsistence, GNP, average

number of years of school education, and political constellation (e.g., labor regulations).

Substantial cross-national differences on average scores are to be expected on all variables.

The explanation of the cross-cultural differences is straightforward from a statistical point of

view. Any context variable that has a significant relationship with the value score will be

successful predictor of these differences.

It may seem attractive to apply a hierarchical regression with forward inclusion or backward

elimination of the most appropriate variables. However, this implies the risk of loading the

burden on the statistical analysis and having the analysis choose among the set of context

variables to statistically explain the differences. Such a procedure is likely to run into the

problem known as multicollinearity (e.g., Johnson 8c Wichern, 1992). It will occur when the

independent variables show high intercorrelations. If independent variables are correlated the

multiple regression analysis typically shows a high weight for one independent variable, and

negligible weights for the others. Thus, one or a few of the independent variables capture

the variation of the whole set of predictors. If these high loading context variables were left

out of the analysis, almost the same amount of variance would still be explained in terms of

the remaining variables.

In a study on antecedents of reactions to intergroup norm violations Poortinga et al (1990)

this was actually found to be the case. These authors reported a hierarchical regression

analysis in which perceived intergroup differences and relative deprivation were among the

predictors. For power an Rz- .42 was found and for deprivation Rz -.04. However, when

relative deprivation was entered as the first variable in the regression equation, an R2- .39

was found for this variable and an RZ -.03 for perceived power differences. Each of these

variables explained cross-cultural differences in the reactions to norm violations almost
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completely, but conceptually they had quite different meanings and the interpretation of

findings would not be the same if only either the one or the other of these variables had

been included in the study. As a second example we can refer to a set of correlations

reported by Williams and Best (1990). They mention various correlates of a modern, as

opposed to a traditional sex-role ideology, including socio-economic development, religion

(Muslim countries are more traditional, Christian countries more modern), and

individualism. However, since these variables are all intercorrelated, it is not clear how

differences in sex-role ideology are best explained.

From a conceptual point of view, a hierarchical regression analysis is unsatisfactory. This

can be taken as proof of the well-known principle that the research process has to be guided

by theory. However, usually there are no easily accessible criteria to distinguish between

competing explanations at a high level of inclusiveness. Berry et al (1992) have argued that

researchers even have little empirical evidence to prefer 'culture' over other high order

concepts that at one time were popular, such as 'race' or 'climate'. Such notions are only

important to indicate a general orientation. For valid explanation these authors demand

specific concepts that can be subjected to precise analyses.

The problem of discriminant validity is related to the so-called 'level problem' (Pettigrew 8z

Van de Vijver, 1990). Drawing from Rosch's work on levels in natural classification

systems, three levels of inferred characteristics can be distinguished, the subordinate, the

basic, and the superordinate. An example of the iirst level would be the explanation of

cross-cultural differences by referring to specific cultural rules. Such a comparison is

characterized by high precision, high discriminant validity, and lack of generality, implying

low external validity for most practical criteria. An example of an explanation at a

superordinate level is the use of religion in the study on sex-role ideology. The main

characteristics of a superordinate level explanation are lack of precision (e.g., is modernity

inherent to Christian values, or are socio-economic variables that have a high correlation

with type of religion involved?), low discriminant validity, and good external validity in the

sense of substantial correlations with other variables. The basic level, that is the intermediate

level, attempts to combine the precision and the high discriminant validity of the subordinate

level explanation and the external validity of the superordinate level explanation. In the

example of sex-role ideology a more basic level explanation could be realized through a
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combination of the correlating predictors by means of a factor analysis and the use of the

factor scores of each cultural group in the explanation of intergroup differences.

The classification of Rosch is relevant for inferred characteristics taken as consequents as

well as antecedents. A notion that covers both aspects is organizational culture. It refers to

consequents, for example, when the 'culture' of a company is seen as the cause for its

excellent performance or low productivity (e.g. Peters and Waterman, 1982). Organizational

culture at the same time can be a consequent, for example, when the excellence is ascribed

to a charismatic leader. The notion of organizational culture also illustrates how a single

term can be used for quite different levels of inclusiveness. When reading the work of

Schein (1985) one cannot escape the impression that organizational culture is extremely

broad and fuzzy. Schein is even quite explicit that essential aspects of an organization's

culture are not observable but have to be inferred. In contrast, in an explicit empirical

search for organizational values, Hofstede et al (1990)found that differences between

companies were more adequately described at a lower level of comprehensiveness, namely at

the level of organizational practices.

The input-output models described in the previous section have in common that the

suitability of a set of variables is tested for their predictive power of cross-cultural

differences. The output variable is typically a simple mathematical function (usually a

weighted sum) of a limited set of independent variables. Prediction refers here to an

explanation that is the result of (post hoc) statistical calculations rather than the result of (a

priori) experimental manipulation and hence, not to causality in the strict sense (cf., Neale 8c

Liebert, 1986). The models can enlarge our knowledge by providing us with a parsimonious

description of observed contingencies. However, such a description will not unravel the

psychological processes behind the cross-cultural differences.

As we have seen in this section, the inclusion of psychological variables in the set of context

variables to explain of cross-cultural differences can create an illusory precision. When the

cross-cultural distance between the groups is large, the psychological instruments will most

likely reflect some difference. The problem of the exchangeability of the predictors is

therefore not solved by introducing psychological variables.
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(Dis)aggregation

The second methodological issue to be discussed here refers to (des)aggregation and cross-

level inferences. Most of the problems related to aggregation have been known for a long

time and are widely acknowledged with the notion of ecological fallacy (Hofstede, 1980;

Smith et al. 1994). In some cases the fallacy is easily recognized. If there is 5 q pregnancy

in a group of women, none of the women is 5 qo pregnant. It is only in extreme and usually

uninteresting cases that the switch from aggregate level to individual level can be

legitimately made. The statement that all women in the group are pregnant implies that any

selection will only include women that are pregnant. However, the disaggregation problem

cannot be that easily dismissed in the case of psychological variables, like values, that are

scalable on a continuum. Given normal distributions, if the mean score on such a scale is

higher in population A than in population B, the expected score of any individual belonging

to A is higher than that of any individual belonging to B. Most important, this is how in

practice the finding is applied that the Japanese are more collectivistic that the Americans. In

most instances, the transition of aggregate to individual level will introduce an unavoidable

error. The size of this error usually is so large that the practical utility of knowledge about

cultural difference in individual interactions is very limited. For example, when reading the

cross-literature, in particular the 'cookbook literature' on intercultural communication (e.g.,

'How to negotiate with the Japanese'), one cannot escape the impression that aggregate level

characteristics are directly perceivable in the behavior of each and every member of the

culture.

The shallow basis of this reasoning can be easily demonstrated. Suppose that a test has been

administered in cultural populations A and B. The test scores are assumed to be normally

distributed with an average of 0.00 and a standard deviation of 1.00 in each group. The

probability that a randomly selected person from group A has a higher score on the test than

a randomly selected person from group B can be readily derived from a linear combination

of the distributions in the two cultural groups. The mean of the combined distribution will

be equal to the mean of the two group distributions and the variance will be equal to 2.00.

In Figure 2 three graphs are presented. The one located at the top reflects the probability

that a randomly chosen person from group A has a higher score than a randomly chosen

person from group B. The most noticeable feature of the graph is the slow increment along
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the horizontal axis which gives the difference in mean between the groups. A group

difference of one standard deviation unit that will be considered large by most cross-cultural

psychologists, only gives a probability of .76 that the randomly chosen person from group A

has a higher score, compared to the base rate of .50. If we want to be correct in 95 qo of the

cases, the two group averages should differ by as much as 2.33 sd units. However, for such

a large difference many cross-cultural psychologists would want to argue that other issues

come into play and they would strongly doubt the validity of the measure.

To make things worse, it could be argued that our rule stating that a randomly chosen

person from A should have a higher score than a randomly chosen person from B, is too

lenient and that a difference between two persons in an intercultural interaction is only of

interest if it reaches a certain value. Let us say that we are only interested in differences of

.50 or 1.00 standard deviation (the curves b and c of Figure 2, respectively). It is easy to

see that the probabilities become much smaller. Taking .50 sd units between two persons as

an interesting difference, the probability of such a finding is only about .60, even when the

difference between the two populations is as large as 1.00 sd units. The overall conclusion

from Figure 1 is clear. If we look at realistic values of the differences between the two

groups, the probability that a randomly chosen person from culture A will have a higher

value than a randomly chosen person from culture B is modest at best and usually will not

substantially differ from the base rate.

Figure 2 can also be read in a different way that will increase its applicability to the

'cookbook literature.' The horizontal axis can be seen as the difference between the score of

an expatriate and the person with whom he or she is dealing in the target culture. It is fairly

obvious that the sweeping statements about other cultural groups that are often found in this

literature will easily facílitate the formation of inaccurate expectations. Moreover, if it is

assumed that an observer can make valid distinctions in terms of some psychological trait,

the notion of the base rate can even help to explain why impressions about cultural

differences tend be so tenacious. Unless the base rate is very low, an observer will meet

many confirming instances of a trait. For example, if people in culture A have the reputation

to be impolite, an observer is bound to find many events which will strengthen this belief.

Needless to say that the same is true if the observer starts out with the opposite belief.
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A reinterpretation

If one takes serious such concerns as expressed in the previous section, it is evident that they

should have implications for the interpretation of cross-cultural differences both theoretically

and in practice settings. In this section we shall examine some of these implications.

Overgeneralization is probably the most central issue. In the cross-cultural literature, critical

empirical analysis of sweeping conceptions about cross-cultural differences time and again

has shown that these were untenable. Examples include the dismissal of early claims from

culture-and-personality school about modal personality patterns (cf. Jahoda, 1982), the

research by Cole and Scribner (1980) among the Vai that provided strong empirical evidence

against presumed broad contextualized influences on modes of formal thinking, and the lack

of supporting evidence for cognitive style differences as a consequence of economic mode of

subsistence in a study speciiically designed to test Witkin's theory of psychological

differentiation (Berry et al. 1986).

It is often argued that proper theory construction and research with testable outcomes is the

remedy against misinterpretations. But in our opinion the examples mentioned cannot be

criticized too much for lack of theoretical foundation. The culture-and-personality school

was firmly based on psychoanalysis, the poor performance of illiterates on tasks for abstract

thinking fits in with Vygostskian ideas about socio-historical antecedents of individual

development and the theory of cognitive differentiation had been spelled out in some detail

even in its cross-cultural implications (Witkin 8L Berry, 1975). If it is argued that these

theories have many weaknesses we concur, but they do not appear to be unrepresentative of

the state of the art in theory construction. Consequently, there is little reason to believe that

current theories have a better validity than those of the recent past.

The Achilles heel of many theories may well be that in the reconstruction of presumed

antecedents the nature of transmission process is indicated very vaguely at best. Theorists

unashamedly refer to broad notions like 'socialization' as the presumed mechanism behind

not only the behavior patterns that they observe, but also behind the inferred characteristics

that they postulate. From learning theory we know that transfer usually is very limited. This

makes it a priori unlikely that broad psychological traits are valid conceptions. In fact, to the
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best of our knowledge there is in the area of values no research enterprise that can be

reasonably said to satisfy the three conditions of:

- specification of the level of inclusiveness in the sense of Table 2 with an associated

transmission process

- specification in sufficient detail of that part of the behavior repertoire that is

plausibly related to an inferred characteristic at the basic level or the superordinate
level and
empirical evidence of discriminant validity.

Needless to say that the somewhat pessimistic outlook on the validity of many findings of

cross-cultural differences has various practical implications. The most important are

probably in the area of cross-cultural communication training. Often training programs are

based on the presumption of broad differences, for example in values or national traits. In

our view approaches are to be recommended in which the similarity in psychological

functioning of people, independent of their cultural background is the leading principle. In

such an approach the impression of differences in personality and value dimensions are

ascribed to stereotyping and ethnocentric attributions, rather then to valid inferences. Course

participants are instructed that they should look for ad hoc situational antecedents of

differences, rather than to refer to more encompassing concepts. Actually observed

differences in behavior repertoire are seen as a reflection of culture-specific skills (cf.

Bochner, 1982; Furnham 8t Bochner, 1986), cultural conventions (Poortinga et al., 1986),

or a lack of isomorphic attributions (Triandis, 1975). These three notions have in common

that they presume a low level of generalization.

The rationale for this approach to intercultural communication is that observations about

cross-cultural differences in personality traits and values probably have and experiential

basis, but that they are too easily interpr.eted with the norms and standards of the own

group. Poortinga (1993) has distinguished three sources of cultural stereotypes, namely

historical events, economic factors, and expression style. An historical explanation may well

be the most appropriate in the case of the famous swaddling hypothesis of Gorer and

Rickman (1962) with which they explain the Russian national character. The swaddling of

babies was widely practiced in Europe, as shown by pictures form the early times of

photography. Gorer and Ricks ascribed consequences (post hoc) that fitted popular
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conceptions in the West at the time of the cold war about the psychological make-up of the

Russians. Economic factors may well be behind the common stereotype that Scots are

stingy. The climate of the region was harsh, valuable grains, like wheat, and livestock, like

cows, were unsuitable for the area. Needless to say that compared to the inhabitants of more

Southern regions in Britain the Scots must have spent rather little. Finally there are all kinds

of conventions, about expression styles, display rules etc., which are easily misinterpreted

by outsiders. Gesture patterns are a case in point. Italians to make a somewhat agitated

impression on people in Central and Northern Europe. In contrast Swedes and Norwegians

are considered to be cool. It seems likely that gestural patterns are behind these popular

notions. Such patterns are stable and they generalize over situations. However, for a

generalization to personality traits there is no evidence.

The trust of our argument is towards explanations at the level of the subordinate, rather than

at the preferred level of basic notions where, according to our own argument in the previous

section, the balance between accuracy and comprehensiveness ultimately will have to be

found. This preference has to do with the seriousness of errors of undergeneralization

compared to those of overgeneralization.
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Table 1.

A scheme of cross-cultural studies emphasizing antecedent-consequent relationships

Context (including ecological and socio-cultural variables) 8z

Cultural treatment (socialization, learning opportunities) - ~

-~ Inferred person characteristics (values, national traits) -)

- ~ Observed behaviors (scores, observations)
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Table 2

Levels of analysis in cross-cultural research

------------Antecedents----------------------------------------------

--------------Consequences-------------------

Context Transmission Inferred char. Behavior outcomes

ecological context evolutionary selection biological adapt (e.g.) mate preference
genetic transmission parent-child interaction

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

ecocultural context

- climate

- economic subsistence

sociocultural context

- historical

- socio-political
social context

- work organization

cultural transmission

socialization

enculturation

internalization

'learning'

cognitive dimensions

values 8c norms

national traits i

(symbolic) meanings

attitudes 'i

conventions i

skills, practices i

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

situational context

- present environment

stimulus context

- stimulus

scores
in tests 8c

survey
instruments

activity action patterns

specific forms processes responses

of leaming,

e.g. conditioning
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Cultural level Individual level
Transmission
processes

I nferred
characteristics

I nferred
characteristics

superor inate superor inate

bas'c ~ bas'c

subordinate ~ ~ subordinate

Specific cultural
variables

Behavioral
outcomes
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Probability that a randomly chosen person from
group A has (a) more (b) .5 SD more (c) 1 SD
more of attribute Y than a randomly chosen
person from group B as a function of the
difference in average of group A and B

0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1 1.2 1.4 1.6

Difference in averages (in SD units)

(a)diff-0 (b)diff-.5SD (c)diff-1 SD
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