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ABSTRACT 

Minds differ between East Asians and Westerners. According to an influential claim in 

Cultural Psychology, Westerners think more abstractly than East Asians. Contrary to this 

claim, however, our previous studies showed that Chinese individuals in China tended to 

construe events more abstractly than Caucasian individuals in the United States, as measured 

by a validated measure of abstract vs. concrete thinking called the Behavioral Identification 

Form (BIF; Vallacher & Wegner, 1989). Here we tested whether Chinese individuals who 

spend time in the United States construe events more concretely, like Westerners do. We 

administered the BIF to 198 Chinese participants attending US colleges. Chinese participants 

who have been living in the US construed events significantly more concretely than the 

Chinese individuals who were tested previously in China, and participants who had lived in 

the US for a longer time construed events more concretely than participants who had lived in 

the US for a shorter time. Although these data are correlational, they are consistent with an 

effect of Western enculturation on Eastern minds. 

 

 



 iii 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

Mingtong Li was born and raised in a coastal city, Dalian, in Liaoning Province, China. She 

graduated from Peking University in 2019 with a Bachelor of Arts degree in Philosophy, 

double majoring in Psychology.  She subsequently attended Cornell University to complete 

her M.A. in Human Development in 2020. Outside of academics, Mingtong is a Sabre fencer, 

piano player, and amateur theatre member. She enjoys life in Ithaca, including bowling and 

hiking. She is grateful for this opportunity of studying at Cornell University and looking 

forward to pursuing new intellectually challenging and socially engaging horizons in the 

future.  



 iv 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 v 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I would like to give my sincere appreciation to Daniel Casasanto for welcoming me into one 

of the most fantastic labs for a challenging and fulfilling year of learning and research. Thanks 

to my lab mates and great tutors in both academy and life, Amrit and Emma, for helping me to 

become a better cognitive researcher. Thanks to Jason and Shikun for being so supportive 

when we worked together through the two master projects. And thanks to my family for 

always being there, giving me emotional and financial supports. 



 vi 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT ................................................................................................................................. i 

LIST OF FIGURES .................................................................................................................. vii 

 

Introduction ................................................................................................................................. 1 

Method ........................................................................................................................................ 5 

Participants ......................................................................................................................... 5 

Materials ............................................................................................................................. 5 

Procedure ............................................................................................................................ 5 

Results ......................................................................................................................................... 7 

Comparison of mean BIF scores across groups. ................................................................ 7 

Analysis of BIF scores as a function of time in the US. .................................................... 8 

Discussion ................................................................................................................................. 11 

 



 vii 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1. Comparison of mean BIF scores across groups........................................................... 8 

Figure 2. Analysis of BIF scores as a function of time in the US. ............................................ 10 

 

 

 



 1 

 
Introduction 

Cross-cultural differences between the East and West have been an enchanting topic for 

researchers in the past few decades. A large literature has associated Westerners, primarily 

Caucasian Americans or Western Europeans, with individualism and analytic thoughts, and 

has associated East Asians, primarily Chinese, Japanese, and Korean people, with collectivism 

and holistic thoughts (e.g. Cousins, 1989; Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan, 2001; Triandis, 

2006; Markus & Conner 2014). Specifically, Westerners have an independent view of the self 

and construe themselves separately from their physical and social contexts (Markus & 

Kitayama, 1991), leading to higher rates of self-serving bias (Fry & Ghosh, 1980; Kashima & 

Triandis, 1986), self-reliance (Workman, 2001), and competition in group settings (Triandis & 

Gelfand, 1998). By contrast, East Asians have an interdependent view of the self and consider 

themselves to be integrated with their physical and social contexts (Markus & Kitayama, 

1991), leading to more collaboration and prioritization of in-group goals (Bond, 1994).  

In the larger literature on cognition and perception differences between Westerners and 

Easterners, one question is whether some cultures think more abstractly than other cultures. 

According to Nisbett and colleagues (2001), Westerners have the propensity to think more 

abstractly than East Asians. Based on the Western tradition of formal logic that dates back to 

the Ancient Greeks, Nisbett and colleagues suggested that Westerners should tend to think 

with analytic strategies that enable people to reach conclusions by applying abstract, de-

contextualized rules. By contrast, based on the East Asian tradition of holistic reasoning that 

dates back to Confuscian doctrine, East Asians should reason via more concrete strategies that 

are rooted in the context of their previous knowledge and experience (Markus & Kitayama, 

1991; Nisbett et al., 2001; Talhelm et al., 2014). However, beyond these theoretical 

arguments, few experimental papers have supported the claim that Westerners think more 

abstractly than East Asians. Nisbett and colleagues (2002) designed a series of tests on formal 
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reasoning. This paper concluded that Western Europeans preferred to use more formal 

reasoning strategies than Chinese and Koreans in a series of tests that included categorization 

and deductive reasoning (Norenzayan, Smith, Kim, & Nisbett, 2002), supporting Nisbett and 

colleagues’ (2001) claim that Westerners “should be more capable [than East Asians] of 

reasoning based on logical rules” (pg.296).1 This claim echoes a longstanding dogma in 

linguistics and anthropology according to which non-Western language and thought, and in 

particular Chinese language thought, are limited in their capacity for abstraction (Moser, 

1996).  

A previous study by Singh, Wang and Casasanto (2019) has challenged the general claim 

that Westerners think more abstractly than Easterners. The researchers adopted a measure of 

abstract thoughts, Behavioral Identification Form (BIF; Vallacher &Wegner, 1989), to 

Caucasian American participants in the United States, and a Mandarin adaptation of BIF, to 

Chinese participants in China. Participants were asked to choose between a concrete 

description and an abstract description for a daily event or action in the BIF test. The more 

responses of abstract descriptions they chose, the stronger tendency of construing events 

abstractly they had. The study demonstrated that across six independent national samples in 

the US, Chinese participants in China construed events more abstractly than Caucasian 

Americans in the US. The result of the study indicated that at least for some perspectives of 

abstract thoughts, such as event construing, Easterners are more abstract than Westerners. 

 

1 Although Norenzayan et al. (2002) claimed that Westerners have a stronger propensity to reason according to 

abstract rules than East Asians, attempts to replicate this study have not been successful (Klein et al., 2009; 

Murphy, Bosch & Kim, 2016). Klein and colleagues (2009) used syllogism tasks and categorization tasks from 

Norenzayan’s paper (2002), but no differences were found for rule-based thinking patterns and time of completion 

across four samples of Japan, Korean, Taiwan, and the US. Similarly, Murphy and colleagues (2016) replicated the 

experiments in Norenzayan’s paper (2002) and failed to find the same preference for rule-based thinking patterns in 

Americans. US participants did not prefer to choose family resemblance responses for categorization tasks, nor 

rule-based responses for syllogism tasks. 



 3 

In the present study, we tested Chinese individuals living in the US to determine whether 

time spent in a Western culture corresponds to graded differences in the tendency to construe 

events abstractly or concretely. To the extent that culture-specific habits of thinking remain 

malleable into adulthood, and to the extent that these habits are the result of enculturation, 

exposure to Western culture may cause Chinese people living in the US to think more 

concretely. If so, two predictions follow. First, on average, Chinese people living in the US 

should show a pattern of BIF scores that is intermediate between the Chinese in China and 

Caucasian Americans in US samples reported by Singh and colleagues (2019). Second, 

Chinese living in the US should get lower BIF scores (more concrete responses) the longer 

these individuals have spent in the US. Alternatively, however, the culture-specific biases to 

think abstractly or relatively concretely reflect stable cognitive traits, these biases may be 

unaffected by exposure to a new culture. Such stability could arise either because these 

cognitive traits have a biological basis, or because they are largely fixed by adulthood. If so, 

overall BIF responses among the Chinese participants in the US should show the same pattern 

found in the Chinese people tested in China (Singh et al., 2019), and individuals' BIF 

responses should not vary with the amount of time they have spent in the US.   

A previous dataset was collected to examine differences in BIF scores of Chinese 

participants living in the US (Wang, 2019). Results showed that Chinese participants in the 

US tended to have significantly more concrete BIF responses than Chinese participants in 

China. In other words, Chinese participants tested in the US appeared to be more Western-like 

than the Chinese participants tested in China. Yet, in the data set collected by Wang (2019), 

Chinese participants in the US were tested using an English version of BIF. It is possible, 

therefore, that the language of the test affected the results, in at least two ways. First, Chinese 

participants in the US adopt English as a second language, so they probably did not 

comprehend the descriptions of events and actions in the same way as what native English 
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speakers did. The possible differences in understanding BIF items and responses were a 

source of noise to the results. Second, the Mandarin adaptation of BIF could never be perfect. 

It is possible that some of the items in the English version were more biased toward a concrete 

response than the equivalent items in the Mandarin version. If we administered the English 

version of BIF, the adaptation would systematically bias Chinese participants in the US 

toward a pattern that is showed among Caucasian Americans. Thus, here we tested Chinese 

participants in the US using the same Mandarin version of BIF used by Singh and colleagues 

(2019) to test Chinese participants in China, allowing for a more direct comparison between 

groups of Chinese participants in China and the US. 

If the previously reported difference between Chinese participants in China and Chinese 

participants in the US was due to language of the test, then the differences should be 

eliminated in our present sample of Chinese participants in the US using Mandarin BIF 

adaptation. Alternatively, if the reported difference was due to Chinese participants spending 

time in the US, then our present sample should show the same cross-cultural difference 

between Chinese participants in China and Chinese participants in the US as was found in 

Wang (2019). 

  



 5 

Method 

Participants 

We recruited 198 Chinese participants from US colleges. The majority of participants (n 

= 192) were recruited via the experimenters’ social network, and participated without 

compensation. The experimenters shared the study URL with these participants in person or 

online within the international Chinese student community in the US.  Additionally, some 

participants (n = 6) were recruited via the SONA system at Cornell University and were 

compensated with class credit. We excluded participants who did not complete the 

demographic questions, those who did not report Mandarin as their first language, and those 

who did not report themselves as native Chinese. We also excluded participants whose time 

spent in the US was three Standard Deviations from the average time. After these exclusions, 

153 participants remained in the sample (average age = 22.70 years old ± 4.19). 

Materials 

The original Behavioral Identification Form (BIF) is composed of 25 events or actions in 

English (Vallacher & Wegner, 1989). Here we used a Mandarin translation of BIF (Singh et 

al., 2019). One native Mandarin speaker translated the test into Mandarin, and another native 

Mandarin speaker back-translated the test into English for a meaning consistency across the 

languages. We composed and manipulated 4 different versions of the BIF, each containing a 

randomized ordering of 25 items. 

Procedure 

We used Qualtrics to administer the online investigations of BIF. In the BIF, each event 

or action has a concrete description and an abstract description. For instance, the action 

“picking an apple” has a concrete description of “pulling an apple off the branch”, and an 

abstract description of “finding something to eat”. Participants were asked to choose one from 

the descriptions that described the action or the event better based on individual 
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understanding. Participants also answered a series of demographic questions, including sex, 

age, time spent in the US in months, etc. Specifically, we collected their history of living in 

other cultures, and languages they spoke as well, to minimize the possible noises to our study. 
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Results 

Comparison of mean BIF scores across groups.   

The number of abstract responses is recorded as “BIF score”. Participants who choose 

more abstract responses to describe the event or action will get higher BIF scores. The mean 

BIF score was 15.34 (SD=4.18) for the present data set composed of Chinese participants in 

the US tested in Mandarin. We compared the mean of this sample to the means of three 

samples collected previously: Chinese participants in China, Caucasian Americans in the US 

(Singh et al., 2019), and Chinese participants in the US tested in English (Wang, 2019). We 

used a binomial logistic regression with random effects for BIF item and subject and a fixed 

effect for cultural context (i.e., the contexts in which the groups described above were tested, 

defined by the participants’ nationality, their country of residence, and the language in which 

they were tested). Overall, BIF scores differed significantly across different cultural contexts, 

according to an omnibus analysis (Wald 𝜒2(3) = 84.38, p = 2.2e -16; Fig. 1). We, therefore, 

conducted pairwise comparisons among the groups. First, a comparison of Chinese 

participants tested in the US in English (Wang, 2019) to the present sample of Chinese 

participants tested in the US in Mandarin showed no significant difference between these 

groups (Wald 𝜒2(1) = 1.06, p = 0.30 > 0.05, OR = 1.18, 95% CI = [0.87, 1.59]); therefore, 

these groups of  Chinese participants tested in the US were combined for subsequent analyses. 

Chinese participants in the US construed events significantly more concretely than Chinese 

participants in China (Wald 𝜒2(1) = 8.15, p = 0.004, OR = 1.90, 95% CI = [1.24, 2.90]), and 

their BIF scores were statistically indistinguishable from those of Caucasian Americans in the 

US (Wald 𝜒2(1) = 0.01, p = 0.92, OR = 0.98, 95% CI = [0.63, 1.52]).  
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        Figure 1. Comparison of mean BIF scores across groups. The box plot compares the 

number of items construed abstractly across different cultural groups. The median number of 

abstractly construed events is marked by a thick, black line. The mean number of abstractly 

construed events is marked by a dotted line. From left to right: Caucasian Americans in the US 

(n=996), Chinese participants in the US (English; n=139), Chinese participants in the US 

(Mandarin; n=153), Chinese participants in China(n=801). Chinese participants in China 

construed events abstractly more often than Caucasian Americans in the US. Chinese 

participants in the US construed events abstractly with an intermediate frequency between 

Chinese participants in China and Chinese participants in the US. 

Analysis of BIF scores as a function of time in the US.   

We also analyzed the BIF scores as a function of time spent in the US to determine 

whether there are graded differences in scores corresponding to the time of participants’ 

exposure to US culture (Bates, Maechler, & Bolker, 2012). Overall, there was a significant 

correlation between BIF scores and time spent in the US for Chinese participants tested in the 
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US (N = 292; Wald 𝜒2(1) = 7.18, p = 0.007; Fig. 2).  Participants who had lived in the US for 

a longer time construed events more concretely than participants who had lived in the US for a 

shorter time. This relationship was significant in the previous sample of Chinese participants 

in the US tested in English (English; n =139; Wang, 2019; Wald 𝜒2(1) = 7.86, p = 0.005). In 

the present sample of Chinese participants in the US tested in Mandarin (n = 153) a trend in 

the same direction was found (Wald 𝜒2(1) = 1.07, p = 0.30). The effect of time spent in the 

US on BIF scores did not differ significantly between the groups tested in English and 

Mandarin (Wald 𝜒2(1) = 2.09, p = 0.15 ), and this effect of time spent in the US on BIF scores 

remained significant when the effect of language-of-test was controlled  (Wald 𝜒2(1)  = 8.00, 

p = 0.004). 2 

 
2 In subsequent analyses, we attempted to control for demographic variables that could potentially influence 

abstract vs. concrete thinking: sex, age, income, and education. The time-in-US effect remained significant when 

controlling for sex (Wald 𝜒2(1) = 7.49, p = 0.006). However, we were unable to control for age because the 

regression model did not converge(Wald 𝜒2(1) = 3.17, p = 0.08) even when simplified according to 

recommendations by Barr et al. (2013). We were unable to control for income and education in any straightforward 

way due to differences in the monetary and educational systems in China vs. the US.  
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        Figure 2. Analysis of BIF scores as a function of time in the US. The blue dots show 

Chinese participants in the US tested in English (n=139) and the orange dots show Chinese 

participants in the US tested in Mandarin (n=153). The scatter plot illustrates the correlation 

between the BIF scores of all Chinese participants in the US and the time spent in the US, 

combining two sample groups of English version BIF and Mandarin version BIF (Total N = 

292).   
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Discussion 

In the present study, Chinese participants tested in the US with a Mandarin version of the 

BIF tended to choose significantly more concrete responses than Chinese participants tested in 

China. The BIF scores of Chinese participants tested in the US in Mandarin were statistically 

indistinguishable from the scores of Chinese participants tested previously in the US in 

English, and from the scores of Caucasian Americans. Moreover, the BIF scores of Chinese 

participants tested in the US corresponded to the amount of time they had spent living in the 

US: Chinese participants who had spent more time living in the US gave more concrete BIF 

responses than those who had spent less time living in the US. Overall, the difference between 

BIF scores in the Chinese participants tested in China and those tested in the US is consistent 

with the hypothesis that enculturation in a Western culture can affect how concretely East 

Asians construe events. This inference is further supported by the relationship we found 

between the amount of time participants spent in the US and their BIF scores. Although these 

data are correlational, they suggest that being exposed to US culture may cause Chinese 

people to think more concretely.  

The present study overcame a limitation of a previous study in which Chinese people 

living in the US were tested with an English version of the BIF (Wang, 2019). It is possible 

that testing Chinese participants in English could have caused their BIF performance to be 

more similar to US participants’ for at least two reasons that could preclude drawing any 

inferences about effects of enculturation on event construal. For example, Chinese participants 

who were reading the BIF in a second language could have interpreted the text differently than 

native English speakers. Alternatively (or in addition), taking the BIF in English could have 

activated a Western-like mindset, which could result in the observed differences between 

group means. In our present study, we administered a Mandarin translation of BIF to Chinese 

participants in the US. Given that there was no significant difference between BIF scores for 
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Chinese participants in the US tested on the English and Mandarin versions, we can rule out 

the possibility that between-group differences were an artifact of the language used during 

testing, or of unintended differences between the English and Mandarin translations.   

The present results are broadly consistent with other studies that suggest exposure to 

another culture can change people’s minds. Of particular interest, being immersed in a 

Western culture affected East Asians’ performance in another experiment relevant to the 

question of abstract vs. concrete construal: the framed line task (Kitayama, Kawamura, & 

Larsen, 2003). Participants looked at the original pattern of a vertical line in a square frame, 

then they were asked to copy the vertical line in another frame of a different size, either 

reproducing the absolute length of the first line (attending only to the concrete, focal object 

and ignoring the context of the frame), or reproducing the length of the first line relative to the 

frame (on the basis of an abstract relationship between the object and its context). Japanese 

participants in Japan had better performance than Americans in the US in copying relative 

length, whereas Americans in the US had better performance in copying absolute length. To 

test for effects of enculturation, this study also tested Japanese in the US and Americans in 

Japan. Results showed that Japanese in the US performed similarly to Americans in the US, 

and unlike Japanese in Japan; conversely, Americans in Japan performed similarly to Japanese 

in Japan, and unlike Americans in the US. In summary, Kitayama et al. (2003) reported that 

performance on the framed line task was determined by the cognitive style of the participants’ 

host culture, not their home culture, consistent with the effect of time-in-US on Chinese 

participants’ BIF performance that we report here. 

One caveat for the present study is that we conducted a correlational study, not a true 

experimental intervention. Therefore, although we observe a relationship between the time 

Chinese people spent in the US and their event construal, we cannot conclude that spending 

time in the US caused participants to construe events more concretely. On a likely 
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interpretation of our results, the longer time participants spent in the US the more enculturated 

they became, and their event construal became more concrete as a result of this enculturation. 

However, there is at least one plausible alternative explanation: Perhaps some Chinese 

individuals in our sample already thought in a more concrete, Western-like way prior to 

arriving in the US, and therefore chose to stay in the US for a longer time?  On this account, 

Chinese people who have a more Western-like mindsets may be more willing to stay in the US 

longer because the culture is more congenial to them, whereas Chinese people with East-Asian 

mindsets would choose to leave the US after less time. Given that our study design was cross-

sectional, we cannot rule out this possibility.  However, it would be possible to distinguish 

between these two possible accounts of our results with a longitudinal study following the 

changes of thinking patterns over time in the same individuals. 

If culture is playing a causal role in the relationship between time spent in the US and 

thinking concretely, what aspects of culture are the “active ingredients” that cause people to 

think increasingly more concretely?  One possibility could be the complexity of the visual 

environment. Compared to scenery in the US, scenery in Japan had a much larger number of 

objects within the given space, so scenery in Japan provided participants a higher visual 

density and a more complex visual context. Besides, scenery in Japan was also identified as 

“more ambiguous” than scenery in the US (Miyamoto, Nisbett & Masuda, 2006). Japanese 

participants tended to refer more to the context when describing given video clips, whereas 

American participants tended to refer more to the focal objects (Masuda & Nisbett, 2001). 

However, when primed with Japanese scenery, both Japanese participants and American 

participants significantly referred more to the context than the focal objects (Miyamoto et al., 

2006). Thus, it is possible that the complex and ambiguous visual environment contributes to 

the perceptual tendency of Japanese participants, who paid more attention to the context in a 

holistic way; the simple and clear visual environment contributes to the perceptual tendency of 
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American participants, who paid more attention to the context in an analytic way. In other 

words, the cross-cultural differences in perceptual environments could lead to cross-cultural 

differences in thinking patterns. Coming to the US might change participants’ culture-specific 

thinking patterns, because East Asians are exposed to a less complex visual environment in the 

US. Compared to US participants, East Asians were more sensitive to contextual changes than 

to focal object changes (Masuda & Nisbett, 2010). 

In summary, the present study corroborates the conclusion that East Asians tend to 

construe events more abstractly than Westerners (Singh et al., 2019; Wang, 2019), and 

confirms that East Asians who have stayed in the US for a longer time tend to choose more 

concrete responses than those who have stayed for a shorter time -- regardless of the language 

in which they are tested. Further studies are needed to determine whether enculturation is 

responsible for the between-group differences found in Chinese vs. US participants’ BIF 

scores, and whether moving from East to West causes a shift in how abstractly people 

construe events.  
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