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Feelings of being miscomprehended in my culture 
. . . led me to strongly criticize previous work on 
cross-cultural psychology that still uses, some-
times unintentionally, the terms of Western and 
Eastern, where cultures such as Latin American 
don’t fit and are made invisible.

—K. M. (Chilean student of  
cross-cultural psychology)

Psychological perspectives on cultural variation, such 
as individualism–collectivism theory (Triandis, 1995) and 
self-construal theory (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), aim to 
capture patterns of substantive similarities and differ-
ences between different societies, even if the societies 
in question are geographically distant. Thus, people 

living in societies labeled collectivistic—such as China 
and Mexico (Hofstede, 2001)—are commonly assumed 
to share similarly collectivistic values and worldviews 
and similarly interdependent rather than independent 
models of selfhood. These theories aim to provide  
a psychology that is more globally representative— 
recognizing cultural differences, explaining where and 
why they occur, and predicting psychological and social 
consequences. However, the empirical literature has 
been heavily reliant on comparing participants from a 
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Abstract
Cultural psychologists often treat binary contrasts of West versus East, individualism versus collectivism, and 
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(relational mobility, loose norms, honor logic) and that they cohere with other indices of contemporary psychological 
culture. We conclude that the common view linking collectivist values with interdependent self-construal needs 
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importance of exploratory research in psychological science.

Keywords
collectivism, individualism, cultural binary, cultural models of selfhood, independent self-construal, interdependent 
self-construal, Latin American culture

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
http://www.psychologicalscience.org/pps
mailto:kuba@krys.pl
mailto:v.l.vignoles@sussex.ac.uk


Outside the “Cultural Binary”	 1167

small number of societies, mostly in Anglo America and 
East Asia (Matsumoto, 1999; Vignoles, 2018).

What happens when findings from diverse world 
regions fail to fit the expected pattern? Sometimes these 
troubling findings may be dismissed as “anomalies,” 
forcing the kaleidoscopic diversity of global cultures 
into an oversimplified “binary” model of cultural differ-
ences (for discussions, see Hermans & Kempen, 1998; 
Muthukrishna et al., 2020; Vignoles, 2018). In this way, 
cultures of less powerful or less affluent world regions 
may be misrepresented or even omitted entirely from 
the scientific discourse. Here, in a spirit of cross-cultural 
exploration, we try to see what we might learn from 
such findings.

We focus here on one such “anomaly”: Members of 
Latin American societies tend to report relatively inde-
pendent self-construals compared with people in other 
world regions. We have seen this result repeatedly in our 
own research (Krys, Zelenski, et al., 2019; Vignoles et al., 
2016). However, we have listened to highly respected 
colleagues at conferences and read peer reviews of our 
submitted manuscripts, declaring that this “cannot be 
right” and “there must be something wrong with the 
measurement.” We have also heard from Latin American 
colleagues that studies comparing patterns of self- 
construal in their countries against other world regions 
often go unreported and, if written up, are frequently 
rejected for publication—perhaps in part because their 
results are inconsistent with self-construal theory.

This article traces the steps by which we came to 
trust what these data were telling us, making sense of 
this finding rather than presuming it “must be wrong.” 
First, we introduce the prevailing theorizing around 
individualism–collectivism and models of selfhood, not-
ing the scarcity of evidence from locations other than 
Western and Confucian East Asian societies. Second, 
findings of a quantitative synthesis show that the preva-
lence of independent forms of self-construal in Latin 
American cultures was replicated in all large-scale mul-
tinational studies that we could access. Thus, rather 
than an anomaly, this is a consistent finding that merits 
theoretical explanation. Third, we aim to provide such 
an explanation by focusing on societal and historical 
characteristics, as well as dimensions of psychological 
culture, that differentiate Latin American from Confu-
cian East Asian societies. Fourth, we address some pos-
sible objections to our theoretical account. Finally, we 
consider some broader implications for theorizing and 
research about culture and psychology.

Individualism–collectivism and  
Self-Construal Theory

Among numerous dimensions of cultural differences, 
individualism–collectivism has gained the largest interest 

in psychological science. Hui and Triandis (1986) pro-
posed that what differentiates individualist from  
collectivist cultures is “the basic unit of survival”: In 
individualist cultures, this is an individual person, 
whereas in collectivistic cultures it is a group. Studies 
of psychological consequences and correlates of  
individualism–collectivism intensified after Hofstede 
(1980) provided the first empirical mapping of national 
variation in cultural values. From Hofstede’s four original 
cultural dimensions, individualism–collectivism received 
the most positive reception from psychologists, espe-
cially in the United States, which was the most individu-
alistic country according to Hofstede’s findings.

Hofstede’s (1980) measurement of individualism– 
collectivism led researchers to ask how this culture-level 
dimension “translates” into individual-level psychologi-
cal processes. To answer this question, many turned to 
Markus and Kitayama’s (1991, 2010) highly influential 
theory of self-construals. Markus and Kitayama (1991) 
argued that macrolevel sociocultural contexts and psy-
chological functioning mutually constituted each other, 
and central to this was how people in different societies 
construed themselves in relation to others. Specifically, 
they proposed that East Asian cultures promoted an 
emphasis on interdependent self-construal, whereas 
Anglo American culture promoted an emphasis on 
independent self-construal:

Many Asian cultures have distinct conceptions of 
individuality that insist on the fundamental related-
ness of individuals to each other. The emphasis is 
on attending to others, fitting in, and harmonious 
interdependence with them. American culture nei-
ther assumes nor values such an overt connected-
ness among individuals. In contrast, individuals 
seek to maintain their independence from others 
by attending to the self and by discovering and 
expressing their unique inner attributes. (p. 224)

Markus and Kitayama (1991) supported their theoriz-
ing with empirical evidence garnered mostly from Con-
fucian East Asian and Euro-American cultural contexts. 
Notably, they did not focus on the cultural dimension 
of individualism–collectivism—although they included 
this dimension in a long list of constructs that they 
speculated might be linked to self-construals. Never-
theless, their claim that the interdependent self- 
construal “is also characteristic of African cultures, Latin- 
American cultures, and many southern European cul-
tures” (p. 225) may have inspired subsequent research-
ers to assume that collectivistic cultural contexts should 
foster interdependent self-construal. This assumption 
is now so little questioned that contrasts of indepen-
dence versus interdependence and individualism versus 
collectivism are often treated as interchangeable both 
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in their theoretical definition and in their measurement 
(e.g., Effron et al., 2018; Oyserman et al., 2002).

We believe that extrapolating theorizing about self-
construals from Confucian Asia to other collectivist world 
regions may be an overgeneralization (see Matsumoto, 
1999). Since the emergence of self-construal theory, 
theorizing on individualism–collectivism has grown. 
Cross-cultural psychologists now understand collectivism 
as a multifaceted construct, and so geographical regions 
may be characterized by qualitatively different “collectiv-
isms” (Kim, 1994; Oyserman et al., 2002; Singelis et al., 
1995; Triandis, 1993). This raises the possibility of a 
novel revision to the common view in self-construal 
research: Some collectivistic societies may foster inde-
pendent forms of selfhood depending on their historical 
backgrounds and socioecological niches.

Just as theorizing about self-construals originated 
from comparing Anglo American and European indi-
vidualism with Confucian collectivism, empirical evi-
dence collected in the subsequent almost 30 years still 
comes mostly from these two world regions (Fig. 1; see 
Section S1 and Tables S1–S3 in the Supplemental Mate-
rial available online). Although consistent with the over-
representation of Western and Confucian cultures in 
psychology more generally (Henrich et al., 2010), this 
is very troubling for a literature that aims to highlight 
the importance of cultural diversity. The underrepresen-
tation of Latin American cultures in the self-construal 

literature is potentially even more concerning given the 
anecdotal reports mentioned earlier that self-construal 
studies from this region can be harder to publish 
because of their theoretically inconvenient findings. This 
raises the possibility that there may be a substantial 
file-drawer problem for research into Latin American 
models of selfhood and consequently that the field may 
be missing a major opportunity for theoretical growth 
based on unexpected and novel findings that are hidden 
from sight.

Characterizing Self-Construal in Latin 
American Societies

The authors’ interest in this question began with a dis-
covery that two of us had found a similar pattern of 
unexpected results regarding self-construal in Latin 
American cultures. Krys, Zelenski, et al. (2019) found 
that samples from two Latin American countries had 
the highest mean independent self-construals and the 
lowest mean interdependent self-construals among the 
12 nations in their study. Vignoles et al. (2016) found 
that Latin American samples on average emphasized 
independence (vs. interdependence) at least as much 
as Western samples on six of the seven self-construal 
dimensions they measured. These findings were strik-
ingly at odds with the prevailing theoretical expectation 
that Latin American cultures should emphasize interde-
pendent rather than independent self-construal.

We wanted to see whether these findings were part 
of a broader pattern. Hence, we conducted a quantita-
tive synthesis ( Johnson & Eagly, 2000) of multinational 
studies on self-construals. We compared mean self-
construal scores of samples from Latin American and 
Confucian East Asian countries—commonly described 
as collectivistic—and from countries of Northwestern 
European heritage—commonly described as individu-
alistic (see Section S2 and Table S4 in the Supplemental 
Material). We identified four major international proj-
ects that included measures of self-construal from sam-
ples in eight or more countries. Three studies, covering 
49 cultural samples from 39 countries, used versions of 
the Singelis (1994) self-construal scale to measure inde-
pendence and interdependence as separate dimensions 
(Church et  al., 2013; Fernandez et  al., 2005; Krys,  
Zelenski, et  al., 2019); the fourth study, covering 55 
cultural samples from 33 countries, measured seven 
bipolar dimensions of self-construal, each contrasting 
a way of being independent with a way of being inter-
dependent (e.g., difference vs. similarity; self-reliance 
vs. dependence on others; Vignoles et al., 2016). A full 
report of our quantitative synthesis can be found in 
Section S3 and Table S5 in the Supplemental Material.

Other
Asia
6%

Latin America 
3%

Sub-Saharan Africa
1%

Other Europe
4%

Middle East
4%

Northwestern European
Heritage Countries

(Individualistic)
42% 

Confucian Asia
39%

Fig. 1.  Locations for which self-construals were studied. Results 
were quantified on the basis of all articles indexed in EBSCO that 
mention the term “self-construal” and a name of any country in a title 
or abstract. For details of our analyses, see Section S1 and Tables S1 
through S3 in the Supplemental Material.
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Findings using the Singelis scale

In all three studies using versions of the Singelis (1994) 
scale, Latin American countries scored significantly 
higher on independent self-construals than Confucian 
countries; they also scored significantly higher than 
countries of Northwestern European heritage. In none 
of these studies was there a significant difference 
between Latin American and Confucian countries in 
interdependent self-construals, and thus the results can-
not easily be explained away by differences in scale 
usage. Using two different approaches to pooling the 
data, we found that Latin American samples reported 
significantly more independent selves than Confucian 
Asians, and the effect size was very large (Cohen’s d > 
2.2). Moreover, Latin Americans reported significantly 
more independent selves than samples from countries 
of Northwestern European heritage (d > 1.4). Figure 2 
shows pooled independence scores for the three groups 

of countries plotted against Hofstede’s measure of 
individualism–collectivism.

These findings showed a clear pattern: Samples from 
Latin American countries rated themselves higher on 
independence than those from Confucian countries—
and samples from countries of Northwestern European 
heritage occupied an intermediate position. However, 
cross-cultural studies using Singelis’s (1994) self- 
construal scale have often reported problems of poor 
reliability or cross-cultural nonequivalence. The scale 
may be affected by cultural variation in response styles, 
and it does not distinguish ways of being independent 
or interdependent. Moreover, all three studies using the 
Singelis scale relied on student samples.

Findings using the Vignoles et al. scale

Addressing these limitations, Vignoles et al. (2016) distin-
guished seven dimensions of psychological functioning  
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Fig. 2.  Rescaled independent self-construal country averages graphed as a function of Hofstede’s 
measure of individualism, separately for countries from three different cultural regions (North-
western European heritage, Latin America, and Confucian East Asia). The plot shows that Latin 
American societies, although collectivistic, foster independent self-construal. For details of our 
analyses, see Section S3 and Table S5 in the Supplemental Material available online.
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that were previously confounded within commonly 
used measures of independence and interdependence, 
and they reported culture-level factor scores, adjusted 
for age, gender, and acquiescent response styles, for 
adult samples from 55 cultural groups spanning 33 
countries. We reanalyzed their scores for 24 cultural 
samples residing in the three cultural regions of inter-
est. In five of the seven dimensions, models of selfhood 
in Latin American samples were significantly more inde-
pendent than those in Confucian samples (d = 1.33–
2.50) and at least as independent as those in samples 
from countries of Northwestern European heritage (see 
Fig. 3). Thus, evidence for a focus on independent self-
construal in Latin American cultures cannot be explained 
away in terms of measurement problems with the Singe-
lis (1994) scale, and it is not an artifact of relying on 
student samples.

The seven-factor structure of the measure from 
Vignoles et al. (2016) also provides a finer-grained pic-
ture of prevailing models of selfhood across the three 
cultural regions. Samples from the three regions did 
not differ significantly in experiencing the self as self-
contained versus connected to others, and Latin Ameri-
can samples reported the greatest receptivity to 
influence, rather than self-direction, when making deci-
sions. Western and Latin American forms of indepen-
dent selfhood differed not only in magnitude but also 
in kind: Both regions shared an independent focus in 
defining the self (difference) and in communicating 
with others (self-expression), but Western samples 
more strongly emphasized self-direction (vs. receptivity 
to influence) in making decisions, whereas Latin Ameri-
can samples more strongly emphasized consistency  
(vs. variability) in moving between contexts and self-
interest (vs. commitment to others) in dealing with 
conflicting interests.

Making Sense of the Findings:  
Latin America Is Not Confucian Asia

Our quantitative synthesis paints a picture of models 
of selfhood in collectivistic Latin American societies that 
differs markedly from common theorizing on culture 
and self. Moreover, initial results from our ongoing 
research have continued to show a similar pattern (e.g., 
Krys, Park, et al., 2021; Yang, 2018). Far from being an 
anomaly, the emphasis on forms of independence in 
Latin American cultural models of selfhood is a consis-
tent finding obtained repeatedly in large-scale cross-
cultural studies among student and adult participants 
and using different measures and models of self- 
construal. This represents a notable challenge to the 
widely held assumption in cultural psychology that  
collectivist cultures will usually, or even by definition, 

foster interdependent models of selfhood. These find-
ings deserve to be taken seriously and understood rather 
than being brushed under the carpet.

We therefore began looking for reasons why these 
findings might be true rather than why they might be 
false. Cross-cultural researchers have identified differ-
ences between Confucian Asian and Latin American 
samples on numerous dimensions of cultural variation 
other than individualism–collectivism. We reasoned that 
perhaps these differences—rather than individualism–
collectivism—might explain the observed differences 
in models of selfhood. We identified and reviewed vari-
ous cultural characteristics that could theoretically be 
linked to models of selfhood and for which multina-
tional quantifications were available in the psychologi-
cal literature (see Section S4 in the Supplemental 
Material). For many dimensions, Latin American cul-
tures were positioned on the opposite pole from Confu-
cian cultures, and Western cultures were somewhere in 
between (Fig. 4; also see Table S6 in the Supplemental 
Material). Thus, we began to form a more comprehen-
sive theoretical explanation for the observed differences 
between Confucian Asian and Latin American models 
of selfhood, drawing on recent theorizing and research 
into the socioecological and historical origins of cultural 
independence and interdependence (e.g., Kitayama 
et  al., 2006; Kitayama & Uskul, 2011; Talhelm et  al., 
2014; Uchida et al., 2019).

Socioecological and historical 
differences

Contemporary perspectives in socioecological psychol-
ogy (e.g., Uskul & Oishi, 2020) and cultural evolution 
(e.g., Mesoudi et al., 2006) seek to understand the pat-
terns of self-construal, values, and norms that prevail in 
different societies as cultural adaptations to particular 
socioecological and historical circumstances (Uchida 
et al., 2020). Confucian Asian and Latin American societ-
ies notably occupy very different socioecological and 
historical contexts in terms of modes of subsistence 
(prevalence of rice farming vs. herding and other types 
of farming), colonial histories (occupation vs. frontier 
settlement), ethnic diversity (homogeneous vs. heteroge-
neous), and religious heritage (Buddhist vs. Christian).

Subsistence modes.  Socioecological psychology asserts 
that cultural beliefs and practices are shaped in part by 
modes of subsistence (Uskul & Oishi, 2020): Modes of 
subsistence that allow for greater geographical mobility, 
as in traditional herding communities as well as contem-
porary industrialized societies, will tend to foster more 
independent modes of being, whereas modes of subsis-
tence that tie people to a specific geographical location, 
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dimension, the box shows the interquartile range (IQR), the horizontal bar indicates the median, the square shows the mean, the whis-
kers go out to the most extreme data points that fall within 1.5× the IQR below the 25th percentile and above the 75th percentile, and 
the circles indicate observed values that fall outside this range (i.e., outliers). For further details and tests of statistical significance, see 
Section S4 and Table S6 in the Supplemental Material.
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such as farming and most especially rice growing, will 
tend to foster more interdependent modes of being. In 
addition, herding may be linked to independent selfhoods 
via low population density (which hampers establishing 
macrosocial institutions such as policing) and via rela-
tively low labor-skill requirements (which do not require 
cooperative labor with other specialists). Such influences 
are thought to occur not only among those individuals 
who are directly involved in food production but also at a 
societal level (Talhelm et al., 2014; Uchida et al., 2019).

Notably, in the year 2000, Latin American societies 
on average dedicated almost 70% of their agricultural 
land to meadows and pastures (i.e., herding), whereas 
the corresponding figure for Confucian Asian societies 
was around 20%; conversely, rice paddies occupied on 
average almost 70% of land used for cereal production 
in Confucian societies but less than 30% in Latin Ameri-
can societies (Fig. 4; also see Table S6 in the Supple-
mental Material). Because prevailing modes of food 
production are more conducive to geographical mobil-
ity in Latin American societies than Confucian Asian 
societies, socioecological theory predicts that Latin 
American societies should have more independent and 
less interdependent models of selfhood. The link 
between subsistence and models of selfhood may be 
explained by differences in relational mobility (as dis-
cussed below), which is also much higher in Latin 
American than in Confucian Asian societies (Thomson 
et al., 2018).

History of frontier settlement.  Beyond subsistence 
modes, Kitayama and colleagues (2006) argued that a his-
tory of frontier settlement may foster a “spirit of indepen-
dence” in certain nations or communities. They proposed 
that frontier settlement will likely attract independently 
minded individuals, that independence will be adaptive 
for survival in the harsh and unprotected circumstances of 
frontier life, and that those who are attracted to and sur-
vive frontier life will likely pass on their beliefs and val-
ues to subsequent generations. The frontier-settlement 
hypothesis has been used to explain cultural differences 
between sedentary and settler societies in Europe, North 
America, and Australasia (Varnum & Kitayama, 2011) and 
between regions that were more or less recently settled 
within Japan (Ishii et  al., 2014; Kitayama et  al., 2006), 
China (Feng et al., 2017), the United States, and Canada 
(Varnum & Kitayama, 2011).

The world regions of Latin America and Confucian 
Asia have had very different recent colonial histories. 
Some, but not all, Confucian Asian countries experi-
enced occupation and exploitation by European colo-
nizing nations, and indigenous rule was returned to 
most societies after independence; in contrast, coun-
tries in Latin America were typically subject to settler 

colonialism, in which indigenous populations were—
and often still are—eliminated, displaced, marginalized, 
or assimilated by European settlers and their descen-
dants (Veracini, 2010). Kashima et al. (2011) used  
frontier-settlement theory to predict that members of 
Latin American societies would show more independent 
forms of selfhood than would members of the Southern 
European societies from which they were colonized. 
To our knowledge, their specific prediction has not 
been tested directly, but it seems consistent with our 
current finding that models of selfhood in Latin Ameri-
can countries show a relatively strong focus on inde-
pendence. Arguably, the greater focus on self-reliance 
(vs. dependence on others) and self-interest (vs. com-
mitment to others) in Latin American societies may be 
especially adaptive for frontier settlement, in which 
individuals should not expect to depend on others nor 
that others will depend on them.

Cultural heterogeneity.  Given their differing colonial 
histories, Latin American and Confucian Asian societies 
differ also in contemporary cultural heterogeneity. Accord-
ing to Putterman and Weil’s (2010) World Migration Matrix, 
Japan, Korea, China, and Taiwan are among the most  
culturally homogeneous societies. The most diverse are 
the United States, Canada, and Australia, followed by 
Latin American societies: Argentina, Panama, Chile, and 
Uruguay. The difference in cultural heterogeneity between 
Latin American and Confucian Asian societies reaches 
over 4 SD (Fig. 4; also see Table S6 in the Supplemental 
Material).

We suspect that cultural homogeneity may foster a 
predominance of interdependent selfhood in a given 
society. Feelings of relatedness to others and an empha-
sis on fitting in may be easier when common cultural 
scripts and norms are shared by members of a given 
society. In contrast, cultural heterogeneity may allow 
more scope for expressing unique cultural attributes, 
exploring differences in cultural backgrounds, and 
negotiating cultural identities. Therefore, we propose 
that cultural heterogeneity of a society may foster inde-
pendent models of selfhood—perhaps especially on 
the dimensions of difference (vs. similarity) and self-
expression (vs. harmony), both of which were empha-
sized in Latin American compared with Confucian 
societies in our quantitative synthesis.

Religious and philosophical traditions.  Societies of 
Confucian Asia and Latin America also have markedly dif-
ferent religious and philosophical traditions. Christianity is 
the major religion in Latin America, whereas Buddhism 
has significant influence in Confucian Asia (Fig. 4; also 
see Table S6 in the Supplemental Material). Christian and 
Buddhist religious traditions have respectively been linked 
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to independent and interdependent models of selfhood 
(e.g., Ho, 1995; Sampson, 2000).

Confucian philosophy advocates interdependence 
through its focus on the five cardinal relationships, and 
Confucian ethical concepts are based on benevolence 
and humaneness that manifest in compassion and har-
mony with others. Confucian societies have also been 
shaped extensively by Buddhist and Taoist belief sys-
tems, each of which advocates interdependence in dif-
ferent ways (see Ho, 1995). In Buddhism, humans are 
only one of many sentient beings, and in Taoism 
humans are but one extension of the cosmos. Ideas of 
human rebirth, the endless cycle of life, and karma 
foster harmonious and interdependent ways of being. 
Likewise, in Zen Buddhist philosophy, being a human 
means being self-aware of one’s place within the uni-
verse and one’s own limitations, as well as affirming 
what the circumstances bring to a person and that one 
needs to accept the fate and flow of experience.

Christianity’s influence has been dominant in Latin 
America since colonization. Most people in Latin Amer-
ica now self-identify as Christians (Fig. 4; also see Table 
S6 in the Supplemental Material). Christianity has often 
been linked to independent models of selfhood that 
emphasize self-sufficiency, autonomy, and a focus on 
the individual (Cohen, 2015; Sampson, 2000). Writings 
linking Christianity to independent selfhood often focus 
on the Protestant doctrine that every individual has a 
unique and unmediated relationship with God (e.g., 
Henrich, 2020), but this doctrine can also be found in 
contemporary Catholicism (Wooden, 2020). By giving 
humans a dominant position over nature (as in common 
understandings of Genesis 1:26), Christianity advances 
an independent view of human selfhood as self-directed 
and self-reliant—in marked contrast to Confucian,  
Buddhist, and Taoist thinking.

Differences in societal organization

Given their very different socioecological and historical 
contexts, one might expect that Confucian Asian and 
Latin American societies would show different patterns 
of societal organization. We focus here on three dimen-
sions of societal organization that have gained promi-
nence in recent cross-cultural studies: Compared with 
Confucian societies, Latin American societies have been 
characterized by higher relational mobility, looser 
norms, and social interactions guided by honor logic 
rather than face logic.

High versus low relational mobility.  Relational mobil
ity refers to “how much freedom and opportunity a society 
affords individuals to choose and dispose of interpersonal 
relationships based on personal preference” (Thomson 

et al., 2018, p. 7521; Yuki & Takemura, 2014). In societies 
with low relational mobility, relationships are mostly fixed; 
members of these societies engage in stable and long-
lasting relationships, and their choice of friends, family, or 
romantic partners is relatively limited. In societies with 
high relational mobility, relationship options are more 
flexible; members of these societies more easily seek out 
new partners and leave old friends behind. Across 39 coun-
tries, Thomson et al. (2018) found that societies with the 
lowest relational mobility included Japan, Taiwan, and 
Hong Kong, whereas societies with the highest relational 
mobility included Colombia, Venezuela, Mexico, and 
Brazil. The difference in mean relational-mobility scores 
between Latin American and Confucian Asian samples 
reaches almost 4 SD (Fig. 4; also see Table S6 in the Supple-
mental Material).

Where relationships are fixed, the stakes of poten-
tially disrupting a relationship will be much higher 
(Sato et al., 2014), and so a cautious and nondisruptive 
approach to self-other relationships would be more 
adaptive, such as maintaining harmony, accepting influ-
ence from others, adapting to fit the situation, and not 
differentiating oneself from others (i.e., forms of inter-
dependence). In contrast, the greater flexibility of a 
high relational-mobility context may provide scope for 
socially riskier ways of being, such as differentiating 
oneself from others, behaving consistently across con-
texts, speaking one’s mind even if this disrupts har-
mony, or resisting social influence (i.e., forms of 
independence). Three of these four ways of being inde-
pendent (vs. interdependent) were higher in Latin 
American than Confucian societies in our quantitative 
synthesis. Thomson et al. (2018) reported that several 
aspects of independence (vs. interdependence) covar-
ied positively with national scores for relational mobil-
ity. Thus, relational mobility potentially may mediate 
between mobile (vs. sedentary) subsistence modes and 
models of selfhood.

Loose versus tight norms.  According to Gelfand et al. 
(2011), tight cultures have strong norms and a low toler-
ance of deviant behavior, whereas loose cultures are 
characterized by weak norms and a relatively higher tol-
erance of deviant behavior. Although Gelfand et al. attrib-
uted differences in tightness and looseness mainly to  
the presence of ecological threats, looseness has also 
been associated with differences in relational mobility 
(Thomson et al., 2018). Notably, Gelfand et al. quantified 
Korea, Japan, and Hong Kong among the tightest cultures 
and Venezuela and Brazil among the loosest cultures 
among samples from 33 nations. The difference in tight-
ness scores between Latin American and Confucian sam-
ples reaches over 2 SD (Fig. 4; also see Table S6 in the 
Supplemental Material).
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Tight and loose societal environments are likely to 
be associated with interdependent and independent 
construals of self, respectively. Living in a tight culture 
imposes a necessity of conforming to social rules, and 
thus it might foster certain forms of interdependence, 
such as similarity to others, harmony in communication, 
and variability across contexts. Loose cultures, with 
their tolerance or even promotion of diverse “good 
ways of being,” would be expected to foster indepen-
dent construals of self—especially a focus on differ-
ence, self-expression, and consistency across contexts, 
all of which were stronger among Latin American  
than Confucian Asian samples in our quantitative 
synthesis.

Cultural logics of honor versus face.  Leung and 
Cohen (2011) proposed three different cultural logics 
linking culture and self: dignity, face, and honor. The lat-
ter two they described as different types of collectivism, 
locating face logic in Confucian Asia and honor logic 
within Latin America and the southern United States. 
According to Leung and Cohen, “whereas honor is con-
tested in a competitive environment of rough equals, face 
exists in settled hierarchies that are essentially coopera-
tive” (p. 510). Researchers have not yet provided a widely 
accepted quantification of national cultures for dignity, 
face, and honor logics. However, several differences in 
psychological culture that we review next are consistent 
with viewing Latin American societies as guided by honor 
logic and Confucian Asian societies as guided by face 
logic.

In face cultures, individual worth is defined by what 
others see. People are expected to respect social hier-
archy, display humility, and curtail self-expression in the 
interest of social harmony—which is consistent with  
the observed greater emphasis on harmony (vs. self-
expression) in Confucian Asian compared with Latin 
American societies. In honor cultures, however, an indi-
vidual’s worth has both external and internal qualities. 
Honor can be gained, but it also can be taken away. 
Competition with others is a way of proving one’s honor, 
and expressions of toughness and individuality play an 
important role in building the image of an honorable 
person (Leung & Cohen, 2011). This is consistent with 
the observed greater emphases on self-reliance (vs. 
dependence on others), consistency (vs. variability), and 
self-interest (vs. commitment to others) in Latin American 
compared with Confucian Asian societies.

Differences in psychological culture

Cross-cultural psychologists have identified numerous 
differences in psychological culture that are consistent 

with the socioecological, historical, and societal differ-
ences between Confucian Asian and Latin American cul-
tures. This may help to explain further, as well as 
corroborate, the self-construal differences found in our 
quantitative synthesis.

Flexibility versus monumentalism.  In a revision of 
Hofstede’s (2001) model of cultural dimensions, Minkov 
(2018) and Minkov et al. (2017, 2018) concluded that East 
Asian and Latin American societies occupy similar posi-
tions on the dimension of individualism–collectivism but 
tend to be at opposite poles of a cross-cutting dimension 
called “flexibility versus monumentalism.” The difference 
in flexibility versus monumentalism scores between Latin 
American and Confucian samples reaches almost 6 SD 
(Fig. 4; also see Table S6 in the Supplemental Material).

Minkov et al. (2018) defined this dimension explicitly 
in terms of contrasting models of selfhood. Flexibility 
refers to an emphasis on modesty, humility, and contex-
tual variability, which is especially characteristic of East 
Asian (i.e., Confucian) societies and resonates with the 
concept of face logic; monumentalism refers to an 
emphasis on pride, dignity, and stability—metaphorically 
resembling the qualities of a statue or monument—
which is strongest in Latin American, Arab, and African 
societies and resonates with the concept of honor logic. 
Note that these theoretical definitions echo aspects  
of Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) distinction between 
interdependence and independence, raising the possibil-
ity that flexibility-monumentalism, over and above 
individualism–collectivism, may be an important cultural 
predictor of independent and interdependent ways of 
being. Forms of independent self-construal such as con-
sistency and self-reliance may be fostered by monumen-
talist rather than individualist cultures, explaining their 
prevalence in Latin America.

Indulgence versus restraint.  A further addition to 
Hofstede’s (2001) model is the distinction between indul-
gence and restraint cultures (Hofstede et al., 2010). Indul-
gence cultures allow relatively free gratification of human 
drives, cultivating joy and fun-seeking. Citizens of these 
countries value freedom of speech and leisure rather 
than maintaining order in the society. Such contexts, we 
claim, foster the expression of unique personal attributes 
and recognize individual drives as important motivators—
supporting independent forms of selfhood. The top four 
societies in Hofstede’s indulgence ranking are Venezuela, 
Mexico, Puerto Rico, and El Salvador. Restraint cultures, 
in contrast, suppress gratification of needs and control 
satisfaction of natural drives with strict social norms. The 
stricter moral discipline, stricter sexual mores, and higher 
valuation of order that characterize restraint cultures may 
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lay foundations for the emergence of interdependent 
selfhoods. The gap between Latin American and Confu-
cian countries on the indulgence versus restraint dimen-
sion is more than 2 SD (Fig. 4; also see Table S6 in the 
Supplemental Material).

High versus low emotional expression.  The distinc-
tion between indulgence and restraint is corroborated by 
cross-cultural research into the expression and valuation 
of emotions. Ethnographic studies document that a norm 
of moderating or restraining one’s emotions is a core fea-
ture of Confucian cultures (Potter, 1988), whereas Latin 
American cultures have been characterized by free, fre-
quent, and intensive expression of emotions (Garza, 1978). 
Psychological studies support these portrayals (Murata 
et al., 2013; Soto et al., 2005). People shaped by Confucian 
Asian cultures are described as suppressing their emotions 
(Matsumoto et al., 2008) and preferring low-arousal emo-
tions (Tsai et al., 2006); expression of emotions in Confu-
cian contexts is relational in nature (Uchida et al., 2009), 
consistent with interdependent forms of selfhood. In con-
trast, free and frequent expression of emotions in Latin 
American cultures (Ruby et al., 2012) suggests a societal 
environment facilitating independent forms of selfhood, 
such as self-expression (Vignoles et al., 2016). Some even 
describe high emotional expression as a constitutive fea-
ture of Latin American cultures: It is said to be through 
vibrant positive emotions that Latin Americans connect 
and reinforce their social connections (De Almeida & 
Uchida, 2018; Triandis et al., 1984).

Figure 4 and Table S6 in the Supplemental Material 
compare country characteristics for emotion expression 
(from Krys, Yeung, et al., 2022). Although Confucian 
and Latin American countries do not differ on the fre-
quency of expressing negative emotions, members of 
Latin American societies significantly more often report 
expressing positive emotions (with a difference reach-
ing over 3 SD; see Fig. 4). Studies on emotion experi-
ence (Kuppens et al., 2008) and emotion suppression 
(Matsumoto et al., 2008) lend additional support to our 
claims (see Table S6 in the Supplemental Material).

High versus low perceived and desired control.  
People across cultures vary in perceived and desired con-
trol over their environment and life. Weisz et al. (1984) 
proposed that control is perceived as less attainable and 
less desirable in Japan than in the United States, attribut-
ing this difference to a religious and philosophical legacy 
of Buddhism. Hornsey et al. (2019) tested this assump-
tion in two studies (Study 1, N = 38 nations; Study 2, N = 
27 nations) and found lower levels of perceived and 
desired control in Japan than in any other nation. They 
ranked Mexico, Peru, and Colombia among societies in 

which people have the highest perceived and desired 
control and Japan, Hong Kong, and South Korea among 
those with the lowest perceived and desired control. 
Using their data, we found a significant difference between 
Latin American and Confucian societies that reaches over 
4 SD for desired control and almost 3 SD for perceived 
control (Fig. 4; also see Table S6 in the Supplemental 
Material).

High desired control is linked to assertiveness, com-
petitiveness, differentiation, goal achievement (Haase 
et al., 2009), and a focus on influencing one’s social 
environment (Hornsey et al., 2019). Low desired con-
trol, in contrast, can be linked to fitting in, sensitivity 
to others, adapting to environments, and accepting the 
“natural flow of things.” Thus, we believe that differ-
ences in perceived and desired control may especially 
help to explain the prevalence of self-reliance (vs. a 
willingness to depend on others and thus relinquish 
control to them) and consistency (vs. a willingness to 
let the context determine one’s actions) in Latin Ameri-
can compared with Confucian Asian societies.

High versus low endorsement of maximization 
principle.  People across cultures vary in what they 
believe should be the ideal level of qualities they con-
sider positive. Although the maximization principle—to 
aspire to the highest possible level of something good—
has long been considered a basic assumption about 
human nature, Hornsey et al. (2018) showed that it is 
more endorsed in some cultures than in others. They 
asked about seven ideals for the self, and nine ideals for 
society, to test their prediction that “holistic” and “non-
holistic” cultures would have a different intensity of 
maximization principle for the self but similar ideals for 
society. We reanalyzed their data to compare Latin Amer-
ican and Confucian societies and found that members of 
Latin American societies maximized qualities good for 
the self significantly more than members of Confucian 
societies, although members of societies in both regions 
maximized qualities good for society to a similar extent 
(see Table S6 in the Supplemental Material). Thus, peo-
ple idealize higher levels of personal freedom or self-
esteem in Latin American than in Confucian societies, 
which is consistent with our finding that Latin American 
cultural contexts foster independent selfhoods.

Is Latin America collectivistic?

Considering the long list of differences described above, 
readers might be forgiven for wondering by now 
whether Latin American cultures are simply not as col-
lectivist as Confucian cultures or whether they have 
recently become individualistic. If one understands 
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independence–interdependence and individualism–col-
lectivism as synonymous, this might seem the only ten-
able conclusion. However, our review of cultural 
dimensions showed that the cultural values of Latin 
American societies remain at least as collectivist as those 
of Confucian Asian societies; moreover, both regions 
show a marked contrast with Western samples. As shown 
in Figure 5 and Table S6 in the Supplemental Material, 
we found this pattern in Hofstede’s (2017) index of 
individualist values and in Minkov and colleagues’ 
(2017) updated index. On the culture-level value dimen-
sion of autonomy versus embeddedness (Schwartz, 
2008)—closely related to individualism–collectivism 
(see Gheorghiu et al., 2009)—both Latin American and 
Confucian Asian samples show a lower emphasis on 
autonomy and higher emphasis on embeddedness than 
Western samples. On open-society attitudes—a facet of 
individualism measured using the World Values Survey 
(Krys, Uchida, et  al., 2019)—Latin America does not 
differ from Confucian Asia, whereas both regions rank 
lower than Western societies. Thus, Latin American and 
Confucian cultures are similarly characterized by col-
lectivist values, distinct from Western cultures, even if 
they differ on numerous other dimensions.

These findings document that members of Latin 
American societies have endorsed relatively collectiv-
istic values for at least 5 decades: Hofstede’s (2017) 
indices were based on data collected around 50 years 
ago, Schwartz’s (2008) autonomy and embeddedness 
scores were based on data collected in the 1990s and 
early 2000s, Krys and colleagues’ open-society scores 
were based on data collected up to 2014, and Minkov 
and colleagues’ (2017) scores were based on data col-
lected from 2014 to 2016. Interestingly, in the most 
recent data set (Minkov et al., 2017), Latin American 
cultures on average were even more collectivistic than 
Confucian Asian cultures (Fig. 4; also see Table S6 in 
the Supplemental Material).

The continuing prevalence of collectivist values in 
Latin America is consistent with theorizing that cultural 
collectivism arises in response to threatening socioeco-
logical contexts. Compared with Western societies, Latin 
American and Confucian societies on average have 
experienced higher historical pathogen prevalence 
(Murray & Schaller, 2010), higher environmental threats 
(Thomson et al., 2018), and lower socioeconomic devel-
opment (for details, see Table S6 in the Supplemental 
Material). Interestingly, over the past 50 years Confucian 
Asian countries have approximately caught up with 
Western countries in socioeconomic development, 
which is not the case in Latin America. This raises ques-
tions about the cultural variability in pathways of socio-
economic development (see Krys et al., 2020) and how 

they relate to individualism (cf. Inglehart & Oyserman, 
2004).

Possible Objections and Future Directions

Before drawing a firm conclusion that Latin American 
societies foster collectivist values and independent 
forms of selfhood, it is important to acknowledge and 
address several possible objections, many of which 
highlight a need for future studies.

Is this enough evidence?

Our analysis of self-construal data was based on four 
empirical studies whose results were already known 
when we planned our quantitative synthesis. Future 
research would be desirable to corroborate our findings. 
Nonetheless, these four studies were not cherry-picked 
from a larger literature—they include all the published 
data we could find comparing self-construals in Latin 
American and Confucian Asian societies, comprising 
data from 17,255 student and adult members of 104 
study samples from 53 nations. Although we were aware 
of certain patterns of findings when planning our quan-
titative synthesis, the analyses reported here were con-
ducted afterward. The findings are strikingly consistent 
across these four large-scale studies that were indepen-
dently conducted by different teams of researchers for 
different original purposes. Moreover, we showed that 
these findings are coherent with theories and evidence 
from a range of other sources, including socioecological 
and historical perspectives, patterns of societal organiza-
tion, and contemporary cross-cultural differences on 
related dimensions. Furthermore, initial results from 
subsequent studies have continued to show a similar 
pattern (e.g., Krys, Park, et al., 2021; Yang, 2018).

Are explicit self-reports valid?

Implicit ways of being independent or interdependent 
may not necessarily coincide with explicit construals of 
oneself as independent or interdependent that we ana-
lyzed here (Kitayama et al., 2009). Latin Americans might 
potentially think, feel, and act in implicitly interdepen-
dent ways but still perceive themselves as highly inde-
pendent. Published research into implicit independence 
and interdependence has focused to date on Anglo Amer-
ican, East Asian, European, and Middle Eastern but not 
Latin American cultural contexts (Kitayama et al., 2009; 
San Martin et al., 2018). Nevertheless, a recent unpub-
lished study by Salvador et al. (2020) provides initial 
evidence for tendencies toward independence in mea-
sures of the bases of happiness, affective preferences, 
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symbolic self-inflation, and emotional experiences, but 
not in emotional expression or holistic cognition, among 
Colombian participants compared with U.S. and Japanese 
participants. Future research should explore cultural-level 
relationships between implicit and explicit ways of being 
independent and interdependent across a wider range of 
global regions.

Heine et al. (2002) argued that cultural comparisons 
of explicit self-reports can be undermined by reference-
group effects, whereby participants contrast themselves 
against others in their local cultural context when 
answering rating scales—thus diluting the observed 
cultural differences. However, Vignoles et al. (2016) 
designed their measure to reduce reference-group 
effects. Even if a reference-group effect were involved 
in the high self-reported independence among Latin 
American samples, this would still mean that these par-
ticipants tended to see themselves as more independent 
than their stereotype of a typical cultural member would 
suggest. Future studies should explore further the inter-
play between cultural stereotypes and self-perceptions.

Are the results context-specific?

The available data do not provide an indication of the 
possible scope of contextual variation in self-construals 
in each cultural sample. Although self-construals are 
often treated as trait-like constructs, priming studies 
have shown that they are amenable to experimental 
manipulation (Oyserman & Lee, 2008; Yang & Vignoles, 
2020). Thus, Latin Americans may wish to act, and pres-
ent themselves, as highly independent individuals in 
certain situations (e.g., with friends), whereas in others 
(e.g., among family members) they may behave much 
less independently. The image people build of them-
selves and the resultant self-construal they report when 
responding to a research questionnaire may be biased 
toward, or based on, certain types of situations. Future 
research could explore this further.

Are these cultural regions homogeneous?

Our grouping of cultures into broad categories of  
Latin American, Confucian Asian, and Northwestern 
European heritage assumes that countries in each of 
these three groups share similar historical, geographi-
cal, and cultural backgrounds to a meaningful extent, 
but we emphatically do not expect these groups of 
countries to be culturally homogeneous. Cultural sys-
tems of Mexico and Argentina or those of Japan and 
Taiwan differ on numerous characteristics, including 
those analyzed here (see Fig. 2). We especially do not 
want to replace oversimplified binary thinking about 

cultures (see Vignoles, 2018) with a similarly oversim-
plified cultural trichotomy. Such heuristics can help to 
guide sampling of populations for cross-cultural 
research, but they are no substitute for carefully mea-
suring the cultural characteristics of interest. Future 
studies should provide a more fine-grained picture of 
the antecedents and consequences of cultural variation 
in models of selfhood.

Were Latin American forms of 
interdependence left unmeasured?

In comparing cultural samples from different world 
regions, we necessarily adopted an etic approach—
comparing broad characteristics across cultures—rather 
than an emic approach—examining a single culture in 
depth (Berry, 1989; Van de Vijver, 2010). An etic 
approach inevitably cannot capture the full richness 
and complexity of a specific cultural system because it 
focuses only on aspects that are comparable across 
cultures. Nonetheless, cross-cultural validity of etic 
approaches can be improved to the extent that they 
draw on emic input from the cultures being compared 
(i.e., derived etic) rather than being driven from a single 
dominant cultural perspective (i.e., imposed etic; see 
Berry, 1989). Hence, an important question is to what 
extent the measures of self-construal compared here 
were sufficiently informed by emic input to capture 
Latin American models of selfhood.

Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) initial theorizing on 
self-construals was developed by a U.S. scholar and a 
Japanese scholar and drew mainly on evidence from 
Western and East Asian regions rather than Latin Amer-
ica. Singelis (1994) based his self-construal scale on 
Markus and Kitayama’s theorizing as well as previous 
scales developed in the same two cultural regions. He 
factor-analyzed data from two mixed ethnic samples, 
not including Latin American ethnicities, in one location 
(Hawaii) and validated the measure partly on the basis 
of its ability to differentiate Asian Americans from White 
Americans. In contrast, the seven-dimensional factor 
structure of the Vignoles et al. (2016) measure was 
based initially on data from 16 nations, three of which 
were Latin American, and validated in 55 cultural sam-
ples, of which 10 were Latin American or of Latin Amer-
ican heritage. Using this measure, we found that in one 
domain (making decisions) Latin American samples on 
average were significantly more interdependent (recep-
tive to influence) than Western samples and nonsignifi-
cantly more so than Confucian Asian samples. Thus, 
the measure’s derived etic origins helped to capture 
nuanced ways of being independent or interdependent 
rather than forcing kaleidoscopic variation into imposed 
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etic monolithic constructs of independence and inter-
dependence. Nevertheless, the content of this measure 
was still largely derived from an East–West literature, 
originating in Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) theorizing, 
and we emphasize the need for more emic research 
into models of selfhood in underrepresented world 
regions—including Latin America—to inform develop-
ment of future measures.

Is collectivism a useful construct?

Readers might object to our reliance on four measures 
of cultural values, triangulated with national indices of 
socioecological threat, to characterize Latin American 
and Confucian Asian cultures as collectivist. Whereas 
the term “individualist” tends to be reserved for a rela-
tively narrow group of contemporary developed so-
called Western societies, researchers often seem to use 
“collectivist” as an umbrella term covering all past and 
present societies that are not individualist—however 
diverse they are and however different their histories. 
Indeed, an important goal of our article is to point out 
that the term “collectivism” disguises a huge amount of 
cultural diversity. The ambiguity of collectivism can be 
seen through the diverse range of item contents used 
to measure it (e.g., Hofstede, 2001; Minkov et al., 2017; 
Schwartz, 2006), as well as the proliferation of diverse 
“forms,” “facets,” or “subtypes” of collectivism proposed 
by cross-cultural researchers (e.g., Brewer & Chen, 
2007; Kim, 1994; Oyserman et al., 2002; Realo et al., 
1997; Singelis et al., 1995; for further discussion, see 
Section S5 in the Supplemental Material).

We believe that there is an urgent need for a con-
certed and systematic effort to measure and explore at 
a cultural level of analysis the relations among these 
various proposed forms or facets of collectivism. Only 
when the culture-level dimensionality of collectivism is 
better understood will it be possible to name these 
constructs and theorize about them more precisely—as 
well as to identify conceptual boundaries for the con-
structs of individualism and collectivism. In the absence 
of such work, these concepts risk becoming too slip-
pery for theoretical claims to be falsifiable (Vignoles, 
2018). Our interim solution here was to focus on individu-
alist and collectivist values, as measured by Hofstede 
(2001), Schwartz (2006), Krys, Uchida, et al. (2019), and 
Minkov et al. (2017).

What additional factors might be 
involved?

In seeking to explain Latin American models of selfhood, 
we focused on contextual, societal, and psychological 
factors that were identified in previous cross-cultural 

research. We felt it was important to ground our explana-
tions as much as possible in existing theorizing, and we 
believe this helped us to show that the prevalence of 
independent models of selfhood in Latin America is con-
sistent with broader patterns of global cultural variation 
rather than being an anomaly. Nevertheless, existing lit-
erature in cross-cultural psychology has been shaped 
especially by attempting to explain differences between 
Western and East Asian cultures, and so our account may 
be missing additional factors that are less salient or rel-
evant in those two regions. We highlight two areas for 
further theorizing.

First, we looked at contemporary patterns of subsis-
tence as well as religion, but it may be valuable to take 
a longer historical view of how these patterns devel-
oped in Latin American societies. Before colonization, 
Latin American peoples lived in societies with widely 
differing religious beliefs and modes of subsistence—
ranging from small hunter-gatherer groups to highly 
developed Inca and Aztec civilizations. Indigenous reli-
gions, together with those that were brought in by 
enslaved Africans, often became merged or hybridized 
with the imported Catholic belief system of settlers and 
missionaries. The implications of these preexisting 
indigenous American and African belief systems for 
forms of selfhood have yet to be explored in depth (for 
Asian belief systems, see Ho, 1995). Pre-Columbian 
civilizations in Latin America cultivated corn, beans, 
squash, potatoes, or manioc depending on the region, 
and sugar cane and tobacco cultivation were exten-
sively developed during the colonial era. Existing 
research into the impact of crop production on culture 
has focused on two crops—rice and wheat—that are 
prevalent in China today (Talhelm et  al., 2014), and  
so it could be valuable to extend theorizing and 
research to consider the possible impact on culture of 
a wider range of historical and contemporary modes 
of subsistence.

Second, comparisons of Western and East Asian cul-
tures have usually focused on societies with relatively 
stable political systems. By contrast, Latin American 
societies since independence have often experienced 
political instability, lawlessness, and dictatorships (see, 
e.g., Blanco & Grier, 2009), as well as high levels of 
income inequality (Gasparini & Nora, 2011). Although 
we are aware of no previous work linking political 
instability to cultural models of selfhood, it seems plau-
sible that certain forms of independence—for example, 
self-reliance and self-interest—would be adaptive in 
relatively unstable societies in which one is less able 
to rely on the cooperation of others. Some research has 
linked both political violence and perceived economic 
inequality to forms of independent self-construal at an 
individual level of analysis (Khan & Smith, 2003; 
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Sánchez-Rodríguez et al., 2019), suggesting important 
areas for future research.

Implications

Latin American societies have been associated theoreti-
cally with honor logic and characterized empirically by 
geographically mobile modes of subsistence, a history 
of voluntary settlement, ethnic heterogeneity, Christian-
ity, high relational mobility, loose norms, monumental 
selves, indulgence and emotional expressivity, high 
desired and perceived control, and high endorsement of 
the maximization principle for self-desired outcomes—
features that may explain their relative emphasis on inde-
pendent forms of selfhood. Yet these societies continue 
to emphasize collectivist cultural values. Thus, we find it 
reasonable to conclude that collectivist cultures, in cer-
tain conditions, may foster independent self-construals. 
This novel conclusion carries important implications for 
extending theory and research on culture and the self. 
We believe it also carries a broader message for psycho-
logical scientists about the importance of being willing 
to learn from their data.

Extending the cross-cultural database

First, future studies urgently need to pay more attention 
to a wider range of cultural contexts. Psychological-
research participants still mostly come from individual-
ist countries, especially WEIRD (Western, educated, 
industrialized, rich, and democratic) societies (Henrich 
et  al., 2010). Even in studies of major cross-cultural 
research topics, the remaining samples come mostly 
from China, Japan, and Korea (Fig. 1; also see Section 
S6 in the Supplemental Material). Because researchers 
often assume that all collectivist cultures foster a similar 
model of selfhood, such an unbalanced data corpus 
may lead to overgeneralizing theories and conclusions 
from Confucian East Asia to other “non-Western” con-
texts. For example, researchers sometimes imply that 
replication of a Western finding in one or more Confu-
cian collectivist cultures provides evidence of universal-
ity (e.g., Yamaguchi et  al., 2007; cf. Norenzayan & 
Heine, 2005). Our findings illustrate the risks of gener-
alizing conclusions from one country to another on the 
basis of a single cultural characteristic such as collectiv-
ist values. Instead, more attention needs to be given to 
regions that are currently underrepresented in cross-
cultural studies: The psychologies of cultural groups 
living in Africa, Eastern Europe, Latin America, the 
Middle East, or South Asia should be understood using 
finer-grained theories and measures that more accu-
rately describe their socioecological contexts, values, 

and models of selfhood (e.g., Inglehart & Baker, 2000; 
Schwartz, 2006; Vignoles et al., 2016).

Extending the theoretical tool kit

A second implication is that oversimplified and exces-
sively broad understandings of individualism versus 
collectivism and independence versus interdependence 
need revising. African, Middle Eastern, or South Asian 
societies, even if they share collectivist value priorities, 
may be regulated by different processes from those of 
the more extensively studied Confucian forms of col-
lectivism. A more accurate understanding of these pro-
cesses may be inhibited by the prevailing binary 
thinking about cultures (Vignoles, 2018). To redress this 
thinking, “anomalous” empirical results need careful 
theoretical attention rather than being explained away 
as likely artifacts of methodology or sampling (which 
is not to say that methodological guidelines should be 
ignored either). Such findings may provide valuable 
new insights into the functioning of diverse societies, 
which could inspire new theorizing.

Relatedly, cross-cultural researchers should work on 
“translating” the psychological implications of cultural 
dimensions beyond individualism–collectivism (e.g., 
power distance, harmony-mastery, tightness-looseness, 
monumentalism-flexibility, and many others) for use by 
mainstream psychologists. Independent and interde-
pendent self-construals were initially theorized to help 
understand the psychological implications of Western 
and Confucian cultures (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). 
Researchers have begun to disentangle forms of inde-
pendence and interdependence (e.g., Vignoles et al., 
2016), but the contents of this research domain are still 
shaped by the original focus on the East–West compari-
son. Exploring a wider range of cultural contexts and 
macrocultural dimensions may help reveal many further 
important dimensions on which cultural models of self-
hood vary.

Learning from our participants

We believe that our article carries an important cautionary 
message for the wider community of psychological sci-
entists about the risks of theoretical dogma and the deval-
uing of exploratory research. Rather than adopting the 
classic hypothetico-deductive narrative form of a standard 
psychology article, we have tried here to describe as 
transparently as possible our “journey” as researchers 
from believing the common view that individualism–
collectivism and independence–interdependence were 
largely synonymous toward trusting the message we 
received from thousands of research participants that this 
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was not the case and ultimately toward making sense of 
these new and unexpected findings.

With the benefit of hindsight, it now seems obvious 
to us that Latin American cultures would foster inde-
pendent forms of self-construal, and perhaps we 
could have written our article as if we had predicted 
this from the start. But we did not predict it. Hypoth-
esizing after the results are known is intellectually 
dishonest and distorts statistical findings (Kerr, 1998). 
Yet restricting ourselves to reporting only what was 
hypothesized in advance and tested using a predeter-
mined analysis plan risks reducing the capacity of 
psychological scientists to learn new insights from 
our participants—to make scientific discoveries. Thus, 
we believe that adopting best practices in theory-
testing research can help the advancement of psycho-
logical science only to the extent that this is accompanied 
by an equally strong parallel movement toward openly 
reporting and valuing exploratory and theory-building 
research.

Concluding Remarks

We have argued that the prevailing understanding of 
collectivism urgently needs revision and that diversity 
among collectivist societies must be recognized. In par-
ticular, we theorized that some collectivist societies 
foster independent self-construals. The evidence sup-
porting this claim is not new—it has been “hiding in 
plain sight” within the literature for several years, but 
successive findings seemingly have been discounted 
because of a strongly held theoretical assumption that 
collectivist cultural values must by definition be associ-
ated with interdependent self-construals. We hope that 
the ideas and findings presented here will help unlock 
discussion about non-Confucian forms of collectivism 
and that data incongruent with previous theorizing will 
be recognized as potentially inspirational rather than 
faulty. Furthermore, we hope that our arguments will 
reopen discussion about how dimensions of cultural 
context should be translated into individual-level psy-
chological theorizing. Individualism–collectivism is just 
one of many cultural dimensions likely to influence 
cultural members’ self-conceptions, as well as their cog-
nitions, emotions, motivations, and behaviors. Finally, 
we wish to add our voice to calls for greater attention 
to regions that are currently underrepresented in cross-
cultural studies—Africa, Eastern Europe, Latin America, 
the Middle East, and South Asia (Kim et  al., 2006). 
People in all world regions deserve a cross-cultural 
psychology that is informed by, and helps to explain, 
social and psychological processes in their local cultural 
contexts.
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