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Abstract
This study investigates how individuals from the United States and China differ in their cultural orientation—specifically, preferences for individualism versus collectivism—in everyday decision-making scenarios. Using scenario-based surveys, the research analyzes how context influences cultural tendencies. The findings show that American participants generally favor Horizontal Individualism, while Chinese participants balance Horizontal and Vertical Collectivism, particularly in work-related situations. Interestingly, Americans with cross-cultural experience, especially those who have lived abroad, showed a modest shift toward collectivist preferences—suggesting that cultural exposure may shape individual decision-making styles. In contrast, Chinese participants’ preferences remained relatively stable. These patterns have practical implications for multinational organizations. Leadership and performance systems should align with local cultural expectations—focusing on autonomy in the U.S. and group harmony in China. Cross-cultural experiences also shift values, indicating that international exposure fosters bicultural skills crucial for global teamwork and leadership. Organizations should embrace this adaptability in diverse work environments.
Keywords: individualism, collectivism, cultural orientation, decision-making, cross-cultural experience, U.S.-China comparison, workplace behavior
1. Introduction
In an increasingly interconnected world, cultural dimensions play a significant role in shaping individual behaviors, social interactions, and organizational outcomes. One of the most widely studied cultural frameworks is the distinction between individualism and collectivism, which refers to the degree to which people prioritize personal goals over group interests, or vice versa. This construct has been central to cultural psychology, with implications in various fields such as management and economics.
Building on early research by Hofstede and later by Triandis, individualism and collectivism are now understood as complex concepts that exist both at the personal and societal levels. In individualistic cultures like the U.S., values such as independence, personal success, and self-expression are stressed. In contrast, collectivist cultures like China emphasize group harmony, family responsibilities, and following social expectations.
Recent global shifts have prompted researchers to reconsider the static nature of cultural orientation. This thesis addresses this issue by examining the expression of individualism and collectivism among individuals from the U.S. and China, with a particular focus on how cross-cultural exposure might influence these cultural values.
Building on the scenario-based methodology developed by Triandis et al. (1998), this study uses culturally relevant scenarios to assess individualist-collectivist tendencies in context. It then applies it to both American and Chinese participants, including those who have experienced cultural immersion in the other country.
The two primary research questions guiding this study are:
1. How do American and Chinese individuals differ in their individualist or collectivist orientations, particularly across horizontal and vertical dimensions?

2. Does cross-cultural living experience affect these orientations?
Through quantitative analysis of responses to carefully designed scenarios, this research aims to provide a clearer understanding of how cultural values play out in real-world situations.
2. Literature Review
2.1 Conceptual Foundations of Individualism and Collectivism
The concepts of individualism and collectivism are central to understanding cultural differences worldwide. At a broad level, individualism is characterized by a focus on autonomy, independence, and the prioritization of personal goals, with individuals typically valuing self-reliance and personal achievement. In contrast, collectivism emphasizes the importance of interdependence, group harmony, and the prioritization of group goals over personal desires. Collectivist cultures often place a strong emphasis on social roles, cooperation, and the well-being of the community as a whole (Triandis, 1995).
Triandis later expanded this framework by introducing horizontal-vertical distinctions. In horizontal individualism (HI), people value autonomy but view themselves as equal to others. This reflects a desire for personal freedom without seeking to outdo others. For example, an individual in HI might say, “I want to do my own thing.” In vertical individualism (VI), people seek autonomy through competition and striving for status, often expressing a desire to be the best, such as, “I want to be the best.”
On the collectivist side, horizontal collectivism (HC) emphasizes interdependence among equals, where the group’s well-being is prioritized over individual differences. Individuals in HC cultures may say, “The well-being of my coworkers is important to me,” reflecting a collective approach to group harmony. In contrast, vertical collectivism (VC) values hierarchy and submission to authority. People in VC cultures may express, “It is important that I respect the decisions made by my groups,” highlighting respect for authority and group decisions.
These distinctions reveal how cultural values shape behavior. For instance, the U.S. typically reflects higher HI and VI tendencies, with individual achievement and competition highly valued. In contrast, China leans toward VC and HC, influenced by Confucian values that prioritize family duty, respect for hierarchy, and the welfare of the group. These differences affect behaviors in social and professional settings, from workplace dynamics to decision-making processes.
2.2 Measurement Approach I: Cultural Orientation Scale
One of the most influential empirical contributions to the study of cultural orientation is Triandis and Gelfand’s (1998) work on measuring horizontal and vertical individualism and collectivism. Their research offered both theoretical insights and empirical evidence for a four-factor model of cultural orientation, which includes horizontal individualism (HI), vertical individualism (VI), horizontal collectivism (HC), and vertical collectivism (VC). 
To measure these dimensions, Triandis and Gelfand developed 16 attitude statements, with four items for each of the four dimensions. These statements were designed to reflect participants’ values, motivations, and preferred social behaviors. For example, items aimed to measure internalized beliefs about competitiveness, respect for authority, emphasis on equality, and individual autonomy, while avoiding culture-specific language or scenarios. Participants rated their agreement with each statement using a Likert scale, allowing researchers to assess individuals across the four dimensions.
To validate this measure, the researchers conducted factor analyses, which confirmed that the 16 items grouped into the four distinct factors in line with the theoretical model. The internal consistency of each scale was also checked using Cronbach’s alpha, with values ranging from .67 to .74, which indicated acceptable reliability. For example, vertical individualism (VI) was strongly associated with items reflecting competitiveness and status-seeking, while horizontal collectivism (HC) was linked to items about peer equality and cooperation.
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Factor Loadings for Horizontal and Vertical Individualism and Collectivism

Item

Factor loading

Horizontal individualism

1. I'd rather depend on myself than others. .68
2. Irely on myself most of the time: I rarely rely on others. .66
3. I often do "my own thing." .55
4. My personal identity, independent of others, is very important to me. 40
Vertical individualism
1. It is important that I do my job better than others. .59
2. Winning is everything. .56
3. Competition is the law of nature. .53
4. When another person does better than I do, I get tense and aroused. 45
Horizontal collectivism
1. If a coworker gets a prize. I would feel proud. .67
2. The well-being of my coworkers is important to me. .64
3. To me, pleasure is spending time with others. .61
4.1 feel good when I cooperate with others. 49
Vertical collectivism
1. Parents and children must stay together as much as possible. .61
2. It is my duty to take care of my family,even when I have to sacrifice what I want. .60
3. Family members should stick together,no matter what sacrifices are required. .52
4. Tt is important to me that I respect the decisions made by my groups. 45





2.3 Measurement Approach II: Contextual Scenarios
Triandis et al. (1998) further developed a scenario-based measurement tool to assess cultural orientations in more realistic, context-specific situations. This method aimed to overcome the limitations of abstract self-report items by presenting participants with scenarios that reflect everyday social interactions, thus increasing validity.
In these scenarios, participants recruited from Illinois and Hong Kong were presented with a set of four responses reflecting the four cultural dimensions: horizontal individualism (HI), vertical individualism (VI), horizontal collectivism (HC), and vertical collectivism (VC). Each participant was asked to rank the four responses in terms of their preferences, selecting a first and second choice.
The scenario-based approach offers a more practical way to measure cultural orientations by observing how people would behave in real-life contexts. By focusing on behaviors in everyday situations, this method provides a clearer picture of how cultural values influence actions. Triandis found that although there was some overlap between attitude-based and scenario-based measures (with correlations ranging from .29 to .51), the scenario-based method provided clearer distinctions, especially between HI and VI, as well as HC and VC.
For this study, I will adopt the scenario-based approach developed by Triandis et al. (1998).
2.4 Cultural Exposure and Flexibility of Self-Construals
Early research in cross-cultural psychology often viewed cultural values as fixed traits tied to individuals from specific societies. However, recent studies show that cultural orientations are more flexible, with self-construals (how individuals think of themselves) shifting based on context and personal experiences (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Suh et al., 2008).
A key idea in understanding this flexibility is “cultural frame switching,” where bicultural individuals switch between different cultural frameworks depending on the situation. This shows how cultural identity can be fluid, as people adopt different cultural selves based on the environment (Hong et al., 2000). For example, a Chinese student in the U.S. may express behaviors linked to horizontal individualism, such as focusing on self-expression and independence, while also maintaining vertical collectivist values like family obligations and respect for authority.
Research also supports the idea that self-construals are shaped not just by culture, but also by priming interventions that trigger either independent or interdependent self-views. For example, Gardner et al. (1999) found that priming European-American participants with interdependent concepts led them to adopt more collectivist values and social judgments, reflecting typical cultural differences between Eastern and Western societies. Similarly, Suh et al. (2008) showed that priming relational self-construals influenced judgments about life satisfaction, suggesting that activated self-views can shape how we think and feel about our lives.
Therefore, individuals who live abroad or who navigate multiple cultural contexts may experience shifts in their self-concept. This study examines how such cultural exposure influences responses to collectivist and individualist scenarios.
3. Data and Methodology
3.1 Participants
3.1.1 U.S. Participants
A total of 152 participants are recruited from the U.S. using Prolific, an online platform widely utilized in academic research for sourcing diverse and demographically representative samples. All participants are U.S. citizens currently residing in the U.S. and aged 18 years or older. The sample is gender-balanced, comprising 50% male and 50% female participants.
Of the 152 participants, 105 have no history of residing outside the U.S. for a continuous period of three months or more. The remaining 47 participants have lived abroad, distributed across the following durations: 23 for 3–6 months, 12 for 6 months to 1 year, 5 for 1–2 years, 3 for 2–4 years, and 4 for more than 4 years.
3.1.2 Chinese Participants
A total of 146 participants are recruited from China using Credamo, a Chinese online research platform commonly used for academic data collection. All participants are Chinese citizens currently residing in China and aged 18 years or older. The sample is gender-balanced, comprising 50% male and 50% female participants.
Of the 146 participants, 63 have no history of residing outside China for a continuous period of three months or more. The remaining 83 participants have lived abroad, distributed across the following durations: 37 for 3–6 months, 12 for 6 months to 1 year, 8 for 1–2 years, 10 for 2–4 years, and 16 for more than 4 years.
3.2 Method
3.2.1 Demographic Information
Participants will complete an online survey administered via Qualtrics. At the beginning of the survey, they will be asked to provide demographic information, including their age (reported in years), gender (with options including male, female, non-binary, and prefer not to say), nationality (self-identified as either American or Chinese), and current country of residence at the time of participation.
In addition to these demographic variables, participants will also report their cross-cultural experience. They will be asked to indicate the total number of years they have lived outside their home country. If applicable, participants will be instructed to specify up to three countries where they spent the most time abroad, along with the corresponding durations of stay.
3.2.2 Scenario-Based Assessment of Cultural Orientation
Building upon the methodology developed by Triandis et al. (1998), this study uses a set of ten scenarios designed to assess the horizontal and vertical dimensions of individualism and collectivism (see Appendix I). Ten scenarios were selected directly from the original Triandis study, all of which have been empirically validated in prior cross-cultural research as reliable measures of cultural orientation. One scenario was later excluded from analysis based on item-level psychometric properties.
These scenarios show culturally relevant situations that participants might encounter in everyday life and require them to choose responses corresponding to horizontal individualism (HI), vertical individualism (VI), horizontal collectivism (HC), or vertical collectivism (VC). To ensure consistency and linguistic accuracy, the survey administered via Credamo to Chinese participants was translated from English into Chinese using a professional-grade AI translation tool, followed by verification to maintain equivalence across languages.
Each scenario presents four response options, each corresponding to one of the four cultural orientations (HI, VI, HC, VC). Participants are asked to rank the four responses in order of personal appropriateness, from 1 (most appropriate or right for them) to 4 (least appropriate). This ranking method enables the assessment of participants’ relative tendencies toward each cultural orientation based on context-specific decision-making. 
Below are two representative examples. The full set of scenarios is provided in Appendix A.
Scenario 1:
You and your friends decided spontaneously to go out to dinner at a restaurant. What do you think is the best way to handle the bill?
a. Split it equally, without regard to who ordered what
b. Split it according to how much each person makes
c. The group leader pays the bill or decides how to split it
d. Compute each person's charge according to what that person ordered
This scenario assesses fairness norms in group settings. Choosing to split equally reflects a Horizontal Collectivist (HC) orientation, prioritizing equality and group harmony. Splitting based on income aligns with a Vertical Individualist (VI) perspective, where fairness considers status or achievement. Deferring to a group leader indicates a Vertical Collectivist (VC) view that values hierarchy and authority. Calculating individual charges corresponds to a Horizontal Individualist (HI) mindset, emphasizing independence and personal accountability.
Scenario 2:
Suppose you had to use one word to describe yourself. Which one would you use?
a. Unique
b. Competitive
c. Cooperative
d. Dutiful
This task reveals identity orientations. Selecting “unique” indicates a Horizontal Individualist (HI) emphasis on autonomy and distinctiveness. “Competitive” reflects Vertical Individualism (VI), where personal achievement and comparison are central. “Cooperative” is consistent with Horizontal Collectivism (HC), which values equality and teamwork. “Dutiful” aligns with Vertical Collectivism (VC), underscoring loyalty to hierarchy and group obligations.
3.2.3 Scenario Screening and Exclusion Criteria
To ensure validity across cultural value dimensions, all scenarios were evaluated based on distributional properties. One scenario, “You are at a pizza restaurant with a group of friends. How should you decide what kind of pizza to order?” was excluded from further analysis due to several methodological concerns. 
The distribution of responses between U.S. and Chinese participants showed a clear skew toward the HC-aligned option, with 88.55% of U.S. respondents and 78.77% of Chinese respondents selecting the response “We select the pizza that most people prefer”.
[image: image2.png]Question Type First Choice
Us % China %

You are at a pizza restaurant with a group of friends. How should you decide what

kind of pizza to order?

The leader of the group orders for everyone (1) vC 4 3.05% 12 8.22%
I order what I like (2) HI 30 22.90% 19 13.01%
‘We select the pizza that most people prefer (3) HC 116 88.55% 115 78.77%
‘We order the most extravagant pizza available (4) VI 2 1.53% 0 0.00%




This scenario was excluded from the final set of scenarios used for analysis due to following issues:
1. Ceiling Effect: The overwhelming selection of the HC option in both the U.S. (88.55%) and China (78.77%) represents a ceiling effect. This suggests that the scenario failed to capture variability in individual preferences or value orientations, which reduces its capacity to detect differences between participants.

2. Poor Item Discrimination: Effective items should differentiate between the cultural dimensions being measured (e.g., HI, HC, VC, VI). However, the dominance of HC responses suggests that this scenario failed to distinguish between participants with different individualism-collectivism orientations. The limited variety in responses (e.g., minimal VC and VI responses) indicates poor item discrimination.
4. Results
4.1 Distribution of Cultural Orientation Preferences
Table 2 presents a comparative summary of survey responses from the U.S. and Chinese samples.
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Comparison of First Choice Preferences in Different Cultures (U.S. vs. China)

HI
VI
HC
vC

U.S.
504
228
427
209

First Choice
% (U.S.) China
36.84% 312
16.67% 247
31.21% 380
15.28% 375

% (China)
23.74%
18.80%
28.92%
28.54%




4.1.1 U.S. Sample Analysis
Across the nine scenarios, the U.S. sample exhibited the following distribution of first-choice responses: HI (36.84%) > HC (31.21%) > VI (16.67%) > VC (15.28%).
The U.S. sample showed a strong preference for Horizontal Individualism (HI), with 36.84% of participants choosing it as their top response. This matches previous research that describes American culture as valuing autonomy, self-expression, and individual rights—core aspects of individualism (Triandis, 1995). The high percentage of HI responses highlights a focus on independence and self-reliance, traits commonly linked to Western values that emphasize personal success over group interests.
Notably, Horizontal Collectivism (HC) followed closely with 31.21% of first-choice responses. This suggests that while U.S. respondents tend to favor individualism, they also value equal group membership and cooperation. Unlike Vertical Collectivism, which is based on hierarchy, HC shows an appreciation for group unity rooted in equality and mutual respect. This result indicates that U.S. participants balance their desire for personal freedom with an awareness of social connections and teamwork.
The combined prominence of HI and HC (accounting for 68.05% of total responses) highlights a preference for horizontal dimensions of cultural orientation, as opposed to vertical dimensions (VI and VC), which together comprise only 31.95% of the responses. This suggests that American participants not only favor independence and self-direction (HI) but also value social coordination and egalitarianism (HC), rejecting vertical power structures in both individualistic and collectivist domains.
This pattern is broadly consistent with Triandis et al. (1998), who reported a similar hierarchy of cultural orientations among 123 university students in Illinois: HI (43%) > HC (25%) > VI (21%) > VC (9%). Compared to the 1998 study, the present findings show a slightly reduced preference for HI and a notably higher endorsement of HC (from 25% to 31.21%). This shift may suggest a growing appreciation for egalitarian social relationships and community values within American culture over the past three decades.
4.1.2 Chinese Sample Analysis
Across the nine scenarios, the Chinese sample exhibited the following distribution of first-choice responses: HC (28.92%) > VC (28.54%) > HI (23.74%) > VI (18.80%). 
The Chinese sample exhibited a more balanced distribution of preferences across the four orientations. The top choices were Horizontal Collectivism (28.92%) and Vertical Collectivism (28.54%), suggesting a cultural orientation that highly values both group cohesion and hierarchical social structures. These results align with Confucian values, which emphasize social harmony, respect for authority, and fulfilling social roles within structured relationships (Hofstede, 2001). 
The aggregate preference for collectivist compared to individualist orientations in the Chinese sample (57.46% vs. 42.54%) contrasts with the reversed pattern in the U.S. sample. This affirms the cultural divide between Western individualism and Eastern collectivism, particularly in how social roles and obligations are perceived.
Triandis et al. (1998) found a different distribution in their analysis of 181 Hong Kong university students: HC (41%) > VI (29%) > HI (25%) > VC (15%). Compared to those results, the present study shows a marked increase in VC (from 15% to 28.54%) and a decrease in HC (from 41% to 28.92%), possibly reflecting a shift toward more hierarchical collectivist values in Mainland Chinese society. 
4.1.3 Cross-Cultural Comparison on Vertical Collectivism (VC)
A key finding in this analysis is the significant difference in Vertical Collectivism (VC) between the U.S. and Chinese samples. While VC accounted for 28.54% of first-choice responses in the Chinese sample, it was substantially lower in the U.S. sample, where only 15.28% of respondents chose it as their preferred response. This marked difference in the endorsement of hierarchical collectivism shows a profound cultural divide between the two groups: the Chinese participants are more likely to emphasize social hierarchy, duty, and authority within their collectivist orientation, whereas U.S. participants show a stronger preference for egalitarian forms of group interaction, reflecting a horizontal orientation that avoids rigid social structures.
This difference shows that hierarchical relationships play a central role in Chinese society, while the U.S. places more value on equality. It suggests that Vertical Collectivism is an important cultural trait in China, where social roles and responsibilities are more strictly defined. In contrast, the U.S. tends to support individual freedom and equal social relationships.
4.1.4 Collectivism vs Individualism in Work and Non-work Scenarios
To assess cultural orientations across contexts, survey items were grouped into work-related scenarios (Q2: office art selection, Q5: discussing a disruptive business trip, and Q9: prize distribution in a team project) and non-work scenarios (Q1: splitting a dinner bill, Q3: self-description, Q4: student government voting, Q6: book preference, Q7: views on national budgeting, and Q8: definition of happiness). 
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Collectivism (VC + HC) vs. Individualism (VI + HI) in Work and Non-Work Scenarios by Country

# Scenario Country  Collectivism (VC + HC) (%) Individualism (HI + VI) (%)
Work-related Scenarios
Q2 Choosing office art China 40.41% 59.59%
us. 23.03% 76.97%
Q5 Taking time off work China 63.01% 36.99%
us. 64.47% 35.53%
Q9 Splitting prize money China 69.87% 30.13%
U.S. 61.84% 38.16%
Average (Work) China 57.76% 42.24%
us. 49.78% 50.22%
Non-work Scenarios
Q1 Splitting a dinner bill China 69.18% 30.82%
us. 35.53% 64.47%
Q3 Describing yourself China 64.38% 35.62%
us. 32.89% 67.11%
Q4 Voting for student leader China 54.79% 45.21%
us. 33.56% 66.44%
Q6  Choosing a book China 24.66% 75.34%
us. 17.76% 82.24%
Q7  Allocating national budget ~ China 81.51% 18.49%
us. 86.84% 13.16%
Q8  Definition of happiness China 69.86% 30.14%
U.S. 62.50% 37.50%
Average (Non-work) China 60.73% 39.27%

us. 44.85% 55.15%




In work-related scenarios, the Chinese sample exhibited strong collectivist orientations, particularly emphasizing hierarchical approval (VC) and group harmony (HC). For example, when purchasing office art (Q2), Chinese participants leaned more toward supervisor approval or team consensus than U.S. counterparts (Collectivism: China 40.41% vs. U.S. 23.03%).
U.S. participants showed more collectivist responses (combined HC + VC) in work-related situations—averaging 49.78%—compared to 44.85% in non-work settings. This indicates that collectivist values are not entirely absent in the U.S., but tend to appear in situations that involve teamwork or shared goals.  For example, in Q5 (time off work), U.S. collectivist responses (64.47%) even slightly surpassed those of the Chinese sample (63.01%). Similarly, in Q9 (splitting prize money), a majority of U.S. participants (61.84%) chose collectivist options. 
However, in non-work settings such as describing oneself (Q3) or voting (Q4), individualism became more dominant among U.S. participants (66.44% chose individualist options in voting). Meanwhile, Chinese participants continued to show strong support for collectivist values across contexts, with especially high collectivist responses in scenarios like Q7 (budget allocation: 81.51%) and Q4 (voting: 54.79%).
These patterns highlight a cultural difference in how individualism and collectivism are expressed in different situations. The Chinese sample consistently follows collectivist norms in various contexts, while the U.S. sample shows strategic collectivism—primarily in professional settings that involve group coordination or shared responsibility.
4.1.5 Detailed Examination of Responses
No. 1: The U.S. sample clearly favors individualism in decision-making, while the Chinese sample leans toward collectivism. Interestingly, on the second choice, the U.S. sample shifts toward horizontal collectivism, while the Chinese responses are split between HI and VC.
No. 3: Both samples favored the HI response, but the U.S. sample’s preference was notably stronger. The U.S. sample’s preference for the VC response was more than twice that of the Chinese sample, while the Chinese preference for HC was three times that of the U.S., and VC was nine times as frequent in the Chinese sample. These consistent second-choice patterns reinforce a clear cultural divide.
No. 4: The Chinese sample showed a much stronger preference for VC than the U.S. sample, with responses three times higher. However, the U.S. sample favored HI responses three times more.
No. 5: The Chinese sample shows a stronger reliance on consultation, indicating a collectivist approach. The tendency to seek advice is 1.5 times greater in China, while the U.S. sample displays more individual decision-making, demonstrating a preference for autonomy.
No. 7: The Chinese sample’s preference for societal order (VC) is more than double that of the U.S. sample, which places higher value on personal freedom (HI). This reinforces the contrast between China’s collectivist value system and the U.S.'s individualistic one.
No. 9: In dividing prize money, the Chinese sample prefers a merit-based approach (VI) more than the U.S. sample, with responses 1.5 times higher. Conversely, the U.S. sample opts for equal distribution, highlighting a sharper individualistic and egalitarian inclination compared to China’s hierarchical values.
4.2 Impact of Cross-Cultural Living Experience on Cultural Orientations
Table 4 presents a comparative summary of survey responses based on participants’ abroad experiences.
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Comparison of Participants’ Responses Based on Abroad Experience (U.S. vs. China)

U.S. China
No Abroad (%) Abroad (%) Difference No Abroad (%) Abroad (%) Difference
HI 40.21% 2931% -10.90% 22.93% 24.36% 1.44%
VI 13.86% 22.93% 9.07% 18.87% 18.74% -0.13%
HC 33.23% 26.71% -6.51% 28.40% 29.32% 0.92%

vc 12.70% 21.04% 8.34% 29.81% 27.58% -2.23%




4.2.1 U.S. Sample Analysis
In the U.S. sample, cross-cultural living experience resulted in substantial shifts in cultural orientations, particularly in individualism and collectivism dimensions. Horizontal Individualism (HI) decreased by 10.90% from 40.21% (No Abroad) to 29.31% (Abroad), which reflects a shift away from emphasizing autonomy and independence. This decline suggests that exposure to cultures that value collectivism and social harmony may have led participants to reconsider the importance of individual freedom in their self-concept.
Vertical Individualism (VI) increased by 9.07%, from 13.86% to 22.93%, suggesting a growing preference for competition and recognition of personal achievement. Likewise, Vertical Collectivism (VC) rose by 8.34%, from 12.70% to 21.04%, indicating greater acceptance of hierarchical roles within groups. This suggests that exposure to cultures where social structures and respect for authority are more pronounced may have encouraged a shift toward these values.
One explanation is that living abroad, particularly in cultures with more hierarchical or collectivist norms, challenges previously dominant values. U.S. participants may internalize values such as respect for authority or group harmony, leading to increased identification with vertical dimensions. Rather than rejecting individualism entirely, they appear to integrate hierarchy into both individualist and collectivist frameworks. These changes collectively show that U.S. participants, influenced by their cross-cultural experiences, are increasingly open to blending elements of individualism with hierarchical and collectivist practices (Gardner, Gabriel, & Lee, 1999; Matsumoto, 2009).
4.2.2 Chinese Sample Analysis
Among Chinese participants, cross-cultural experience led to subtler shifts. Horizontal Individualism (HI) increased from 22.93% to 24.36%, a 1.44% rise, while Horizontal Collectivism (HC) rose slightly from 28.40% to 29.32% (+0.92%). These modest increases suggest that exposure to more individualistic cultures may lead to limited adoption of egalitarian values emphasizing autonomy or peer-level cooperation.
Vertical Collectivism (VC) remained the most prevalent orientation in both groups but declined from 29.81% to 27.58%, a 2.23% decrease. Vertical Individualism (VI) stayed nearly stable, decreasing marginally from 18.87% to 18.74% (-0.13%).
These results reflect the concept of cultural resilience, which suggests that core cultural values are slow to change even when individuals are exposed to new cultural environments (Berry, 1997). In the case of China, a high power-distance society, values like respect for authority, filial piety, and collective responsibility are deeply embedded and continuously reinforced through institutions such as the family, school systems, and workplace hierarchies (Hofstede, 2002). These structures play a critical role in maintaining cultural continuity, making it more difficult for external influences to reshape foundational beliefs.
4.2.3 Cross-Cultural Comparison Between the U.S. and China
Both U.S and Chinese samples suggest that living abroad led participants to reconsider the emphasis on social equality and hierarchical group dynamics, but these changes were more moderate in China compared to the U.S.
Vertical Individualism (VI) and Vertical Collectivism (VC) experienced more significant shifts in the U.S. sample. VI rose by 9.07%, and VC increased by 8.34%, indicating a stronger adaptation to hierarchical and competitive values. In contrast, the China sample showed smaller changes: VI decreased by 0.13%, and VC decreased by 2.23%. These differences suggest that U.S. participants may have become more open to hierarchical structures and individual competition, while Chinese participants maintained a stronger attachment to their collectivist roots.
This difference may reflect how flexible different cultural systems are. The U.S., where egalitarian individualism is more common, may allow for greater shifts in values, while China’s hierarchical collectivism tends to remain more stable and resistant to change. Overall, living in a different culture can influence people’s values, but the magnitude depends on the cultural background they come from.
4.3 Implications for Management and Organizations
4.3.1 Leadership Style Adaptation Across Cultural Orientations
The differences in cultural preferences across countries, particularly the prominence of Horizontal Individualism (HI) in the U.S. (36.84%) and Vertical Collectivism (VC) in China (28.54%), suggest that leadership expectations vary significantly between these cultures. In HI-oriented environments, such as the U.S., leadership is often assessed based on its ability to encourage individual autonomy and open communication. People in these cultures value independence and self-expression, which leads to a preference for decentralized decision-making and leadership styles that foster equality (Triandis, 1995; Hofstede, 2001).
On the other hand, in HC and VC-oriented cultures like China, leadership tends to be linked to hierarchy, seniority, and the responsibility to guide the group. Employees in these environments expect their leaders to provide clear instructions, maintain order, and set a strong example. When leadership deviates from hierarchical norms (such as by being too informal or sharing authority), it can be seen not as inclusive, but as a sign of incompetence or a failure to take responsibility (Farh et al., 2007).
These cultural differences have significant implications for global organizations. Leadership development programs that adopt a one-size-fits-all approach may not be effective across cultures unless they are tailored to different leadership expectations. Companies should implement strategies that align with both horizontal and vertical cultural orientations. Managers must adapt how they set goals, delegate tasks, and provide feedback based on the cultural context they are operating in.
4.3.2 Performance Evaluation Systems in Cross-Cultural Contexts
The distribution of cultural preferences significantly affects how performance is evaluated and rewarded in different organizations. In environments like the U.S., where Horizontal Individualism (HI) is common, performance is often seen in terms of individual achievements. Reward systems tend to follow merit-based principles, with evaluations being clear, direct, and focused on individual results (Kirkman & Shapiro, 2001).
In contrast, in China, where Vertical Collectivism (VC) and Horizontal Collectivism (HC) are more prominent, performance is often judged by contributions to the group and alignment with hierarchical structures. Evaluations may place more importance on relationships and group dynamics than on strict performance metrics. There is also a greater emphasis on long-term loyalty, team cohesion, and respect for authority, which are key values in collectivist cultures (Leung, 2008).
Therefore, organizations should tailor performance assessments to reflect local cultural norms. In collectivist environments, team-based rewards and supervisor evaluations that consider collaboration, loyalty, and hierarchy are often more effective. Leung (2008) notes that employees in such settings prioritize group success and relational harmony over individual metrics. Similarly, Tung and Lockett (2011) argue that aligning HR practices with cultural values can enhance employee morale, strengthen trust, and ultimately improve organizational performance.
4.3.4 Cross-Cultural Experience Builds Bicultural Skills for Global Teams
Participants with cross-cultural experience show clear shifts in values. These changes point to the development of bicultural skills—the ability to understand and work within both individualistic and collectivist cultures.
This skill is especially important in global teams. Success often depends on how well team members manage different expectations around independence, teamwork, and authority. People with bicultural experience can switch between taking initiative and supporting group harmony. Research also supports that bicultural individuals often act as cultural translators or mediators in diverse teams (Benet-Martínez et al., 2002).
Instead of viewing cultural values as fixed traits, these findings show that people can adapt and grow through international experience. For global companies, bicultural team members bring more than just language skills—they bring a flexible mindset that helps teams work smoothly across borders. Organizations should view bicultural competence as a key leadership strength, especially for roles that involve global teamwork, client relations, or managing across cultures.
5. Conclusion and Discussion
This study explored cultural orientation preferences in decision-making among U.S. and Chinese participants. U.S. respondents favored Horizontal Individualism (HI), reflecting a preference for independence and equal status, while also showing an inclination towards Horizontal Collectivism (HC), highlighting the importance of collaboration and fairness. Chinese participants displayed a near-equal preference for Horizontal and Vertical Collectivism (HC and VC), highlighting the significance of group harmony and respect for hierarchy, especially in professional settings.
The key difference between the U.S. and China in Vertical Collectivism is that a significantly higher proportion of Chinese participants preferred hierarchical collectivism, nearly double the percentage of U.S. participants, reflecting a stronger emphasis on hierarchy and authority in Chinese culture. Additionally, work scenarios prompted both groups to adopt more collectivist responses, with Americans favoring collaboration and Chinese participants emphasizing group or rank-based decision-making. 
Cross-cultural exposure had a notable impact on Americans, who showed a stronger shift towards collectivism, suggesting that global exposure can challenge individualistic tendencies. In contrast, Chinese respondents showed only a subtle shift towards individualism, indicating that deeply embedded collectivist values are more resistant to change.
These findings have key implications for businesses operating in multicultural environments, particularly in terms of team management and leadership. Companies should recognize the distinct cultural preferences for individualism in the U.S. and collectivism in China to guide team dynamics. American teams often perform better in environments that promote autonomy, whereas Chinese teams respond more effectively to hierarchical structures and group cohesion. Therefore, businesses should tailor communication and management strategies to align with these cultural expectations.
Moreover, for companies with a mix of U.S. and Chinese employees, understanding these cultural preferences can inform incentive structures and HR practices, such as team-building activities and leadership training, to ensure alignment with both cultural norms. 
Lastly, promoting cross-cultural experiences, such as international assignments and diversity training, can enhance cultural awareness and adaptability. By helping employees better navigate cultural differences, companies can establish more effective collaboration and communication within global teams.
6. Limitation
This study has several limitations. First, participants were recruited through online platforms (Prolific and Credamo), which may not show fully representative samples of the broader U.S. and Chinese populations. The self-selected nature of these platforms may bias results toward younger, more educated, and more tech-savvy individuals.
Second, because participants responded to hypothetical scenarios, their answers may not fully reflect actual behavior. Social desirability bias may have influenced them to present themselves in a more favorable or conforming light, especially in scenarios involving group decisions or moral judgment. 
Third, while the study explores the role of cross-cultural experience, the sample size for this subgroup was limited. Additionally, the survey did not further analyze detailed information about the specific countries participants had lived in, limiting the ability to assess how different cultural exposures may shape individual preferences.
Finally, the criterion for identifying “abroad experience”—having lived in another country for at least three consecutive months—may be too short to reflect deep cultural immersion or internalization of new values. The impact of cross-cultural exposure likely varies depending on duration, context (e.g., work vs. study), and level of engagement with the local culture.
7. Future Research
Future research could address these limitations by first collecting more detailed data on participants’ international experience, including specific countries, purpose of stay, and length of immersion. This would allow for a more detailed understanding of how exposure to particular cultures shapes individualism-collectivism preferences.
Additionally, including follow-up interviews would help validate survey responses. Interviews could provide context behind participants’ choices, reveal the reasoning behind their rankings, and explore how cultural norms were applied in real-world settings. A mixed-method approach would improve the depth of the findings.
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Question Type

First Choice

Second Choice

%

U.S.

%

%

1 Youand your friends decided spontaneously to go out to dinner at a
restaurant. What do you think is the best way to handle the bill?

Split it equally, without regard to who ordered what (1) HC 44 2895% 87 59.59% 73 5573% 42 2877%

Split it according to how much each person makes (2) Vi 13 855% 1 068% 25 19.08% 20 1370%

The group leader pays the bill or decides how to split it (3) ve 10 658% 14 959% 28 21.37% 36 24.66%

Compute each person's charge according to what that person ordered (4) HI 85 55.92% 44 30.14% 26 19.85% 48 3288%
2 Youare buying a piece of art for your office. Which one factor is

most important in deciding whether to buy it?

Itis a good investment (1) Vi 26 1711% 25 17.12% 61 46.56% 43 2945%

Your coworkers will like it (2) HC 16 10.53% 9 616% 26 19.85% 32 2192%

You just like it (3) HI 91 59.87% 62 4247% 2 1679% 31 2123%

Your supervisor will approve of it (4) ve 19 12.50% 50 3425% 43 32.82% 40 2740%
3 Suppose you had to use one word to describe yourself. Which one

would you use?

unique (1) HI 81 53.29% 35 2397% 29 22.14% 32 2192%

competitive (2) Vi 21 13.82% 17 11.64% 17 12.98% 20 1370%

cooperative (3) HC 33 2171% 35 2397% 66 50.38% 43 2945%

dutiful (4) ve 17 11.18% 59 4041% 40 30.53% 51 3493%
4 Which candidate will you vote for in the election for president of the

student government?

The one your friends are voting for (1) HC 7 461% 2 137% 21 16.03% 13 890%

The one 1 like best (2) HI 95 62.50% 37 2534% 40 30.53% 61 41.78%

The one who will reward me personally (3) Vi 6 3.95% 29 1986% 2 1679% 43 2945%

The one who is a member of an organization important to me. The status

of the organization will improve if that candidate is elected. (4) ve 44 28.95% 78 5342% 69 52.67% 29 19.86%
5 Youare planning to take a major trip that is likely to inconvenience a

lot of people at your place of work, during your absence. With whom

will you discuss it, before deciding whether or not to take

Noone (1) HI 21 13.82% 15 1027% 29 22.14% 16 10.96%

My parents (2) ve 19 12.50% 21 1438% 42 32.06% 53 3630%

My spouse or close friend (3) HC 79 51.97% 71 4863% 51 38.93% 53 3630%

Experts about the place I plan to travel to so | can decide if | want to go (4) VI 33 2171% 39 2671% 30 22.90% 24 1644%
6 Which one of these four books appears to you to be the most

interesting?

How to make friends (1) HC 8 526% 20 1370% 41 31.30% 58 39.73%




[image: image7.png]How to succeed in business (2) Vi 60 39.47% 53 3630% 38 29.01% 30 2055%

How to enjoy yourself inexpensively (3) HI 65 42.76% 57 39.04% 2 1679% 35 2397%

How to make sure you are meeting your obligations (4) ve 19 12.50% 16 10.96% 51 38.93% 23 1575%

In your opinion, in an ideal society nati will be

determined so that

all people have adequate incomes to meet basic needs (1) HC 86 56.58% 49 33.56% 42 32.06% 58 39.73%

some people will be rewarded for making t contributions (2) Vi 12 7.89% 12 822% 26 19.85% 25 17.12%

there will be maximal stability, law, and order (3) ve 46 30.26% 70 47.95% 49 37.40% 41 2808%

people can feel unique and self-actualized (4) HI 8 526% 15 1027% 35 2672% 2 1507%

Happiness is attained by

gaining a lot of status in the community (1) ve 15 9.87% 33 2260% 45 34.35% 36 24.66%

linking with a lot of friendly people (2) HC 80 52.63% 69 4726% 39 29.77% 43 2945%

keeping one's privacy (3) HI 44 2895% 37 2534% 45 34.35% 50 3425%

winning in competitions (4) Vi 13 855% 7 479% 23 17.56% 17 11.64%

Teams of five people entered a science project contest. Your team

won first place and a prize of $100. You and another person did 95%

of the work on this project. How should the money be distributed?

Split it equally, without regard to who did what (1) HC T4 48.68% 38 2603% 32 2443% 29 1986%

The other person and I get 95% of the money and the rest goes to the group VI 44 2895% 64 4384% 20 1527% 26 1781%

The group leader decides how to split the money (3) ve 20 13.16% 34 2329% 63 48.09% 58 39.73%

Divide the money the way that gives me the most satisfaction (4) HI 14 921% 10 685% 37 28.24% 33 2260%

Total HI 504 36.84% 312 2374% 285 20.83% 328 2496%
Vi 28 1667% 247 1880% 262 19.15% 248 1887%
HC 427 3121% 380 2892% 391 2858% 371 2823%
ve 209 1528% 375 2854% 430 3143% 367 2793%
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