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Sore Cultural Differences in the Perception of Soclal Behavior
Harry C, Triandis
University of Illirois, Urbana
Vasso Vassiliou and Maris Nassiakou

Athenian Institute of Anthropos, Athens, Groece

ABSTRACT

Cultural differences in the perception of social hehavinrs were stv-ied

by presentation of 120 social behaviors (e.g., to hit, to command, to ¢-zy,

etcy) to three samples of respondents: Greek females, American females,

American males, The : :sspondents made Thurstone equal appearing interval

scale judgements in which the 120 behaviors constituted the stimuli, The

Judgmental continua were defined by the werds: Gives Affect vs, Deries Affect;

Gives Status vs, Denies Status; Intimacy vs, Formalit, and No Trace of Hos-

tility vs, Maximum Hostility, (These dimensions were found to bo culture

common, between Americans and Greeks, in previous factor analytic work,)

Numerous cultural differences in the perception of social behavior were ob-

served, They are discussed in .,elation to previous studies of American and

Greek national character,
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Some Cultural Differences in the Curception of Social Behavior d

Harry C, Triandis

University of Illinois, Urbana

Vasso Vassiliou and Maria Nassiakou

Athenian Institute of Anthropos, Athens, Grerce

It is a frequent observation among persons who have ungaged in social
interactions with persons from other cultures that their behaviors ar2 some-
times "misinterpreted’ and their intentions "misunderstood,” For example, a
person from one culture may provide what he considers to be "friendly criticism'
to a person from another culture only to discover that the other person inter-
prets it as "hatred,” Or, a person from culture A behaves in a manner which he

considers extremely "positive" toward a person from culture B, However, the

*

individual from culture B perceives the bebavior as "neutral,” and in turn, the

individual from culture A feels that h. is "'given the cold shoulder."” His
negative reaction is then perceived as negative and a vicious circle of mutual
negative reinforcement takes place. One possible explanation of such misinter-
pretations is that the meaning of the social behavior is rnot the same across
cultures,

As part of a program of research to investigate the behavior of culturally
heterogeneous groups, we have tested the hypothesis that cultures will differ
in thedir perception c¢f the meaning of social behas lors,

Me thod

Selection of a Sample of Sociul Behaviors: Triandis, Vassiliou, and Nassiakou

{1967) asked samples of American and Greck students to supply sentence completions

lThe data were collected under contract NR 177-472, Nonr 1834(36) with the
Advanced Research Projects Agency and the Office of Naval Research to study
"Communication, Cooperation and Negotiation in Culturally Heterog~neous Groups'
{Fred E, Fiedler, Harry C, Triandis, and Lawrencc M, Stolurow, Principal Inves-
tigators), Fred E., Fiedler, Uriel Foa, Chaerles E, Osgood, and David Summers
made veluable comments on an earlier version of this jpeper,




to a set of 100 roles (e.g., fatler to son; prostitute tc customer), The in-
structions reqiired the Ss to supply a social benavior which they considered
appropriate and likely to occur within each of these roles (e.g,, father hits
son), Samples of about 10,000 behaviors were obtained from €ach culture, and
thesc were subjected to facet and factor analyses. A variety of factor analytic
approaches (including two-mode factor analy=is) yielded four culture-common fac-
tcers, i... four major culture-common factors were (1) Givipg vs, Denying Affec*

{def ned by high loadings on the behaviors to lq!g, to admire, to help vs, to

hate, t: despise, to be prejudiced against;) (2) Giving vs. Denying Status (de-

fined by hLigh loadings on obey be commanded by, accept criticism of, va, treat

as a subordirate, command, give advice to;) (3) Intimacy vs, Formality (e.g., to

have sexual imiercourse with, to marry, to pet vs, to appoint to important posi-

tiocn, to send letter inviting to dinner, let join own club;) and (4) Hostility

(e.g., throw rocks at, insult, exclude from the neighborhood.,) Sixty American

and 60 Greek behaviors having high loadings on one or another of these 4 culture-
common factors were selected for the present study,

Procedure: The 120 behaviors mentioned were translated into the "other language,"
so that a list of 120 behaviors was available in each culture. The list was then
presented to psychology students Ss with Thurstone equal appearing interval scala
instructions (Edwards, 1957). The Ballin and Farnsworth (1941) graphic-rating
method was used, The four continua utilized by the Ss in making their judgments
were defined as follows:

"Giving vs. denying affect: Giving attect means to feel positively about

the other person, To love is an example of a social behavior which is high on
"giving affect," To hate is an example of denying affect, Read all behaviors
1isted in this shcet, Select the one behavior which you consider to be most

extreme in giving affect and place it in category 11, Then gelect the one be-

havior which you consider to be most extreme in denying affect and place {t ir
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category 1, Then, judge the other behaviors in this 1list arnd plece each of them
in one of the 11 categories provided to you."

“"Giving vs. denying s*atus: Giving status means to make the other person

< feel strong, powerful, great. Denying status meane to make the other person feel
weak, powerless, small, To beg is an example ol giving status, to command is an
example of denying status, Read all behariors,.."

"Formal vs, intimate behaviors: Extromely formal behaviors are the type that

a head of state wonuld undertake when interecting with another head of state. To

send written invitation to a formal dinner is a formal behavior, Intimate beha-

viors '.re bebavior3s that are likely to occur within the family, To hav~ soxual

intercourse with is & very intimate behavior, Of course, this does not mean theat

all famil: behaviors are jntimate or all behaviors between heads of state are
+ formal, In between the two extremes there arc behaviors which might be called
informal, Read all behaviors...'

"Hostile behaviors: Hostile behaviors involve doing something which hurts
another person, This dimension looks superficiclly like the denying of affect
dimension, but there is actually a differcence, Jfor example, a mother may love her
child and yet beat him, To bnat under these conditions would be high in hostility
and also high in giving affect, Read all behaviors,,,"

The Se were provided with 1l-point scales on which they entered the serial
number associated with each behavior, The end-points of the scales were labeled
as follows: Gives affect-denies affect; Gives status-denies status; Formal-Informal-

. Intimate; No trace of hostility-maximum hostility.

Subjects: Three samples of psychology undergraduates were employed: Amerigan.

males, Greek females (there are ao nales studying psychology in Greece), Since

120 behaviors had to be judged on four dinensions and it was felt that the 480

* A

judgments would leal to fatigue and unreliability, th. judgments were randomly
divided into 4 oqual sc¢ts, Each S completed 120 judgments, Since each of the

Ss responded to a different combination of bebavior-scale judgments, and since
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they were also instructed not to make a judgment if they felt that the dimension
was irrelevant, the number of judgments obtained had unequal Ns, The Ns for the
Greoks ranged from 3 to 45, with a median of 25, The Ns for the Americans ranged
from 7 to 30, with a median of 20,
Analysis: The medians of the distributions J,f the judgments as well as the inter-
quartile range of these distributiors were recorded, The medians of the judgmonts
on the 4 dimensions were intercorrelated. Table 1 shows the correlations (N=120)
between the samples,

The medians and interquartile ranges obtained for each behavior were employed
to determine whether cultural differences existcd in the judgments of the behaviors,
Only differences significant beyond the .01 level were considered, Thus, we pre-
ferred to focus on only the most extreme cultural differences,

Results

Cross~Cultural Similarities

It is clear that the meaning of the four dimensions eaployed in the two cul~
tures is verv similar, otherwise we would not have obtained the high correlations
of Table 1, In fact, the meaning across cultures is about as similar as it is
across sex groups, Furthermore, Table 2 shows that the Ss did not make the
discriminations that we expocted them to make, Giving affect apparently implies
giving status (e.g., to marry involves giving high affect and status) and low
hostility despite our attempts to make the 88 discriminate between these dimensions,

The relationship between affect and intimacy was investigated. A plot of
the medians reveals a reasonably clear curvilinear pattern. Extremely intimate
behaviors are either extreme in giving affect (e.g., to marry) or in denying
affect (e.g.,, to despise), On the other hand, formal behaviors involve giving
moderate amounts of affect. 7There is, howeve~r, cne exception to this pattern:
behaviors that have a very strong relevance to the giving and denying status

dimension (e.g,, command, be commanded, appoint to important job) are.judged as

b )
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Dimension

Aifect
Status
Intimacy

Hostiiity

N = 120

4&.

Table 1

Correlations between the Medians of the Behaviors
on the Four Dimensions

Correlations between kKedians of

American Males American Females American Males
and Females and Gruek Females and Greek Females
.54 .89 .90
.83 .59 .86
43 .58 .62
91 .80 .90

All correlations are significant
beyond the p < ,001 level,

Noto: There are no males studying psychology in Greece,



Table 2

{orrelations among the Four Dinensions for

American and Greek Females

Dimensions

Affect and Status
Attect and Intimacy
Affect and Hostility
St+tus and Intimacy
Status and Hostility

Intimacy and Hostility

N = 120

4
p<.05
**4p < ,001

Americans

ik
.82

-.12
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extremely formal and either denying affect (e.g., t. commend) or giving affect
{e.g., appeint...). Ae a result, the graph of intimacy and affect has points
(brhaviors) in all four of its corners, Moresver, the behaviors that are found
in each corner are rather gimilar, Thus, the high-intimacy-giving-affect corner

has to leve, to marry, to have sexual intercourse with, to date, to kiss, to

pet, to cudcle, etc,, all behavicrs identifiad as part of the Marital Acceptance
factor in Triandi. ' (1964) factor analysis of social behaviors, The high-intimacy-

denyi .g-affect corner includes despise, throw rocks &t, exclude from the neigh-

borhouod, be prejudiced against, etc,, all behaviors associcted with the Social

Distance factor of Triandis's factor analysis, The formal-denying-affect corner

has behaviors such as command, be commanded, i1cok down upon, ctc, These are

behaviors that had high loadings on Triandis's Superord’--*ion-Subordination fac-
tor, The fourth corner, formal-giving-affect, includes behaviors such as appoint

to important job, enjoy working for, obey, let join own clib, look up to, etc,,

which appear similar to the Respect factor of the Triandis analysis. Finally, the
Friendship factor of that analysis includes behaviors which involve giving affect,
but without formality or intimacy. These behaviors are found in between the
Marital and Respect factors in the plot., Thus, the present analysis suggests

that the five factors obtained by Triendis (1964) can be reduced to two basic
dimensions of interpersonal behavior: affuct and intimacy,

Cultural Differences

Cultural differences in the perception of social Lehaviors were studied by
an exanination of a table such as Table 3, To save space, the information of
Tabla 3 has been greatly abbreviated.

The perception of a given behavior was considered as being different across
cultures if the following two criteria were met: (a) the two American samples
were similar while the Greek sample differed from them in one or the other direc-

tion on a particular dimension; (b) the difference between the average medians
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of the two American sarples and the median of the Greek sample was gr2ater than
three-quartors of the square root of tho average iliterquartile range of the
three -z.p’es, This criterion was derived from first principles. It requires
the assumption thaty the mediens are the best estimates of tle means of the dis-
tributions of judgments and tho portion of the distribution between the Ql and
Qs points includes 30% of the cases under ¢ normal curve, In other words, it
assumes a normal distribution of the judgments., It is designed to yield a p
less than ,01 when therw sce 15 Ss in each sample, Since there are usually more
than 15 £5 in a sauwple, this is a conservative criterion,

Examination of entries such as those of Table 3 suggest the following cul-
tural diffsrences:

1, On the Affect Dimension: Greeks see to compe.¢ with as implying denying

of affect; Awericans see it as affectively neutral, Greeks are exceptionally
competitive (Triandis & Vassiliou, 1966; Triandis, Vessiliou, & Nassiakcu, 1967),
with members of their outgroups and non-competitive with members of their ingroup
(family and close friends). Competition is not conceived as "a game,” in the
American sense, but as "deadly serious’ activity in which it is not enough to
win, but is also important 1o humiliate the opposition,

Greeks seo more giving of affect than do Americans in the behaviors to

vi.ank, to praise, and to appreciate, These behaviors occur within the ingroup,

but not with wembers of outgroups. For ex;mple, Greeks praise their children
rather blatantly, but they almost never praise anyone with whom they are competing,

A similar pattern occurs for to help, to advise, to feel sorry for, As

Triandis, Vassil ou and Nassiakou (1967) have shown, these behavinrs are most
salient in the mother-child relazionship, i.2., 'n a role which is characterized

by extreme poditive affect, Analyses of tue motivational patteins of Greek

PR = -
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2
adolescents (Vassiliou and Kataki, in preparation) suggest a high frequency
of themos in which love is expressed by helping and advising or counseling
and absence of “hese behaviors is interpreted as "lack of love,"

The Greeks see more positive affect in the behavior to enjoy working for

than do Americans. This behavior in Greece has the connotation that the
employee is feeling loyal to the employer, which requires that he "do extra

things" to please the employer, Thus, enjoying working for somebody is likely

' even when you are not asked to

to imply ''going out of your way to help him,’
help, 1f a difficult morent requires additional effort, Conversely, the
employees enjoy working for an employer who will be responsive to th: ir
idiosyncratic needs, special requests for exemptions from general rules, etc,
Greeks see to complain to as involving giving of affect and intimacy, In
Groece one complains to the ingroup and protests to the outgroup members.

On the other hand,Greeks see more denying of affect tnan do Americans

in the behaviors %o be indifferent to and to punish, In Greece, parents are

quite permissive and employ punishment only after a situation has gotten out
of control. Thus, punishment occurs for serious offenses only, in which the
relative level of affect is quite negative,

Moreover, Greeks see less giving of affect in look up to, be proud of,

nd cuddle than do Americans. These behaviors are expected within the ingroup
and they are not particularly indicative of extreme affect,
Finally, the Greeks see mcre denying of affect in to twear at and to

env!.

On the Status Dimension: The Greeks see more giving of status compared

2Vassiliou, Vasso and Kataki, Hariklia. Motivational patterns of Greek.
adolescents and young adulte, as obtained from Story Sequence Analyses, In
preparation,

Lt
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to Americans in thc behaviors to compete with, reward, flatter, discuss with,

inform, learn with help of, compliment, and look up to, On the other hand,

they see less giviug cf status in the behaviors accept as close kin by mar-

riage and have sexual intercourse with,

On the other hand, the Greeks see more denying of status than do Ameri-

cans on the behaviors to be impatient with, to be indifferer.. to, to be

embarrassed Ly, to accuse, to envy, to inspect work of, and to protect,

On the Intimacy Dimension: The Greeks see a number of behasiors as

more intimate than do the Americans, Thus, to annoy, to quarrel with, to ask

for advice of, to scold, to study with, to advise, to complain to, to Eg

grateful to, to hit, to be friend of, to learn with help of, %o laugh at jokes

of, to enjoy company of, to correct, to like, to kiss, to go_to movies ‘ith,

to protect, to wish good luck to, to share responsibility with, to work with,

to be loyal to, to date, are seen as more intimate in Greece than in America,

On the other hand, the Greeks see less intimacy than do Americans in the

behaviors to despise, ask for forgiveness, invite to dinner, congratulate,

depend upon, mourn for, follow instructions, and te commanded b,,

On_the Hostility Dimension: Greeks see more hostility than do Americans

in to quarrel, to compete, to exploit, to cheat, tu be indifferent to, feel

inferior to, punisk, to be sarcastic to, accept orders from, laugh at, che-t,

blame for failure, dislike, and envy,

On the other hand, they gee less hostility than Americans in the

behaviors grow impatient with, anger, and “e prejudiced aguinst.

Finally, the Greeks see practically no trace of hostility, while

Americans see some, in the behaviors feel sorry for, teach, talk to, be friend

of, compliment, argue with, approve of, confess sins to, go to movies with,

work for, be proud of, and understand, Most of thes. behaviors, except argue
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with, are "very positive,'" The explanation for the argue with behavior is
that Greeks argue "for fun" much more than do Americans (Triandis and Lambert,
1958).

Generally, the Greeks tend to exaggerate their judgments on the hos-
tility dimension, so that when a behavior involves giving affect, it is seen
as having very little hostility; conversely, when the behavior involves deny-
ing affect, it 15 seen as implying more hostility than is the case for the

Americans,

Discussion
There are numerous differences in the perception of social behaviors.
Many of these differences appear meaningful to those of us who have been
exposed to the two cultures under study, Further research is needed to es-
tablish‘the importance of such differences in the determination of the out-
comes of social behavior,

It is notable that on 23 behaviors the Greeks see more intimacy than
do the Americans and on only 8 there is the reverse pzitern, This result is
consistent with the finding of Triandis, V. sgiliou and Nassizkou (1967) who
found greater perc:ption of intimacy within roles in Greece than in America,

The implication of suck differences is that an American interacting
with a Greek might behave inapprupriately for the level of intimacy that is
appropriate at a particular time, because he may not realize that more inti-
macy 1s required before the particular behavior is permissible, Thus, for ex-

ample, he may try to kiss, to quarrel with, to ask for advice of, to advise,

to laugh at jokes of, to correct, etc, before the Greek sees that the relation~-

ship is "ripe'" for "such intimacies.” On the other hand, he may wait too long

before he invites to dinner, congratulates, mourns for, etc, than would be

appropriate Irom the Greek's point of view since, for instance, a dinner

e o T e
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invitation does not require as much intimacy in Greece as it requirve in the
United States,

Another kind of "cross-cultural interaction mistake” would be not to
realize the significance of certain behaviors in terms of their implications

for denying atfect, Thus, to be indifferent to, to punish, etc. a.e seen

as denying ~“ffect to a much greater extent in Greece than in America, The
Greek on his side can make the cultural mistake of assuming tnat he is rein-

forcing the American more than he rcally is when he helps him, advises him,

praises, appreciutes him, ete,

We might gpeculate that the degree to which a behavior is seen as involv-
ing the giving of affect is relatod to the extent to which it is reinforcing
(using Thibaut and Kelley (1959) language -- the extent to which it provides
rewvards)., Those behaviors that are seen as denying affect provide negative
reinforcement, i,e,, are costly to the person receiving the behavior, Similar-
ly, giving status ard not showing hostility might be concelved as rewarding,
while denying status and showing hostility may be thought to be costs,

Ady social situation can be characterized by the exchange of reinforce-
wcnts that are received or given, the level of intimacy (r:lated to the time
during which the sccial relationships exist), and the relative status of the
two participants., The cross-cultural differences in the perception of the
meaning of these behaviors suggest thai it is possible for members of two
cultures to perceive the same situation in vory different terms, and for the
exchange of reinforcements tn be very different for the iwo individuals,

"Interaction mistakes” can occur because of differences in the perception
of social behavior not only on the main dimensions of affect and intimacy,
but also on correlated dimensions, such as status or hostility, For example,
it is reasonable to speculate that when there is a status gap,the high status

person .ay be allowed to deny status and the low status person would bc required
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to give status. Misunderstandings might occur if a low status American mis-

perceives the amount of status he is giving by uccepting as a cluse kin by

marriage or a low status Greek misperceives the amount of status he is giving

by competing with, flattering, discussing with, informing, complimenting,

and looking up to, In sther words, the latter sét of behaviors may secem

very status giving to the Greek, whil. the American sees them as only moder-
ately status giving, Thus, a Greek may expect appropriate behavior by the
Americar in exchange for the "extra' status the Greek has conferred on him.
If the American fails to perceive the Greek's behavior as 'giving status,'
the Greek 1s 1ikely to perceive him as "ungrateful."

Finally, Americans may see less hostility in quarreling with, competing
with, etc.,and thus behaviors which the Americans see as involving very little
implication of hostility may arouse considerable hostility among Greeks., On
the other hand, the Greeks may see little implication about hostility for

growing impatient 'vith while Americans see it as r»ther hostile.

Thus, the present study suggests that a variety of "misunderstanuings'
may occur between members of two cultures due to differences in the perception
of social behaviors,

Clearly, these are suggestions that need to be tested in further research,
but ihey indicate considerable fruitfulness of t.e present approach in the

determination of which behaviors are aphropriate in a cross-cultural setting.
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, ABSTRACT

-~ Cultural differences in the perception cf social behaviors were
studied by presentation of 120 social behaviors (e.g., to hit, to command,
to obey, etc.) to three samples of respondents: Oreek females, American
females, Amsrican males, Tho respondents made Thurstone equal appearing
interval scale judgments in which the 120 behaviors constituted the stimu-
11, The judgmental continua were defined by the words: Give Affect vs,
Denies Affect; Gives Status vs. Denies Status; Intimacy vs, Formality and
Mo Trace of Hostility vs, Maximum Hostility., (These dimensions were
found to be culture common, between Americans and Greeks, in previous
factor analytic work), Numerous cultural differences in the perception of
social behavior were observed, They are discussed in relaticn to previous
studies of American and Greek national character,
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