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Cross-Cultural Media Effects Research   

Jinhee Kim, Pohang University of Science and Technology, South Korea 

Kimin Eom, Singapore Management University, Singapore 

 

Despite the substantial development of media effects research, one critical dimension, 

cultures, has not been actively examined. Most of the theoretical accounts have been derived 

from Western thought systems, and relevant empirical studies have been conducted mostly in the 

U.S. or Western Europe. Except for the areas of advertising and health campaigning, very little 

media effects research has used a cross-cultural framework. In this chapter, we review scholarly 

work that compares and contrasts portrayals of media messages and their uses/effects/processes 

of one culture with those from a different culture. Cultures are often equated with national 

groups, but concept of cultures are diverse, and ambiguities are inevitable. With these caveats in 

mind, we first introduce three central theoretical frameworks that have guided cross-cultural 

research, then overview the pertinent prior research on media effects. Subsequently, we point out 

key challenges to be addressed and suggest new directions. We hope this chapter provides 

general guidelines that will facilitate cultural inquiry in media effects research.   

Theoretical Frameworks of Cross-Cultural Research 

Individualism vs. Collectivism 

Individualism vs. collectivism is one of the most widely studied dimensions to explain 

cultural variation (Hofstede, 1980; Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010). Individualistic cultures 

place greater value on personal rather than group goals. Therefore, individuals are encouraged to 

express their feelings, thoughts, and needs to strive for success and well-being of themselves. 

Strong individualistic cultures are usually observed in developed Western countries such as the 
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U.S., Canada, Australia, and the UK. In contrast, collectivistic cultures place more emphasis on 

achieving in-group rather than personal goals. Prosperity and well-being of in-groups are 

prioritized, so people are expected to adjust personal needs to achieve the collective goals. 

Around the world, collectivistic cultures are found more frequently than individualistic cultures. 

Much research has focused on East Asian cultures, such as China, Japan, and Korea as 

collectivistic societies to emphasize the contrast between individualistic vs. collectivistic culture 

(Heine, 2016; Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal, Asai, & Lucca, 1988).  

These individualism and collectivism are reflected across a variety of elements that 

compose a society, and they generate distinct patterns of ideas, situations, practices, institutions, 

and products. Individuals constantly engage in cultural systems, so their psychological 

tendencies are also culturally shaped. Evidence has documented a wide range of differences in 

psychological tendencies between individuals in individualistic vs. collectivistic cultural contexts 

(see Heine, 2016; Markus & Kitayama, 1991, 2010 for reviews). Broadly speaking, this body of 

research that compares individualistic cultures with collectivistic cultures has been conducted 

with two main frameworks: how the two cultural systems shape distinct ways of viewing (a) the 

self and (b) objects and events in the world.  

Independent vs. Interdependent Self-Views 

Research suggests that people in individualistic vs. collectivistic cultural contexts 

develop different ways of seeing themselves. In individualistic cultures, the self is considered as 

an entity separate, distinct, or independent from others. In this view, internal attributes such as 

one’s own thoughts, attitudes, and emotions form a core that defines the self. This model of the 

self that is grounded in personal self is referred to as the independent view of self. In contrast, in 

collectivistic cultures, the self is considered as an entity connected to, related to, or 
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interdependent with in-group members. Thus, social roles and relationships with others are key 

defining aspects of self-identity. This model of the self that is grounded in social relationships is 

referred to as the interdependent view of self (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; 2010 for reviews on 

the distinct views of self).  

Importantly, the independent vs. interdependent models of self lead to divergent models 

of agency (i.e., implicit guidelines for how to act) that underlie significant cultural differences in 

psychological and behavioral tendencies (Markus & Kitayama, 2003). In independent models of 

self, internal attributes are viewed as primary determinants of action and behavior (Kashima, 

Siegal, Tanaka, & Kashima, 1992). Thus, personal attitudes are strongly predictive of decision-

making and behavior (Eom, Kim, Sherman, & Ishii, 2016; Savani, Markus, & Conner, 2008), 

and people feel uncomfortable when their behavior does not match attitudes (Heine & Lehman, 

1997). People with independent self-views experience negative health and well-being outcomes 

when they are not able to express their emotions freely (Soto, Perez, Kim, Lee, & Minnick, 

2011). For these people, choice is a means to express own internal attributes, so having personal 

choice is an essential factor to fulfill intrinsic motivations (Iyengar & Lepper, 1999).  

In contrast, in interdependent models of self, behaviors that correspond to social roles and 

norms are strongly emphasized, and social norms are often predictive of decision-making and 

behavior more strongly than personal attitudes (Eom et al., 2016; Savani, Morris, & Naidu, 

2012). People with interdependent self-views are not necessarily uncomfortable with the 

inconsistency between attitudes and behavior. Instead, they feel uncomfortable when their 

decisions for others do not reflect the others’ attitudes and preferences (Hoshino-Browne et al., 

2005). Suppressing emotions is not negatively associated with health and well-being among 

interdependent individuals (Soto et al., 2011), and a lack of personal choice is not necessarily 
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demotivating or depressing (Iyengar & Lepper, 1999).  

Analytic vs. Holistic Thinking 

People in different cultures also develop divergent ways they see objects and events. In 

individualistic cultures, people tend to view the world as if it is composed of independent 

objects, whereas in collectivistic cultures, people hold a holistic view that all elements in the 

world are interconnected. Such cultural differences in a basic worldview are manifested in 

distinct cognitive styles in domains such as attention, memory, attribution, and categorization. 

These culturally varied cognitive styles are referred to as analytic vs. holistic thinking (Nisbett, 

Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan, 2001 for a review).  

In individualistic cultures, analytic thinking is prevalent. People tend to focus on focal 

objects and perceive the objects as existing independently from their contexts. Descriptions of a 

scene or event tend to be centered on focal objects rather than on backgrounds, and people’s 

performance in recognition tasks is not critically affected by changes in backgrounds (Masuda & 

Nisbett, 2001). People in individualistic cultures see themselves as an independent agent who 

acts based on internal attributes, so they apply the same view to understanding other actors. 

Thus, analytic thinkers tend to explain actors’ behaviors in terms of their dispositional 

characteristics rather than in situations that may lead actors to behave in particular ways (Morris 

& Peng, 1994). Because analytic thinkers use abstract rules and logical reasoning to understand 

events in the world, they view change as occurring in linear and irreversible ways (Ji, Nisbett, & 

Su, 2001), and try to resolve contradiction by determining the truth (Peng & Nisbett, 1999; 

Spencer-Rodgers, Williams, & Peng, 2010).  

In contrast, holistic thinking is prevalent in collectivistic cultures. People in these cultures 

tend to perceive objects as existing in interrelation with their contexts. Thus, holistic thinkers are 
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more likely to describe a scene or event in terms of how focal objects relate to their background, 

and changes in backgrounds significantly reduce accuracy in recognition tasks by people in 

collectivistic cultures (Masuda & Nisbett, 2001). People in collectivistic cultures see themselves 

as an interdependent agency whose action occurs on the basis of particular contexts, so holistic 

thinkers tend to refer others’ behaviors to the surrounding situations rather than to dispositional 

characteristics (Morris & Peng, 1994). Because holistic thinkers believe that the world is 

continually in flux and inter-connected in complex ways, they view change as occurring 

constantly, reversely, and unpredictably (Ji et al., 2001), and tend to embrace contradiction 

(termed naïve dialecticism) (Peng & Nisbett, 1999; Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2010).   

Prior Cross-Cultural Research in Media Effects: An Overview 

This section overviews research that has explored distinct cultural portrayals in mediated 

messages and cultural members’ responses to these messages. Whereas numerous previous 

studies have examined the portrayals primarily in advertisements, recent studies have expanded 

their scope to news stories, Facebook, and blogs. Relevant studies have also explored how 

members of different cultures respond to these messages in the domains of persuasion, goal-

oriented media-message consumption, and message processing.   

Cultural Portrayals in Media Messages  

Various mediated messages are cultural artifacts (Morling & Lamoreaux, 2008). 

Scholars believe that these messages provide a natural context to examine various cultural 

practices, ideas, or beliefs that may represent cultural members’ taste. Accordingly, numerous 

cross-cultural quantitative content analyses have been conducted on the basis of the three 

theoretical frameworks that were just explained.  

Using the dimension of individualism vs. collectivism, Han and Shavitt (1994) found 
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that Korean advertisements depicted collectivistic values (e.g., harmonious relationship, group 

goals), whereas U.S. advertisements portrayed individualistic values (e.g., freedom, 

independence). Relatedly, Kim and Markus (1999, Study 4) also reported that values of 

conformity (e.g., “Seven out of ten people are using this product”) were prevalent in Korean 

advertisements, whereas values of deviance (e.g., “The Internet is not for everybody. But then 

again, you are not everybody”) were prevalent in U.S. advertisements.  

Scholars have also explored how the independent vs. interdependent self-views are 

depicted in mediated messages. For example, an analysis of Olympic news stories featuring 

medalists revealed that U.S. stories focused on athletics’ personal strength, personal style, or 

their competitors, whereas Japanese stories emphasized athletics’ background, previous success 

and failure, or close supporters (Markus, Uchida, Omoregie, Townsend, & Kitayama, 2006). 

Likewise, an analysis of facial expressions captured on public figures’ official posed photos 

showed that U.S. leaders expressed more smiles and particularly, excited smiles than Chinese 

leaders, suggesting that expressing culturally valued emotions (i.e., arousing positive affect) may 

allow independent cultural members to fulfill their interpersonal goal of influencing (vs. 

adjusting to) others and asserting their needs using some form of action (Tsai et al., 2016).  

Using the dimension of analytic vs. holistic thinking styles, Huang and Park (2013) 

showed that regardless of users’ city locations, the profile pictures of Taiwan Facebook users 

depicted more background and less face area, whereas U.S. American Facebook users presented 

more face and less background. The distinct thinking styles are also reflected in news stories. 

Morris and Peng (1994) showed that U.S. news articles attributed the cause of Chinese mass 

murder targeting U.S. Americans to a Chinese murderer’s dispositions (e.g., psychological 

problems), whereas Chinese news articles attributed the same case to situations (e.g., pressures in 
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Chinese society). This finding was also replicated when the two newspapers reported a U.S. 

American murderer targeting U.S. Americans. 

Because cultures can be continuously changing, a longitudinal framework can be used. 

For example, Twenge and her colleagues (2010, 2013) showed increasing individualized trends 

in the U.S. by examining new-born babies’ unique (vs. common) names from 1880 to 2007 and 

prevalent use of I, my, me, myself (vs. we, our, ours, ourselves) in books published from 1960 to 

2008. Additionally, given the unprecedented growth of online messages (e.g., blogs) that also 

reflect various cultural practices and values, future research may also consider analyzing the 

messages by using computer-based techniques, such as using searchers of collocates to quantify 

mixed emotions (e.g., Grossmann, Hyunh, & Ellsworth, 2016, Study 1).  

Effects, Uses, and Processes of Media Messages in a Cross-Cultural Context 

Effective persuasion outcomes. The most productive area of research into cross-

cultural media effects examines persuasion involving advertisements and health campaigns. One 

of the central arguments and findings from this line of research is that if cultural portrayals of 

persuasive messages match receivers’ cultural orientations, the persuasion effects tend to be 

amplified. For example, U. S. Americans reported favorable attitudes toward news websites that 

included each individual’s unique news interest, whereas Chinese reported favorable attitudes 

toward news websites that reminded the participants of their group membership (Li & 

Kalyanaraman, 2013). Similarly, persuasive messages that feature health physicians who 

emphasize patients’ overall vitality vs. a relaxed lifestyle were preferred by patients who value 

excited vs. calm affect respectively by heightening perceived trustworthiness (Sims, Tsai, 

Koopmann-Holm, Thomas, & Goldstein, 2014). Arousing rather than non-arousing positive 

affect tends to be valued in the U.S. rather than in East Asia (Tsai, Knutson, & Fung, 2006).  
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The importance of designing culture-specific health campaign messages to reduce 

reactance has been also reported. For example, safe-sex messages that pose a direct threat to the 

independent self (e.g., “I felt ashamed and sad” by failing to use condoms) rather than the 

interdependent self (e.g., “My partner felt ashamed and sad” by failing to use condoms) induced 

unfavorable attitudinal outcomes for European Americans, whereas the responses to the two 

types of messages did not differ for Asian Americans (Ko & Kim, 2010, p. 63). The finding 

suggests that European Americans may have applied defensive processing when they encounter 

self-threat messages. Indeed, when European Americans had a chance to restore their positive 

self-views by receiving a bogus positive feedback in other domains of health, the reactance 

disappeared.  

Media Message selection and gratification. Media scholars have examined goal-

oriented message consumption based on theories of uses and gratifications (Rubin, 2009) and of 

mood management (Zillmann, 2000). This body of work has focused on message consumption as 

a means of fulfilling viewers’ personal goals that may include seeking pleasure, meaningfulness, 

information utility, and personal control, or seeking to validate one’s own personality, among 

many others (Bryant & Vorderer, 2006). Cultural variables, however, have been neglected in this 

research domain. Accordingly, cultural goals (e.g., maintaining relationship harmony in 

collectivistic cultures, increasing one’s personal control over a task in individualistic cultures) 

that may be triggered by prominent cultural ideas have not been identified clearly. 

Examination of prior research that explored personal goals suggests that the results may 

be qualified by cultural variables. For example, need for affect as a personality trait was 

identified to predict meta-levels of enjoyment and appreciation regarding serious dramas that 

induce mixed-affect (Bartsch, Appel, & Storch, 2010); however, cultural variables, such as 
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interdependent self-views may further increase the gratifications. Similarly, pleasure-seeking was 

identified as a central state goal to select messages when viewers experience negative affective 

states due to failure (Zillmann, 2000). However, pleasure-seeking is seen as unhealthy and 

undesirable in Asian cultures (Schimmack, Oishi, & Diener, 2002; Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2010). 

Likewise, regaining a sense of control (e.g., rationalization rather than self-blame) was identified 

as a central goal to derive enjoyment from TV messages when viewers experience regret due to 

cheating on a partner (Nabi, Finnerty, Domschke, & Hull, 2006). However, perceived control is 

often discretionary, and perceived relationship harmony with close in-group members is a central 

cultural goal in Asian cultures (Kitayama, Karasawa, Curhan, Ryff, & Markus, 2010). 

Consequently, future research would benefit from considering cultural concepts to expand prior 

theoretical frameworks of uses and gratifications and mood management. 

Media message processing. The three theoretical frameworks explained have also been 

applied to understand individuals’ ways of processing various mediated message. Notably, the 

processing of advertising messages has been explored using the framework of holistic vs. 

analytic thinking styles. For example, after seeing print advertisements, Chinese were less likely 

than U.S. Americans to recall and generate thoughts regarding focal products; however, members 

of the two cultures did not differ in their thoughts about the context of the advertisements (e.g., 

an office setting) (Feng & Firth, 2014). Similarly, responses to negative information regarding 

brand publicity (e.g., a serious malfunction) were also affected by the thinking styles (Monga & 

John, 2008). Specifically, holistic thinkers considered both external contexts and internal objects, 

and therefore were less likely than analytic thinkers to change their pre-existing beliefs about a 

brand in response to negative publicity.  

Self-serving bias that results from self-enhancement tendencies is prominent, 
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particularly in Western cultures (Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, 1999), so scholars have 

also wondered whether third-person effects are moderated by cultures (Cho & Han, 2004; Hong, 

2015; Lee & Tamborini, 2005). The third-person effects is a tendency for individuals to perceive 

stronger media-message influence on others than on the self, particularly for harmful and 

undesirable messages (Perloff, 1999). Research on cross-cultural third-person effects conducted 

in South Korea and the U.S. reported that the magnitude of the effects tended to be weakened 

among Koreans (Cho & Han, 2004) and by collectivism measured at individual levels (Lee & 

Tamborini, 2005). Moreover, the first-person effects from perceiving desirable messages was 

stronger among U.S. Americans rather than among Koreans (Cho & Han, 2004). The moderating 

effect of cultures appeared to occur because, for East Asians, self-enhancement is not a salient 

motivation, and social distance between the self and others tends to be small. Future research 

may measure these relevant variables and test their potential mediation effects. 

Challenges and Future Directions 

 This section addresses several challenges in cross-cultural research, which include 

conceptual ambiguity of cultures, difficulty in establishing causality, response biases, and non-

invariant measures. However, recent developments also show potentials to overcome these 

challenges. Accordingly, we also suggest several future directions that may encourage scholars to 

pursue this line of research and to expand the scope of prior media-effects theories. Finally, we 

discuss implications of emerging media technologies for cross-cultural media-effects research.      

Operationalizing Culture 

Culture is a broad system in which meanings, practices, and mental processes and 

responses are loosely organized and often causally connected (D’Andrade, 2001; Kitayama, 

2002). Given its inherent complexity, operationalizing culture is a challenging task, so cross-
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cultural research inevitably relies on the use of proxies for culture. The most common way of 

operationalizing culture is to use groups of people who belong to certain shared contexts by 

which they are more likely to be exposed to similar cultural ideas, values, and practices. Various 

social categories have been used to operationalize culture, such as nationality (e.g., American vs. 

Japanese; Heine et al., 1999), social class (e.g., working vs. middle class; Stephens, Markus, & 

Townsend, 2007), religious affiliation (e.g., Protestants vs. Jews; Cohen & Rozin, 2001), and 

region within a nation (e.g., U.S. southerners vs. northerners; Cohen, Nisbett, Bowdle, & 

Schwarz, 1996).  

The biggest challenge in operationalizing culture as a particular group of people is that 

individuals within a group can differ significantly. One approach that may minimize this 

challenge is to measure cultural values and traits directly at the individual and psychological 

level by using attitudinal self-report surveys (e.g., Singelis, 1994). However, such attitudinal 

responses may not adequately capture a broad system such as culture. Some critics contend that 

culture is not just in the head but exists as particular patterns of reality and social contexts 

beyond internalized attitudes at the individual level (D’Andrade, 2001; Kitayama, 2002).  

While fruitful, these operationalizations of culture as a social category or as individual 

values or traits complicate the task of establishing causality of cultural influence. One way to 

address this problem is so-called cultural priming (Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martinez, 2000; 

Oyserman & Lee, 2008). This approach views culture as mental representations that can be 

situationally activated. By experimentally evoking cultural schemas in an individual’s mind, the 

cultural priming methods allow investigation of the causal influence of culture (i.e., cultural 

representations) on relevant outcomes. One widely-used method is to expose participants to 

certain cultural icons (e.g., national flags, famous people, landmarks) to activate the 
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corresponding cultural representations (e.g., Hong et al., 2000). The pronoun-circling task is 

another frequently used method. In this task, participants are instructed to search and circle the 

first-person singular (e.g., I, me, or mine) or plural pronouns (e.g., we, us, or ours) in given 

stories to activate individualistic or collectivistic orientations, respectively (Gardner, Gabriel, & 

Lee, 1999).  

One important complication regarding the measurement of culture is that culture is a 

dynamic and changing system (Kashima, 2014). Ecological changes in population density, 

resource availability, or climate can induce significant cultural change and variation (see Varnum 

& Grossmann, 2017 for a review). For example, individualistic practices and values have 

increased over the past decades in many societies around the world, partly as a consequence of 

increasing socioeconomic development (Santos, Varnum, & Grossmann, 2017). Moreover, recent 

rapid globalization and active intercultural exchange are driving many societies and individuals 

to become multicultural (Morris, Chiu, & Liu, 2015). How to take the dynamic nature of culture 

into account will be a critical task in operationalizing culture and examining cultural influence.    

Identifying Mediators and Moderators Involving Cultural Differences 

Mediators. Cross-cultural scholars often collect data from more than two national 

groups and explore the differences (e.g., average scores) between the groups. In this context, 

mediators must be identified and measured, otherwise observed differences in responses may be 

misattributed to cultural influence, whereas they are actually a result of unconsidered factors 

(i.e., “cultural attribution fallacy,” Matsumoto & Yoo, 2006, p. 235). Accordingly, cross-cultural 

studies that use the framework of group comparison often measure possible underlying mediators 

to explain the observed cultural group differences.  

Several mediators have been identified, and among them, Hofstede’s individualism vs. 
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collectivism dimension measured at individual level has been used widely. For example, Koreans 

reported more support for the censorship of harmful messages—a behavioral component of the 

third-person effects—than U.S. Americans did, and this cultural difference was mediated by 

collectivism (e.g., emphasis on in-group members’ well-being) (Hong, 2015). Similarly, Korean 

viewers showed a greater preference for contradictory entertainment messages that induce 

laughing and crying than U.S. viewers did, and this difference was mediated by naïve 

dialecticism from holistic thinking style (Kim, Seo, Yu, & Neuendorf, 2014). Furthermore, 

European Americans had a greater preference for maximized pleasure and minimized pain than 

Chinese Americans did, and this difference was mediated by the degree of valuing independence 

(vs. interdependence) (Sims et al., 2015). However, these mediators are often measured at 

individual levels and thus tend to reflect cultural members’ internalized values or beliefs, which 

are also akin to the operationalization of cultures explained.  

In particular, when cultural values are measured as guiding principles at individual 

levels, results have often been the opposite of the expected cultural differences. For example, 

U.S. Americans rather than Chinese may endorse higher values on humility, whereas Chinese 

rather than U.S. Americans may endorse higher values on personal choice (Peng, Nisbett, & 

Wong, 1997). The authors claimed that cultural members may often endorse values based on 

social comparison processes (e.g., valuing “respect for the elderly” compared to acquaintances) 

and values that are deprived in a given culture. This insight suggests that perceived consensus in 

a given culture may explain cultural influence better than internalized personal views do (Chiu, 

Gelfand, Yamagishi, Shteynberg, & Wan, 2010). Indeed, cultural differences in compliance 

behaviors were mediated more by the extent to which cultural members believe that collectivistic 

behaviors (e.g., consulting one’s family before making an important decision) are prevalent in 
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their own culture than by personal values endorsing collective behaviors (Zou et al., 2009). 

Future research would benefit from exploring perceived consensual (vs. personal) values as 

possible explanatory mechanisms.  

Moderators. Factors that moderate cultural influence on relevant outcomes should be 

identified because cultural differences are not necessarily uniform. Under certain circumstances, 

cultural differences are obtained in accordance with specified knowledge structures, but under 

other circumstances these differences can disappear or even reverse (Choi, Choi, & Norenzayan, 

2004). Several research has attempted to identify factors that moderate cultural influence. For 

instance, collectivistic appeals featured on advertisements increased purchase intention more for 

Koreans than for U. S. Americans, particularly when advertisements featured shared products 

(e.g., furniture); however, this cultural difference disappeared when advertisements featured non-

shared products (e.g., toothbrushes) (Han & Shavitt, 1994). Similarly, Koreans were more likely 

than U. S. Americans to prefer contradictory entertainment messages that induce both laughing 

and crying, but this difference was larger for positively-valenced messages (e.g., comedy) than 

for negatively-valenced ones (e.g., sad films) (Kim et al., 2014).  

Expected cultural differences can even be reversed. For example, U.S. Americans vs. 

Chinese formed favorable attitude toward beer advertisements that feature other-focused 

(“Relaxing near the fire with best friends”) vs. ego-focused (“Celebrating life’s 

accomplishments”) appeals (Aaker & Williams, 1998, p. 245). Regarding these opposite results 

of the hypothesized cultural difference, the authors claimed that other-focused vs. ego-focused 

appeals may have been perceived as novel in the U.S. vs. China. Accordingly, each cultural 

member may have had great motivation to further elaborate on these messages, and as a result 

may tend to generate favorable thoughts. Findings that either limit or are opposite to the expected 
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cultural differences may inform us that a dynamic approach to culture is necessary. 

Consequently, researchers should consider the range of applicable domains or situations that can 

trigger cultural knowledge strongly (Chiu & Hong, 2006). 

Methodological Challenges 

Cross-cultural research involves numerous methodological challenges (Matsumoto & 

van de Vijver, 2011). This section focuses on response bias and measurement non-equivalence. 

Response biases. Systematic differences in responses to measurement items can distort 

the true responses. Three response biases are commonly reported (Grossmann & Na, 2014): 

moderacy (participants’ tendency to provide middle points particularly in Asian cultures, such as 

rating “4” on a 7-point scale), extremity (participants’ tendency to provide extreme end-points 

particularly in Western cultures, such as rating “1” or “7” on a 7-point scale), and acquiescence 

(Asian participants’ tendency to agree with all measurement items due to prevalent holistic 

thinking style).  

Cross-cultural scholars have employed multiple ways of standardizing participants’ raw 

scores to minimize these biases (e.g., adjusting an item score by using an individual’s mean and 

standard deviation of the given scale; reviewed in Fischer, 2004); however, this standardization 

may not fully remove these biases. For example, Tsai et al. (2006) reported no substantial 

differences between raw and standardized scores when comparing responses of Hong Kong 

Chinese to those of European Americans. Furthermore, many scholars who use standardizations 

do not theoretically discuss why the obtained differences between cultural groups measure bias 

rather than meaningful differences (Fischer, 2004). Indeed, these biases may represent a 

substantial cultural influence (Matsumoto & Yoo, 2006).  
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To minimize these biases (if any), researchers may explore the relationships between 

variables by treating cultures as a moderator, rather than by considering the average-score 

differences between cultural groups (Bond & van de Vijver, 2011; Grossman & Na, 2014). Self-

report measures alone may be susceptible to response biases, so researchers must acknowledge 

and address the potential effects of response biases. Future cross-cultural research may also 

benefit from including open-ended responses, participant observations or archival data when they 

are accessible.  

Measurement equivalence. Cross-cultural research should be also able to establish the 

equivalence of most aspects of research, including sampling, conceptual meanings, and empirical 

methods. Researchers often use back-translations (Brislin, 1970) to ensure conceptual 

equivalence of translated questionnaire items and original ones; however, these procedures alone 

do not fully ensure the comparability of measurements.  

Three psychometric steps that are hierarchically nested (i.e., configural, metric, and 

scalar invariance) have been suggested to ascertain measurement equivalence (Kühne, 2013). 

Odağ, Hofer, Schneider, and Knop (2016) showed these three steps regarding hedonic and 

eudaimonic motivations underlying entertainment consumption in samples of respondents from 

Turkey and Germany. First, the pattern of factor structures should be similar across cultures. For 

example, six indicators of the factor of hedonic motivation and six indicators of the factor of 

eudaimonic motivation should be loaded in a way that is intended and similar in the two cultures. 

This structural similarity can be estimated by conducting a multi-group confirmatory factor 

analysis that considers the cultural group’s baseline model. Configural invariance is achieved 

when the results reveal acceptable fit statistics.  

Second, loading coefficients of indicators that belong to a given factor should be similar 
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across cultures. This metric invariance can be estimated by constraining the loadings to be equal 

across cultural groups, and by using a chi-square test to compare the constraint model to the 

baseline model. Metric invariance is achieved when the chi-square test is non-significant, 

although Cheung and Rensvold (2002) have different views. Some scholars (e.g., Byrne, 

Shavelson, & Muthen, 1989) further argue that achieving full metric invariance is very 

challenging, and thus if at least two loading coefficients onto one factor are invariant across 

cultures, partial metric invariance is achieved.  

Third, intercept values of indicators of a given factor should be also similar across 

cultural groups (i.e., scalar invariance). For example, if both Koreans and U.S. Americans are 

truly satisfied with themselves, they should provide the similar rating for the item, “On the 

whole, I am satisfied with myself.” However, because of self-criticism (vs. self-enhancement) and 

moderation tendency, Koreans may provide low ratings even if they are truly satisfied with 

themselves. Cross-cultural researchers often report that scalar invariance tends not to be 

achieved, and researchers seem to agree that scalar invariance is not necessary to achieve 

measurement invariance (Boer, Hanke, & He, 2018).  

Although these measurement-invariance procedures have been recommended in cross-

cultural research, few studies have used them (Boer et al., 2018). Similarly, media-effects 

scholars have just started assessing measurement invariance in cross-cultural research (e.g., Odağ 

et al., 2015). Boer et al. (2018) suggested that even if researchers cannot achieve measurement 

invariance, they can still obtain insight into the pertinent topic, and this insight may generate 

future scrutiny.  

Implications for Emerging Media Technologies      

 The rapid growth of emerging media technologies presents great potential to connect 
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individuals from various cultural backgrounds. However, cultural differences observed in prior 

studies have also been found in technology products, services, and practices. This observation 

suggests that existing cultural differences are maintained and perhaps even amplified. For 

example, one study that explores social network characteristics of Facebook users in 49 nations 

revealed that individualism scores at national level were positively associated with users’ ego-

centric characteristic (Na, Kosinski, & Stillwell, 2015). Specifically, in individualistic cultures, 

the self was located in the center of the social network, and other members around the self were 

able to be connected one another only through the self. Furthermore, Koreans were less likely 

than U.S. Americans to present themselves positively on Facebook (Lee-Won, Shim, Joo, & 

Park, 2014) because Koreans readily accept negative aspects of the self (Heine et al., 1999). A 

social networking service platform itself can dictate global users’ behavior based on its cultural 

origin (Qiu, Lin, & Leung, 2013). Specifically, Chinese users residing in Singapore tended to 

engage in benevolent in-group sharing when they used Renren (the “Facebook of China”), 

whereas the same users tended to engage in positive self-presentation when they used Facebook. 

Although this line of studies is valuable in expanding applicable domains of cultural 

differences, media effects research should assess whether emerging media environments 

challenge or complement established cultural differences. For this purpose, we suggest three 

directions for future research.  

First, given the great emphasis on enhanced social connections with emerging 

technologies in human-computer interaction literature, cross-cultural frameworks focusing on 

interdependence may be utilized in non-cross cultural technology environments. For example, 

U.S. game players with interdependent self-view tended to form heightened para-social 

interaction with their virtual avatar on the Wii game screen by developing a sense of self-
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presence (i.e., equating the players’ avatar with the actual-self) (Jin & Park, 2009). Because 

interdependence that focuses on “we” can be also primed temporally, a study of serious games 

that require cooperation or role-playing that involves other players may implement priming 

procedures to examine whether they produce effective outcomes, such as increasing healthy diet 

or pro-social behavior of the gamers. 

Second, despite easy access to a large volume of transnational entertainment messages as 

a result of Internet streaming services (e.g., Netflix), little research has been conducted regarding 

global audiences after the seminal work on Dallas (Liebes & Katz, 1993). Fans of global hit 

films (e.g., Harry Potter) or localized entertainment (e.g., Korean/Japanese TV dramas or films) 

across nations can be located, and researchers may explore how various cultural backgrounds of 

these viewers may affect interactions with fictional characters (e.g., para-social interaction) and 

evaluations of transnational entertainment (e.g., enjoyment and appreciation). For example, 

viewers from Mexico (collectivistic culture) assessed Harry Potter’s social attributes (e.g., 

selfless, helpful) more strongly than did viewers from Germany (individualistic culture), though 

the same difference was also found in ego-attributes (e.g., decisive, self-confident) (Schmid & 

Klimmt, 2011). Future research would benefit from exploring global audience’s selection, 

interpretation, and evaluations of transnational media messages and cultural differences and 

similarities in these processes.  

Third, traditional research on media-effects has focused predominantly on message or 

argument characteristics, but emerging technology research concerns non-contents or peripheral 

aspects of the target messages (e.g., interactivity) that may increase users’ involvement and 

perceived control (e.g., Sundar, Jia, Waddell, & Huang, 2015). We suggest that this line of 

research can be expanded by using cross-cultural frameworks. Specifically, as a result of holistic 



 

 

CROSS-CULTURAL MEDIA       20 

 

 

thinking style, East Asians may be more likely than Westerners to be influenced readily by 

peripheral attributes of central messages that can be regarded as equally important in the whole 

context. One investigation showed that East Asians were more likely than Canadians to rapidly 

locate the target pictorial images within a long mock webpage, suggesting that East Asians may 

be skillful in handling context-rich information (Wang, Masuda, Ito, & Rashid, 2012, Study 3). 

Consequently, prior research on formal features of emerging technologies can be tested in a 

cross-cultural context to examine whether existing findings obtained from Western cultures can 

be different in Eastern cultures.  

Concluding Remarks 

This chapter has introduced central theoretical frameworks of cross-cultural research, 

and an overview of pertinent research into media effects. Notably, areas of advertisements and 

health campaigns have actively examined cultural differences perhaps because the messages 

must reach a wide range of global audiences to be maximally effective. Media messages reflect 

culturally-dominant ideas, values, and practices, and East Asians and European Americans select, 

interpret, and evaluate these media messages through their chronically or temporarily activated 

cultural lenses. We hope that this chapter encourages media-effects researchers to conduct cross-

cultural research in various domains that go beyond persuasion, in other collectivistic societies 

rather than Korea, Japan, or China, and in new cultural dimensions (e.g., tightness-looseness, 

Gelfand et al., 2011). We also believe that emerging media technologies that allow cultural mixes 

and exchanges may provide cross-cultural researchers with an exciting opportunity to expand 

and complement existing media-effects theoretical accounts.  
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