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CAUSAL ATTRIBUTION AND CULTURAL DIFFERENCE: 

AN ANALYSIS OF OLYMPIC SUCCESS IN U. S. AND CHINA 

Abstract 

 

By Mei Hua, M.A. 

Washington State University 

May 2009 

 

Chair: Alex Tan 

           Cultural differences between the United States and East Asian countries such as China are 

well-documented in cross-cultural research. While numerous accounts showed cultural 

differences on an individual level, few studies looked at media reports as a cultural level 

reflection of values and beliefs. The present study examines attribution of success by U.S. and 

China in both individual interviews and news reports in the context of the 2008 Beijing Summer 

Olympic Games. Present findings show that attribution process is individual oriented in the U.S 

context—focusing on personal characteristics and self motivation; in the Chinese context, on the 

other hand, both individual athletes and media reports ascribe the success to social factors, 

including support and encouragement from socially important others, societal motivation, and 

national pride. The results suggest that individual accounts consistent with cultural norms serve 

as reflection as well as reinforcement of cultural values. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Understanding others in intercultural contexts is a great challenge owing to the cultural 

differences that play into individuals’ cognition, emotion, and behavior. Cross-cultural research 

provides a comparative perspective for understanding cultural differences. One of the most 

theorized approaches to cultural comparison is the contrast between individualistic and 

collectivistic societies (Hofstede, 1980, 1991; Kim, 1994; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 

1987, 1988a, 1988b, 1994, & 1995). Hofstede (1980) surveyed samples of IBM employees from 

66 countries and found individualism as one of the four dimensions of cultural variation that 

reflects socio-structural conditions. He argues that a “capitalist market economy fosters 

individualism and in turn depends on it” (p. 233), while “various socialist types of economic 

order foster collectivism and in turn depend on it, although to various degrees” (p. 233). 

According to the survey, the United States, Canada, and western European countries were found 

to be high on the individualist end of the dimension; Asian, Latin American, and African 

countries were found to be high on the collectivist side of the dimension.  

According to Hofstede (1991), individualism “pertains to societies in which the ties between 

individuals are loose; everyone is expected to look after himself or herself and his or her 

immediate family” (p. 51); collectivism, on the other hand, “pertains to societies in which people 

from birth onwards are integrated into strong, cohesive ingroups, which throughout people’s 

lifetime continue to protect them in exchange for unquestioning loyalty” (p. 51). Based on this 

definition, the United States is characterized as a highly individualistic society, in which 

individuals are encouraged to be autonomous, self-sufficient, unique, and respectful of the 
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privacy and freedom of others. Each person’s status and roles in the society are not 

predetermined, but defined by self-motivated achievements (Hofstede, 1980). The “I” centered 

society forms groups and organizations on the basis of common interests and goals, and each 

individual maintains an independent entity (Kim, 1994). The Chinese society, on the other hand, 

lies at the collectivist end of the spectrum, which is founded on an ascribed, communal, and 

“we”-focused social order (Hofstede, 1980). Social beings are seen as in relation to each other, 

and they are dependent on their in-groups for protection and resources. In return, ingroup 

members are expected to contribute and be loyal to their group in order to maintain ingroup 

cohesiveness (Kim, 1994).  

These different cultural patterns lead to different construals of the self and the others on the 

individuals’ part. People from the United States tend to view themselves as autonomous, 

detached, and independent from others, whereas Chinese view themselves as more connected 

and interdependent in relation to others (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). The differences in self-

construals lead to different cognitive, affective, and behavioral processes. One of the cognitive 

processes is attribution of success. People in Anglo-American cultures were found to use more 

dispositional accounts in describing motivations and reasons for success; whereas people from 

East Asia were documented as more situational, context-oriented in explaining their success 

(Choi & Nisbett, 1998; Choi, Nisbett, & Norenzayan, 1999; Duff & Newman, 1997; Lee et al., 

1996; Menon, Morris, Chiu, & Hong, 1999; Morris & Peng, 1994; Newman, 1993; Ybarra & 

Trafimow, 1998).  

Cultural differences in attribution are well-documented in cross-cultural research, yet what is 

missing from previous literature is evidence of such differences from naturally occurring settings. 

Almost all studies done in this area found patterns of cultural differences through surveying large 
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samples of individuals from different cultural background. Findings through this method can be 

flawed due to the artificial way of collecting data. Some argue that filling out surveys with 

personal questions in an experiment setting has different implications in different cultures, thus 

the results cannot reflect participants’ real thoughts and feelings (Fiske, 2002). Others contend 

that survey results can only reflect individual differences rather than cultural patterns. Scores on 

a trait cannot be attributed to culture unless there is evidence that these scores reflect something 

socially transmitted or socially constructed (Fiske, 2002; Oyserman, et al., 2002). In addition, 

slight differences in survey constructs can lead to completely different results (Oyserman, et al., 

2002). 

Therefore, the current study examines attribution of success in an alternative context—the 

2008 Beijing Summer Olympic Games. Such a real-life, long-spanned sporting event provides a 

natural setting in which continuous wins and losses stimulate attribution process by individual 

athletes as well as by the mass media. It thus provides an opportunity not only to examine 

individual accounts of attribution in a naturally occurring situation but also to find macro-level 

evidence by analyzing the media, which reflect cultural values and simultaneously reinforce 

them. Based on previous findings, this study focuses on potential cultural differences in 

attribution of success between U.S. and China.  

Given this, the current study analyzes athlete interviews and newspaper reports from U.S. and 

China during the 2008 Beijing Summer Olympic Games. The purpose of this study is to examine 

the cognitive process of attribution in the naturally occurring setting as one way of understanding 

differences between individualistic and collectivist cultures. The comparison between these two 

types of societies is by no means to suggest one better than the other. Rather, by analyzing 

differences, the present study further explores the common functions of individualism and 
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collectivism as systems of social control. What values does an individualistic or a collectivist 

society emphasize or deemphasize? How do such values function as part of the social 

mechanisms in order to realize individual control? Finally, although not directly addressed in this 

study, it is also important to examine the interactions between the two cultures and see whether 

and how values are challenged and maintained through the interactions.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This chapter provides a theoretical framework of individualism and collectivism on a cultural 

as well as on an individual level. It first discusses the formation of individualistic and collectivist 

societies, explaining why there are two types of societies and what lies as the fundamental bases 

for the distinction. It then answers the question “how are these two types of societies different”, 

contrasting the different values of the two societies in general and depicting characteristics of the 

two societies in a specific context—the United States and China. Then it turns to individual-level 

constructs, explaining the different views of self in relation to others in individualistic and 

collectivist cultures. Finally, the chapter summarizes previous studies of causal attribution in 

cross-cultural contexts.  

 

Two Types of Societies 

Early social theorists suggest that social relationships were based on either sentiment, 

friendship, kinship, and neighborliness; or contractual interests, rational calculation, monetary 

ties, and legal codes (Mellow, 2005). Labels attached to this conceptualization include 

Gemeinschaft versus Gesellschaft (Toennies, 1957), mechanical versus organic solidarity 

(Durkheim, 1965), and traditional versus legal-rational authority (Weber, 1958). This 

differentiation of societies provides a classic explanation of the formation of individualistic and 

collectivist societies.  
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According to Toennies, society was the result of human volition and could be shaped by either 

natural or rational will—the first being the basis for Gemeinschaft or community, and the latter 

for Gesellschaft or society. Gemeinschaft is the result of wills based on habit, tradition, shared 

beliefs, and affective bonds, whereas the latter is based on purposive rationality (Toennies, 1957). 

The kinds of social groupings that are closest to the Gemeinschaft model include family, peer 

group, neighborhood, and religious sect. The impersonal Gesellschaft model, on the other hand, 

is evident in the realm of modern business corporation based on contractual relationships, the 

city, mass political parties, and the nation. Although it was implied by Toennies (1957) that 

modern industrialization caused societies to move from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft, and the 

commercialization of economic transactions, the impersonalization of politics, and the rationality 

associated with scientific thought served to erode the basis of traditional Gemeinschaft, he did 

not negate the co-existence of both types of societies at one time.  

Another explanation of the two types of society is that they result from the expansion of the 

division of labor, based on which two kinds of solidarity—mechanical and organic solidarity are 

distinguished. According to Durkheim (1965), in mechanical societies there is a relatively simple 

social structure with a minimal amount of labor division. For example, in early human 

communities such as those of hunters and gathers, the major societal division is made across 

gender lines within the confines of kinship relations. Such “segmented societies” do not rely, or 

rely minimally, on external social organizations, and they are not economically interdependent in 

any significant way. People in mechanical societies are bonded by a collective conscience to 

perform traditional social roles. Social orders with organic solidarity, on the other hand, are 

characterized by their increasingly complex social structures and by an ever more refined 

division of labor. Such societies necessitate the specialization and compartmentalization of work, 
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and with this arises a growing economic interdependency. The differences in the functions 

performed by a society’s members produce individual differences, thereby serving as a stimulus 

to individualism. Thus, although individuals’ dependence on society is increasing, there is also a 

growing level of individual autonomy.  

A third explanation in regard to individualism and collectivism is provided by Weber (1958) 

in relation to political authority. The differences of societies, in this regard, result from different 

types of authority or domination, “a situation in which individuals are perceived by the general 

population to be the rightful or legitimate bearers of power” (Kivisto, 2004, p. 62). According to 

Weber’s classification of different types of authority, a collectivist society tends to have a 

traditional domination, which is based on appeals to custom and historical practice, for example, 

monarchy; whereas an individualistic society is more likely to have a legal-rational domination, 

which places premium on loyalty and obedience to the impersonal rule of the law.  

As Hofstede (1994) puts it, the empirically derived dimension of individualism/collectivism 

“made theoretical sense in terms of classic sociology” (p. x). A close look at these sociological 

accounts confirms Hofstede’s claim. Indeed, the characteristics of individualistic and collectivist 

societies are consistent with sociologists’ explanations for the two types of societies. 

 

Individualism and Collectivism 

At the heart of the debate over individualism and collectivism is whether the individual or the 

group should be the basic unit of analysis (Kim et al., 1994; Brown, 2003). Some theories make 

the individual their focus. They start with the fundamental premise that the human individual is 

of primary importance in the struggle for freedom. Such theories include liberalism, 
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existentialism, and anarchism. Other theoretical traditions deemphasize the individual and 

instead focus their attention on social change as a collective phenomenon. Classes, masses, and 

groups are of their primary concern. Marxism exemplifies this tradition. The dispute is over the 

place of the individual in the society. It concerns the very nature of what it means to be human.  

Meanwhile, the debate goes beyond the question of whether the individual is the appropriate 

unit of analysis. The two approaches, in Brown’s (2003) words, “differ quite significantly over 

the issue of whether an individual is an irreducible subject who acts on the world or whether the 

social and natural environment creates the individual” (p. 11). For that matter, individualists 

understand the human individual as valuable in and of itself, and the ultimate struggle is over 

human liberation and individual freedom. Collectivists disagree on this issue, and their assertion 

is that the idea of individual free will is an ideological fiction. On the contrary, individuals are 

determined by the social and natural world, and they become what society makes of them. Thus, 

the debate over the two approaches not only concerns whether or not to emphasize the individual, 

but also deals with the question of whether the individual can be free to create the world or 

whether the world creates the individual (Brown, 2003). 

Upon this distinction, individualists and collectivists concern themselves with different 

questions (Brown, 2003; Kivisto, 2004). Individualists believe individuals are active human 

subjects who give meaning to themselves and to the world. Therefore when dealing with groups, 

it is the individuals who bring form and content to the group and not the other way around. They 

deal with the question of how can individuals live with others while maintaining their own 

freedom, what type of societies are best for individuals to realize freedom, and how do 

individuals resist counterforce in order to express their free wills and desires. Collectivists, on 

the other hand, emphasize groups and social factors that shape the individuals. How do groups 
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relate to their own members as well as to one another? What are the tensions between different 

classes in a society, for instance, between the capitalists and the working class? What forms of 

oppression exists in a society between the dominant and the dominated? These are the questions 

collectivists are primarily concerned with. 

 

Liberalism and Confucianism 

Having distinguished the fundamental differences in values, one must also realize that 

individualism and collectivism are culture-level constructs that result from distinct cultural 

backgrounds and include a myriad of patterned variables specific to cultures. Therefore, to 

understand the relationship across different levels of analysis, one must also trace the 

development of individualism and collectivism within a particular culture. In the West, 

liberalism serves as the foundation for individualism; in East Asian countries, Confucianism 

serves as the moral-political philosophy that ties itself with collectivism.  

In Western Europe and North American, liberalism became the dominant philosophy that 

constitutes the conception of self and society. Liberalism considers individual liberty as the most 

important political goal, and it emphasizes individual rights and equality of opportunity. Under 

the ideology of liberalism, social members agree upon a number of principles including freedom 

of thought and speech, limitations on the power of governments, the rule of law, an individual's 

right to private property, free markets, and a transparent system of government (Watt, 1996). The 

liberal tradition focuses on the rational individual’s rights to choose, define, and search for self-

fulfillment. The content of self-fulfillment varies from self-actualization to hedonism (Kim et al., 

1994). On the interpersonal level, individuals are considered as separate, abstract entities, and 
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they are expected to respect each other and their behaviors are constrained by external rules and 

boundaries. They interact with each other based on mutually agreed-upon principles, such as 

equality, noninterference, and detachability. Individual with common goals are brought together 

into groups. Laws and regulations are institutionalized to protect individual rights. The state is 

governed by elected officials on the basis of democratic representation (Kim, 1994). 

In East Asia, Confucianism became the ethical and philosophical system that serves as the 

foundation of the societies. The basic teachings of Confucianism stress the importance of 

education for moral development of the individual so that the state can be governed by moral 

virtue rather than by the use of coercive laws (Kim, 1994). Confucianism promotes the collective 

welfare and harmony as its ultimate goal. Individuals are expected to reach a high level of self-

cultivation, which includes the elimination of hedonistic and selfish desires in order to become 

persons of virtue. Individuals are bound by ascribed, interdependent relationships, and they are 

encouraged to put other people’s and the group’s interests before their own. Filial piety and 

loyalty are important virtues. In terms of the society, individuals are connected through webs of 

relationships, and they are considered to be interrelated through their ascribed roles. Fulfilling 

one’s roles and obligations is crucial for maintaining group membership as well as social order. 

Institutions are considered as extension of the family and state governance is expected to reach 

moralistic and welfaristic goals (Louie, 2008).  

These variables of individualism and collectivism on a cultural level characterize the United 

States and Chinese societies in distinct patterns. However, it does not mean that all individuals in 

individualistic societies are characterized by individualism and all those in collectivist societies 

share the collectivist ideology. Variation on the individual level exists. For example, Ho and 

Chiu (1994) found in a couple of empirical studies that Chinese culture is indeed more 
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collectivist than individualist, but within Chinese culture both individualist (e.g., self-reliant) and 

collectivist (e.g., cooperative) values are endorsed. The empirical studies came to the conclusion 

that Chinese culture is characterized as predominantly collectivist in most of the major 

components of the I/C construct, yet individualist elements are still evident within the culture. 

Triandis (1987, 1994) developed the personality dimensions of idiocentrism and allocentrism to 

describe individual-level variation. An idiocentric person is someone who selects mostly 

individualist solutions in collectivist cultures; and the allocentric is who selects mostly 

collectivist solutions in individualist cultures. This variation within a culture, nevertheless, 

should not contradict the individualistic/collectivist patterns on the cultural level. As Triandis 

(1994) explained, “if individuals in a culture sample collectivist elements most of the time, 

across most situations, then we call the culture collectivist”, because most predictions concern 

“samples of individuals in a culture, rather than the behavior of one specific individual” (p. 42). 

However, it does call upon researchers’ attention to the implications of the variations within a 

culture. 

 

Construals of the Self: Independent and Interdependent 

The development of libertarianism in the West and Confucianism in East Asia provides 

cultural-level accounts for individualism and collectivism. Cultures, through socialization, help 

to shape the attitudes, beliefs, emotions, and behaviors of individuals who are born into them 

(Kâgitçibasi, 1994). Thus, individuals within a culture ought to reflect cultural values and 

practices through their attitudes, beliefs, emotions, and behaviors. Previous research has found a 

predominantly individualistic mode among individuals in the United States and other western 
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countries and a predominantly collectivist pattern among East Asians, which are consistent with 

the cultural-level analyses. 

In the United States and many Western European countries, the normative imperative of the 

culture is to become independent from others and to discover and express one’s unique attributes. 

Accordingly, it requires “construing oneself as an individual whose behavior is organized and 

made meaningful primarily by reference to one’s own internal repertoire of thoughts, feelings, 

and actions of others” (Markus & Kitayama, 1991, p. 226). Such view of the self gives rise to 

processes like self-realization, expressing one’s unique ideas, and developing one’s distinct 

potential. The essential aspect of this view is the conception of the self as separate, autonomous, 

and independent. 

Researchers have found that people from the United States describe their personalities in an 

abstract and context-free manner (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Shweder & Bourne, 1982). Such a 

conception contrasts with the Chinese, Indian, Japanese, or Korean view, which is predominantly 

concrete, relational, and bound in a particular context (Maday & Szalay, 1976; Markus & 

Kitayama, 1991; Miller, 1984; Shweder & Bourne, 1982; Triandis, McCusker, & Hui, 1990). 

Shweder and Bourne (1982) note that Americans “are culturally primed to search for abstract 

summaries of the autonomous individual behind the social role and social appearance” (p. 192), 

and they use the term “egocentric contractual” to describe individualism among the American 

individuals. 

In relation to the social environment, the independent self responds to the social environment 

as a way of asserting the internal attributes of the self. Others in the social situation serve as 

external standards of evaluating oneself and finding the best way to express oneself. The ultimate 
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goal is self verification and affirmation. In terms of interpersonal interaction, individual desires, 

preferences, and abilities are the center of self-representation. It is assumed both by the 

individual and by the others in interaction that one’s inner attributes are the most significant 

variables in regulating behavior. Thus, representations of the inner self are the most elaborated in 

memory and the most accessible when thinking of the self (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). 

Such view of self in social relations is exemplified by the nature of the group. Same as the 

individuals, a group is defined by abstract principles. It “arises by each member having some 

similar attributes to every other” (Harre, 1984, p. 930). The boundaries of a group are defined by 

commonality and fluidity, such as voluntary organizations and interest groups. As participation is 

voluntary, permanent loyalty is not demanded from group members. The group persists only if it 

satisfies the needs and interests of its members (Kim, 1994). Such groups are most evident in the 

United States and other western cultures. 

In East Asian cultures, on the other hand, the cultural goal of human interaction is to reach 

fundamental connectedness to each other. Individuals see themselves as part of a social 

relationship and recognize that one’s behavior is contingent upon the social context. Previous 

research found that the Japanese experience of the self includes a sense of interdependence and 

of one’s status as a participant in a larger social unit (Sampson, 1988). Korean mothers’ personal 

identities are found to be tied to their children and they see their children as extensions of 

themselves (Choi, 1992). Thus the self becomes most meaningful when it is enacted within an 

appropriate social relationship. Such view of the self is relational, collective, and interdependent 

(Markus & Kitayama, 1991).                  
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Under the interdependent self construal, others become an integral part of the social context to 

which “the self is connected, fitted, and assimilated” (Markus & Kitayama, 1991, p. 227). 

Instead of focusing on the internal attributes of the self, the interdependent self views the public 

components of the self as more important. One’s own opinions and abilities are often considered 

secondary, and they are regulated so as to serve the primary task of interdependence. Such 

construal of the self is supported by the holistic way of thinking in the culture. In Chinese culture, 

for example, there is emphasis on synthesizing the constituent parts of a problem or situation into 

an integrated or harmonious whole (Moore, 1967). Individuals are thus basic elements of a unit 

and are inseparable from the social relationships.  

 

Causal Attribution: Dispositional and Situational 

The different construals of the self in U. S. and East Asian cultures lead to different cognitive, 

affective, and motivational consequences. One of them is the different ways of causal attribution. 

Markus and Kitayama (1991) argued that different ways of viewing the self affect individuals’ 

tendencies toward dispositional or situational attributions. If the self is seen as independent of 

context, individual behavior should be relatively consistent across a wide range of situations, 

thus learning about others’ dispositional characteristics should help understand the predict their 

behaviors. On the other hand, if the self is seen as interdependent upon others and the context, 

individual behavior should vary according to one’s different roles in different situations. Thus, 

dispositional characteristics ought to be less important than situational factors in predicting one’s 

behaviors.  
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Consistent with Markus and Kitayama’s accounts, individuals in the United States were found 

to prefer using personal traits, dispositions, and other internal attributes of the target in 

explaining behavior (Crittendon, 1991; Fletcher & Ward, 1988). East Asians, on the other hand, 

were less likely to show such preferenced and tend to ascribe to the situation and context of the 

behavior. Such attribution results from a more holistic concept of the person as being situated in 

a broad social context (Choi, Nisbett, & Norenzayan, 1999). In the study of face and facework, 

Ting-Toomey (2003) also found that in explaining reasons for success, individualists tend to 

ascribe to personal abilities while collectivists tend to focus on external situations such as others’ 

help and motivations from one’s community. On the contrary, individualists would attribute 

failure to external factors while collectivists would avoid blaming others by taking the blame on 

themselves. 

Cross-cultural studies also provide empirical evidence on the distinctions between Americans 

and East Asians in causal attribution. Cousins (1989) compared the self-descriptions of 

American high school and college students with the self-descriptions of Japanese high school 

and college students. The Japanese self-descriptions were more concrete and role-specific, such 

as “I play tennis on the weekend”. In contrast, the American self-descriptions included more 

psychological trait or attribute characterizations, such as “I am optimistic”, or “I am friendly”. In 

another study, researchers recruited Chinese and American graduate students to evaluate the 

reasons for recent murders (Morris & Peng, 1994). The results showed that personal dispositions 

were given greater weight overall by American than Chinese subjects; and situational factors 

were given greater weight overall by Chinese than American subjects. In addition, cultural 

differences in attribution become even more apparent when contextual information is salient. 

Although in a controlled condition Korean and American students were equally likely to use 
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dispositional information, differences emerged in their use of contextual information only when 

situational constraints were salient (Choi & Nisbett, 1998). In another study, American students 

emphasized dispositions for individuals and situations for groups, whereas Hong Kong Chinese 

emphasized dispositions for groups and situations for individuals, although Hong Kong Chinese 

were higher in situational attributions overall (Menon, Morris, Chiu, & Hong, 1999).  

In addition to the extensive literature supporting the dispositional/situational distinction 

between Anglo American and East Asian cultures, recent studies have also proposed to look at 

cross-cultural variations through person factors, such as reasons, goals, and histories. Markus and 

Kitayama (2004) suggested that different histories, religions, ontologies, and ideologies, as well 

as different institutional and interpersonal practices, give rise to different understandings of the 

nature and source of agency. In American cultural contexts, perceivers are likely to focus their 

attention on the target person’s current attributes and understand agency as disjoint, that is, 

relatively separate from the agent’s personal experience or history, his/her current subjective 

state, and the actions of others. On the other hand, perceivers in East Asian cultures tend to 

distribute their attention more holistically across the target person’s life space and understand 

agency as conjoint, that is, interdependent with and responsive to the agent’s past experience, 

his/her current subjective state, and the actions of others. Thus, in American contexts, agency is 

linked to particular attributes or characteristics and is seen as contained within the person and as 

entity. In East Asian contexts, agency is understood as developing over time and as contingent 

upon the context (Choi et al., 1999; Plaut & Markus, 2005).  

In sum, previous research on cross-cultural attribution found emphasis of dispositional 

reasoning in Anglo-American culture and focus on situational sense-making in East Asian 

cultures. This is consistent with the theorizing of individualism and collectivism on both 
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individual and cultural level. On the individual level, dispositional explanations for behavior 

reflect the independent self-construal, whereas situational reasoning results from the view of self 

as interdependent and connected with one another. On the cultural level, the emphasis of 

dispositional attributes as primary reasons for behavior represents an individual-oriented society, 

where individual liberty and self achievement are most highly valued. Situational and contextual 

reasoning, on the other hand, mirrors a group-oriented, collectivist culture, where individuals are 

bound by groups and relationships that define them. Given such consistent findings, one ought to 

predict dispositional explanations for behavior in both personal and narrative accounts within an 

individualist cultural context and situational ascriptions in both personal and narrative accounts 

within a collectivist cultural context. The literature review is summarized as follows: 

 U. S. China 

Gesellschaft Gemeinschaft 

Organic Solidarity Mechanic Solidarity 

Classical Sociology 

Legal-rational Authority Traditional Authority 

Individualism Collectivism Cultural Theories 

Liberalism Confucianism 

Independent Self-construal Interdependent Self-construal

Dispositional Attribution Situational Attribution 

Social Psychology 

Disjoint Model of Agency Conjoint Model of Agency 

 

 

 

 

 

 



18 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

HYPOTHESES 

 

As previously mentioned, the purpose of the current project is to examine the cognitive 

process of attribution as one way of understanding differences between individualistic and 

collectivist cultures. Toward that end, the 2008 Beijing Summer Olympics was chosen to be the 

context of analysis. An analysis of the athletes’ accounts during the Olympics provides a great 

opportunity to make cultural comparisons of the process of meaning making, specifically the 

attribution of success, in a naturally occurring situation. Particularly, the current analysis focuses 

on the attribution of success in the specific contexts of U.S. and China. 

Previous studies have suggested that individuals from the United States prefer using 

dispositional accounts, such as personal traits, internal attributes, and other characteristics of 

individuality to explain behavior (Crittendon, 1991; Fletcher & Ward, 1988). Particularly, in 

terms of success, attributions from western individuals are more prone to dispositionalism than 

individuals from East Asian cultures (Lee et al., 1996; Ting-Toomey, 2003). On the contrary, 

East Asians tend to make sense of behaviors from a situational perspective. Other people, 

situational factors, and general social environment are taken into account when ascribing 

individual behavior (Choi, Nisbett, & Norenzayan, 1999; Morris & Peng, 1994). In explaining 

success, East Asians tend to give significant credit to other people’s contribution, including 

specific others such as family and friends as well as generalized others such as society and nation 

(Lee et al., 1996; Ting-Toomey, 2003).  

Meanwhile, East Asians tend to understand one’s experience as conjoint to one’s past as well 

as one’s current subjective state (Markus et al., 2006), which suggests that one’s success would 
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be linked to his/her past experience, the preparation and the hard work that one goes through in 

order to achieve the current success. Relatively speaking, individuals in American cultural 

context focus more on their current attributes, which are understood to be more disjoint from 

their past experience or history (Markus et al., 2006). Hence, fewer references of the past or the 

background are expected in their accounts of success. 

More often than not, one addresses his/her achievement motivation in explaining success. The 

American notion of achievement involves “breaking away, pushing ahead, and gaining control 

over surroundings” (Markus & Kitayama, 1991, p. 241). The achievement motivation is 

individually oriented, viewed as a functionally autonomous desire in which the individual strives 

to achieve some internalized standards of excellence (Yang, 1982, 1986). On the other hand, the 

levels of various motives found among the Chinese were a fairly direct reflection of the 

collectivist or group-oriented tradition. Such motivations are socially oriented, and individuals 

persevere to fulfill the expectations of significant others (Bond, 1986).  

Apparently, culture provides direct explanations for these differences, yet the imagery behind 

such differences goes back to the structural formation of the two types of societies. Western 

industrialization and the process of modernization shaped social members as separate entities, 

who by the support of a system that celebrates individual achievement strive for personal 

uniqueness and individuality. On the other hand, the absence of such historical transformations 

in the Chinese society helped maintain the philosophy of co-existence, and such philosophy 

facilitated individuals’ view of self and others as inseparable. Given the social structures of the 

American and Chinese societies, individuals naturally follow the social norms in shaping one’s 

own worldview, and their beliefs, for example, as reflected in attribution for success, in most 

cases would accord systemic values in order to acquire social reward. 
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Based on the above descriptions, therefore, two hypotheses were formulated to account for the 

differences in attribution of success between U.S. and Chinese gold medalists: 

 

H1: Talking about success in broadcast interviews, U.S. gold medalists are more likely than 

Chinese gold medalists to focus on dispositional factors, such as personal characteristics, self 

motivation, and the desire of winning in competition.  

H2: Talking about success in broadcast interviews, Chinese gold medalists are more likely than 

U.S. gold medalists to focus on situational factors, such as past experience, the process of hard 

work, contributions of socially important others, societal motivation and national pride.  

 

Scholars in cross-cultural research have noted that individuals and cultures need to be 

considered as two different units of analysis reflecting two different levels of analysis (Hofstede, 

1980, 1994; Kim, 1994; Triandis, 1994). On the one hand, cultures shape the attitudes, beliefs, 

emotions, and behaviors of individuals who are born into them (Kâgitçibasi, 1994); on the other 

hand, individuals contribute to the process of maintaining, synthesizing, and changing existing 

culture (Kim et al., 1994). Therefore, collective entities, such as group, society, and culture need 

to be recognized as more than the mere sums of individual characteristics and they need to be 

understood in their own right.  

These two levels—the individual and the cultural—interact through intermediate social 

structures, organizations, norms, and beliefs (Giddens, 1984; Hofstede, 1980; Schwartz, 1990). 

In every society, institutions, both formal and informal, function to maintain and propagate 
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particular constellations of values and norms (Kim et al., 1994). Media, as one group of the 

institutions in every society, provide powerful cultural artifacts that perform the dual role of 

reflecting cultural values and simultaneously fostering them (Brescoll & La France, 2004). 

Journalist practice serves as cultural narratives, an enduring yet dynamic conception of society, 

its social institutions, and its values (Lule, 2001).  

Hence, the current study also takes into account media coverage of the gold medalists during 

the 2008 Olympics as the cultural-level analysis and hypothesizes consistent patterns of 

differences as those individual-level differences between U.S. and China.  

 

H3: U.S. print media coverage of U.S. gold medalists is more likely to concentrate on 

dispositional factors, such as personal characteristics, self motivation, and the desire of winning 

in competition than Chinese print media coverage of Chinese gold medalists.  

H4: Chinese print media coverage of Chinese gold medalists is more likely to concentrate on 

situational factors, such as past experience, the process of hard work, contributions of socially 

important others, societal motivation and national pride than U.S print media coverage of U.S. 

gold medalists.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

METHOD 

 

This study analyzed broadcast interviews as well as newspaper reports on gold medalists 

during the 2008 Beijing Summer Olympic Games for the purpose of investigating cultural 

differences in attribution of success between U.S. and Chinese contexts.  

 

Sample 

The broadcast interviews for analysis in this study were selected from official websites of 

NBC from the United States and CCTV from China. The NBC website provides exclusive 

resources of interviews on athletes in team USA, and CCTV is the only national media outlet in 

mainland China with broadcast interviews on all Olympic champions within the country. The 

selection was limited to interviews on the medalists’ success after their victory games. After 

balancing out athletes from different sports, 21 interviews on Chinese gold medalists and 18 on 

U.S. gold medalists were deemed relevant.  

Newspaper reports were selected through the Access World News database between the time 

period from August 8th, 2008 the beginning of the event to August 31st, 2008 one week after the 

Olympics closing ceremony. For stories in the U.S. context, the selection was not limited to 

national newspapers but included local papers owing to the fact that local media paid more 

attention to athletes from within the area yet national media tended to have scant coverage on 

low-profile sports and athletes. Stories in the Chinese context, on the other hand, were primarily 

selected from China Daily and Xinhua News Agency, the two major English news sources 
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nationwide. A two-step process was involved in the selection. First, a sample was searched with 

“Beijing”, “Olympics”, “gold”, and “medalist” as keywords from both U.S. and Chinese sources. 

This resulted in a sample of 4,489 items from U.S. sources and 339 items from Chinese sources. 

Within these two samples, then, personal in-depth stories about a particular gold medalist’s 

Olympic success were selected. This excludes stories about a group of athletes, daily summaries 

of the games, and other Olympic-related reports. After balancing out athletes from different 

sports, 28 stories from Chinese sources and 31 from U.S. sources were deemed relevant.  

 

Coding 

In order to evaluate individual athletes’ accounts in broadcast interviews as well as media 

frames in news stories on success attribution, a coding scheme was developed based on one 

originally used in another study (Markus et al., 2006). Similar to the current study, Markus et al. 

(2006) examined how Olympic performance, particularly the actions of winning, was explained 

in American and Japanese contexts. Due to differences in theoretical rationale and coding 

procedure, however, this current study is different from Markus et al.’s analysis and therefore the 

coding scheme was modified to reflect the research questions in the current project. After two 

rounds of pre-test, several categories from the original coding scheme were eliminated and new 

categories were added. In the end, four major categories and ten specific themes (see Table 1 for 

more detailed information) were used to characterize individual and media accounts in the 

selected sample for the current study.  

The unit of analysis for the present study was the individual video segments of broadcast 

interviews and the individual newspaper articles. After watching each interview or reading each 
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article, the coders were asked to take a holistic approach in judging whether each interview or 

article mentioned none, one, or more of the ten themes in the coding scheme and which themes 

were mentioned in each case. Then, the coders rated each theme that was mentioned in the unit 

of analysis on a 4-point scale. The scale was created as the higher a number is, the more frequent 

the theme appears in the interview or article: 1 = theme slightly mentioned with a few words; 2 = 

one or two clear references of the theme; 3 = theme repeatedly mentioned for more than two 

times; 4 = theme talked about in detail as one of several central themes of the interview/article.  

 

Measures 

Four major categories and ten specific themes were developed and pretested as appropriate 

measures of dependent variables, that is, dispositional and situational factors of athletes’ 

Olympic success. Within the four categories, as shown in Table 1, the first category measures 

dispositional attribution, specifically personal characteristics; the second and third categories 

measure situational attribution, specifically past experience and the process of hard work 

(background), and contributions of socially important others (advice, support, and 

encouragement from other people). The last category measures motivational states of the athletes, 

and within the category, to win or to do one’s best in competition reflects self motivation and the 

desire of winning in competition; meeting or exceeding expectations of others and national pride 

reflect other and society oriented motivations. Finally, composite dispositional and situational 

scores were derived by adding up dispositional factors, that is, personal characteristics and to win 

or to do one’s best in competition; and situational factors, that is, background, support and 

encouragement from other people, meeting/exceeding expectations of others, and national pride. 
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Intercoder Reliability 

Two male graduate students, one at a large public university on the west coast of the United 

States, one at a large public university in Beijing, China, were recruited to participate in the 

coding. Prior to the coding, the coders were trained to familiarize with the operationalized 

definitions of the themes in the coding scheme. Then, each coder independently coded a random 

sample of 10 items, 10.2% of the total sample, to assess intercoder reliability. This meets the 10 

to 25 percent range within the total sample to provide valid reliability estimates (Wimmer & 

Dominick, 2002). Reliability was assessed using Holsti’s (1969) coefficient of reliability for the 

nominal scale (whether a theme appears in the unit of analysis) and Pearson’s correlation 

coefficient for the 4-point numeric scale. Within the ten themes tested, the Holsti’s coefficient 

for the nominal scale ranged from .70 to 1.00, with an average of .83; and the Pearson correlation 

for the 4-point numeric scale ranged from .698 to 1.00, with an average of .799. Both were 

deemed acceptable (See Table 1 for the test results for each theme). Afterwards, each of the two 

coders coded 50% of the total sample respectively. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

RESULTS 

 

For data analysis, each video segment of broadcast interview or newspaper article was treated 

as a unit of analysis. For the nominal data that describe whether a theme appears in the unit of 

analysis, Chi-Square tests of independence were performed to examine the relationship between 

country and appearance of the theme. This part of analysis did not yield statistically significant 

results (See Tables 6 and 7). For the ratio data that describe the frequency of appearance of each 

theme, independent samples t-tests were performed to examine the differences of frequency of 

theme appearance between the two countries. This part of analysis yielded statistically 

significant results (See Tables 2, 3, 4, and 5). This suggests that although the themes appear to be 

spread out in both U.S. and Chinese contexts, the levels of emphasis for each theme are different 

between the two countries. In addition, t-tests were also performed on the dispositional 

composite (personal characteristics and to win or to do one’s best in competition) and situational 

composite (background, support and encouragement from other people, meeting/exceeding 

expectations of others; national pride). The results for both broadcast interviews and news 

articles were statistically significant (See Tables 4 and 5).  

 

Comparison by Category of Broadcast Interviews 

As shown in Table 2, the most frequently mentioned theme by U.S. gold medalists in 

broadcast interviews was personal characteristics. The theme was identified in 94.4% of the 

sample. Although this theme was also frequently mentioned by Chinese gold medalists (71.4% 
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of the time), it was significantly more emphasized in U.S. context than in Chinese coverage, 

t(37)=2.49, p <.05. This is consistent with the first hypothesis.  

Hypothesis 1 also predicted that U.S. gold medalists are more likely than Chinese gold 

medalists to focus on self motivation and the desire of winning in competition. Indeed, this 

appeared as the second most frequently mentioned theme by U.S. gold medalists in 72.2% of the 

interviews, and only 57.1% of Chinese medalists mentioned this category. The emphasis of self 

motivation by U.S. athletes, however, was not significantly higher than in Chinese interviews, 

t(37)=-1.6, p >.05. This only lends partial support to the first hypothesis. 

The most frequently mentioned theme by Chinese gold medalists, on the other hand, was 

contribution of socially important others, including advice, support, and encouragement from 

family, friends, coach, teammates, fans, etc. The Chinese athletes noted other people as 

important for their success in 76.2% of the entire sample, in contrast to the 33.3% of appearance 

in U.S. interviews. Yet both Chinese and U.S. medalists seemed to acknowledge the importance 

of other people when such theme was talked about, and no significant difference between the two 

countries was identified for this category, t(37)=-1.62, p >.05.  

Talking about motivation for success, Chinese athletes spread more energy than their U.S. 

counterparts in ascribing to others and the society and nation in general. Meeting or exceeding 

expectations of others was emphasized as a higher motivational factor by Chinese athletes than 

U.S. athletes, t(37)=-2.65, p <.05. A more significant difference was between athletes from the 

two countries in talking about national pride, t(37)=-2.85, p <.01. In addition, Chinese medalists 

were more likely to talk about their past experience and the process of hard work as essential for 

their current success, reflected in their conversations about difficulties, stress, and hardship 
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during the preparation, which were less emphasized by U.S. medalists, t(37)=-3.09, p <.01. 

These lend support to the second hypothesis. 

Overall, except the themes of to win or to do one’s best in competition and advice, support, 

and encouragement from other people, Hypotheses 1 and 2 were supported by the data analysis. 

An additional analysis of the dispositional and situational composites shows that the attribution 

accounts by U.S. gold medalists were more dispositional in general than those by Chinese gold 

medalists, t(37)=2.84, p <.01; and Chinese medalists took a more situational approach than U.S. 

medalists in explaining their success, t(37)=-5.35, p <.001.  

 

Comparison by Category of News Stories 

Hypotheses 3 and 4 predicted the same pattern of differences between the two countries in 

print media coverage as those in broadcast interviews. Data analysis of news stories revealed 

such consistency. In talking about gold medalists’ success, U.S. coverage was significantly 

higher in dispositional accounts, t(57)=3.71, p <.001; whereas Chinese coverage focused 

significantly more on situational factors, t(57)=-5.01, p <.001. 

Specifically, U.S. newspapers assigned the most space to themes of personal characteristics 

and individual desire of winning. Almost all articles in the sample (93.5%) talked about the 

athletic strength, personality, and individual style of the medalist. In contrast, only a little over 

half of the Chinese sample (58.1%) engaged in the same topic. The difference was statistically 

significant, t(57)=2.96, p <.01. Likewise, the successful American athletes in the U.S. coverage 

were depicted as individually motivated, medal-dreaming competitors, whose motivation came 
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from within themselves rather than from other people. This motivation was also more salient in 

U.S. coverage than in the Chinese media, t(57)=2.96, p <.01.  

On the contrary, the Chinese coverage focused on other people’s expectations and national 

pride as the primary motivations for the athletes. 67.9% of the news stories talked about national 

pride as a motivational force for the medalist, and the level of emphasis was significantly higher 

than in U.S. coverage, t(57)=-2.37, p <.01. Also, 53.6% of the Chinese articles talked about the 

medalist meeting or exceeding expectations of others, while the appearance of such theme was 

only half of the Chinese coverage in the U.S. print media. The emphasis of such motivation was 

also significantly higher in the Chinese context, t(57)=-3.92, p <.001.  

Contrary to the prediction of Hypothesis 4, however, contribution of socially important others 

to the athletes’ success was more of a focus in U.S. coverage than in the Chinese media, 

t(57)=2.65, p <.05. Further examinations revealed more details. In terms of ascribing to the 

support and encouragement from the coach and the teammates, the Chinese coverage was 

significantly higher, t(57)=-3.61, -3.39, p <.01; yet when talking about contributions of family, 

friends, and fans, no significant difference was identified between the two counties, t(57)=1.49, 

1.65, -.75, p >.05. Hence, discussions of family and friends seemed to have contributed to the 

overall significant coverage of other people’s support by the U.S. newspapers.  

Finally, the Chinese media spent more time talking about the hardship that the athletes had 

gone through. Consistent with the athletes’ individual accounts in the broadcast interviews, this 

was more emphasized in the Chinese than in the U.S. context, t(57)=-2.42, p <.05, which 

suggests that the Chinese viewed their success as more conjoint from a past of difficulties and 

hard work.  
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    Given the above findings, each part of Hypothesis 3 was supported that U.S. print media 

coverage of U.S. gold medalists is more likely to concentrate on dispositional factors, such as 

personal characteristics, self motivation, and the desire of winning in competition than Chinese 

print media coverage of Chinese gold medalists. Most of Hypothesis 4 was supported that 

Chinese print media coverage of Chinese gold medalists is more likely to concentrate on 

situational factors, such as past experience, the process of hard work, societal motivation and 

national pride than U.S print media coverage of U.S. gold medalists. The prediction that 

contributions of socially important others was also more emphasized in the Chinese print media 

coverage was not supported by the data analysis.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

DISCUSSION 

 

Previous studies on attribution have surveyed samples of individuals from different cultures 

and have shown culture as a significant independent variable in predicting individuals’ way of 

attribution. Specifically, Anglo-Americans were found to use dispositional accounts, such as 

personal characteristics, internal attributes, and individual desires, to explain behavior; East 

Asians were shown to be situational and context-oriented—taking into account other people and 

situational factors when explaining behavior (Choi et al., 1999; Choi & Nisbett, 1998;  Choi, 

Nisbett, & Norenzayan, 1999; Cousins, 1989; Crittendon, 1991; Fletcher & Ward, 1988; Markus 

& Kitayama, 2004; Morris & Peng, 1994; Plaut & Markus, 2005; Ting-Toomey, 2003). Built 

upon these studies, the present study examined verbal explanations for the success of U.S. and 

Chinese gold medalists in broadcast interviews and print media during the 2008 Beijing Summer 

Olympic Games. Not only does the present study intend to replicate previous findings in real-

world contexts, it also incorporates individual and cultural level analyses and tries to find 

interactions between the two. Therefore, it was hypothesized that in both individual accounts, 

represented by broadcast interviews, and cultural reflections, represented by news stories in print 

media, personal characteristics, individual achievement, self motivation, and the desire of 

winning in competition were more emphasized in U. S. context than in Chinese context; and past 

experience, the process of hard work, contributions of socially important others, societal 

motivation and national pride were more emphasized in Chinese context than in U. S. context.  

Overall, present findings supported the hypotheses. In both individual interviews and media 

reports, the Chinese coverage was found to emphasize the athletes’ motivations of meeting 
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others’ expectations and bringing glory to the nation as well as the hardship the athletes went 

through prior to success; the U.S. coverage predominantly focused on the athletes’ individual 

characteristics, portraying their personality and uniqueness shown throughout the process. The 

general emphasis of dispositional attributes, as shown in the composite analysis, was 

significantly higher in the U.S. context, whereas the situational factors were much more 

highlighted in the Chinese media. These findings are consistent with previous literature and 

hypotheses of the current study. 

Culture, as articulated in previous sections, provides explanations for the findings. A culture 

rooted in the fundamental values of individual freedom and self-realization, such as the United 

States, upholds achievements of the individual and would therefore focus on the individual when 

it comes to success. The notion and belief of “I did it” invites both media reporters and the 

athletes themselves to rationalize the success in terms of the individual. Sporting events, in 

particular, provides an interesting mirror that reflects the individualistic values of the American 

cultural system (Trujillo & Ekdom, 1985). The Chinese culture, on the other hand, promotes 

interconnectedness and harmony within the ingroup, and the limitedness of the individual calls 

for help from external environment. Thus, when the people who have helped as well as the 

nation as a whole eyed upon the athlete, the achievement no longer belonged to oneself. It was a 

dedication to the collectives the athlete belongs to, and also an attribute to the hard process that 

finally brought fruit.  

But not all findings supported such explanations. Contributions of socially important others, 

for example, were emphasized by the American athletes as much as by the Chinese medalists. In 

American newspaper coverage, this theme was even more talked about than in the Chinese 

coverage, particularly highlighting the athletes’ family and friends. This can be explained in 
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accordance with rather than in contradiction to the theoretical literature. According to Markus 

and Kitayama (1991), as much as an independent individual conceptualizes the self as separate 

and detached from others, the representations of the self still can be referred in relation to others, 

especially to those in proximity to the self, such as parents, siblings, and friends. The presence of 

others serves as a standard of self-reflected appraisal. In this particular situation of Olympic 

success, the American athletes ascribed to family support as a way of asserting the internal 

attributes of the self, which remains independent from others.  

In addition, the emphasis of family and friends in the American media coverage does not 

contradict with the individualism/collectivism distinction between U.S. and China. Rather, it is 

consistent with the conceptualization of individualism, as explained by Tocqueville (1956), 

“Individualism is a calm and considered feeling which disposes each citizen to isolate himself 

from the mass of his fellows and withdraw into the circle of family and friends; with this little 

society formed to his taste, he gladly leaves the greater society to look after itself” (p. 506). This 

explains the emphasis of athletes’ family and friends in the American news coverage, which 

form the circle of their “little society”. It also explains the significant higher level of 

concentration on the coach and teammates in the Chinese media, which reflect “the greater 

society” in a broader social context.  

Another explanation for the emphasis of coach and teammates in the Chinese coverage is the 

way sports institutions are set up in China. In order to produce champions in international 

competitions, young athletes are pulled away from family at an early age to join the team for 

training. This cultivates a close relationship between the athletes and the coaches as well as 

among the teammates. The coach, in some regard, substitutes the role of parents for the athletes, 

which results in the gold medalists’ emphasis of the coach’s inspiration. Meanwhile, this 
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arrangement also socializes the athletes into the notion of sacrificing the “little society”, 

composed of family and friends, for the sake of the “greater society”, including socially 

important others in general and most important of all, the nation. 

Finally, part of Hypothesis 1 was not supported as the theme of to win or to do one’s best in 

competition was found to appear at the same rather than different level in U.S. and Chinese 

contexts. Given the highly competitive nature of the Olympic event, this can be explained by 

such competitiveness of the competition that all athletes, regardless of their cultural background, 

would want to excel in the games. It also can be explained by the structural change of the 

contemporary Chinese society. The development of market economy has facilitated western 

values, such as individualism and liberalism, into the contemporary Chinese society (Anagnost, 

2004; Rofel, 2007). Under the influence of such new development, the Chinese experienced 

conflicts between the traditional values and the competing new ideology. The Olympic athletes, 

representing the younger generation, are inundated with cultural artifacts that promote western 

values and lifestyles. Although the fundamental structure of the Chinese society remains 

unchanged (Nonini, 2008; Ying, 2006), individuals might internalize western influence as part of 

their value system. Therefore, while acknowledging the importance of societal motivation and 

national pride for their success, the young Chinese athletes also stressed their own desire of 

winning.  

 

Implications 

Present findings revealed cultural patterns of attribution in the context of the Olympic 

Games—the predominantly dispositional explanations of success in the U.S. context and the 
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more situational approach in the Chinese context. The results showed that the individual and the 

cultural accounts were highly consistent with each other. This suggests that cultural values 

expressed by individuals are reflected through cultural institutions such as the media, which in 

turn perpetuate such values through journalistic narratives (Lule, 2001). The media outlets 

chosen for analysis in the present study, in particular, serve as cultural narratives of 

individualism in the United States and collectivism in China. 

It is important to note, however, that the individual accounts in the current study were also 

collected within media outlets. Broadcast interviews on gold medalists may reflect individual 

explanations for their success to a certain extent, yet cultural values and journalistic norms might 

have played into the editing process of the video segments selected, which would make 

individual accounts more consistent with cultural norms than they originally were. Nevertheless, 

the highly significant results still indicate a consistent pattern between individual and cultural 

accounts, despite the media filtering processes. 

Given that, one might ask the question—why would the athletes explain their success the way 

they did? Or why did the athletes conform to the cultural norms in explaining their success? The 

answer points to the sociological implications of the cultural value system, in which the athletes 

get rewarded for reinforcing the existent values. In both U.S. and Chinese contexts, the medalists 

are glorified due to their success, and such glorification functions as social control over the 

individuals.  

There are no better exemplars than the American Olympic gold medalists who fulfill self-

actualization through their competitions and serve as role models in the individualistic American 

culture. They represent the American can-do spirit, and they inspire millions of American 
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teenagers to follow their examples. The ultimate reward for an American medalist is the image of 

him/herself as the role model, urging other people to be like him/her. As a result of the image, 

financial reward also comes along, the most conspicuous ones being commercial endorsements. 

Nastia Liukin, who won the gold medal in the gymnastics all-around competition, and Bryan 

Clay, the gold-winning decathlete, appeared on the famous Wheaties cereal box; Michael Phelps, 

the miraculous swimmer with eight gold, holds endorsement deals worth $100 million, including 

Omega watches, PureSport Visa, etc. 

Unlike their American peers, the Chinese medalists get their reward in a different way. They 

are known as national heroes, who added power and glory to the country through their 

competitions. The athletes are taught to believe that without the nurturing from so many people 

and the nation in general, they would not achieve what they have. Every four years after the 

Olympics, a performance party is always held by CCTV, the government controlled television, in 

which all the Olympic champions are gathered together to give performance as a thank-you gift 

to the nationwide audience. While they give out their gift, a tax-free cash reward is granted to 

every medalist from the government, with the gold winners getting the highest number.  

Given all the benefits, it makes perfect sense for both the Chinese and U.S. athletes to attribute 

their success to whomever or whatever is held most value in their home country. Not only are 

they acting as the spokespersons of their cultures, but they also help socialize a younger 

generation into the same cultural values. And by doing so, the different cultural systems in each 

of the two countries are maintained and reinforced. Thus, although individualism and 

collectivism as cultural systems represent different values and beliefs, they serve the same 

function as part of the social mechanisms in order to realize social control (Earley, 1989; 

Janowitz, 1975). 
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Limitations 

Like every research project, the present study has its own limitations. First, the sample of the 

present study cannot be generalized to all newspapers in each of the two countries. Particularly, 

the Chinese news stories were primarily selected from only two news outlets—China Daily and 

Xinhua News Agency. The news items from these two outlets appeared in most of the search 

results through the database due to the fact that they are published in English. This, although 

giving convenience to the coding process as well as the analysis, could have resulted in a skewed 

sample for various reasons. It also resulted in a small-size sample that has limited capacity in 

representing the general content in the Chinese media. Future research should consider other 

Chinese publications and use a large probability sample.  

Second, the coding scheme used in the present study was borrowed from another study 

(Markus et al., 2006). Although altered to fit the current analysis, the categories might not best 

reflect the content of the current sample. The researcher might have missed content that is 

beyond the coding categories but relevant to the analysis. Future studies could adopt a grounded 

inductive approach in coding (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), that is, identifying themes and categories 

by reading through the specific sample selected for analysis.  

Third, given the scope of the current study, the analysis was limited within media coverage of 

gold medalists from the home country. However, given the Olympic context, the media not only 

cover home athletes but also report on athletes from other countries. It can be expected that one 

athlete would be framed differently by media from different countries. Particularly given the 

competing ideologies between U.S. and China, it would be interesting to conduct further cross 

examinations of media coverage, that is, U.S. coverage of Chinese medalists and Chinese 
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coverage of U.S. athletes. How would coverage of athletes from the other country serve the 

cultural discourse of their own? How would the news reporters make sense of the home athletes, 

who are part of the ingroup, versus their competitors, who belong to the outgroup (Triandis, 

1988b; Gudykunst et al., 1987)? These are questions to consider in future research. 

 

Conclusion 

Through analyzing media coverage of gold medalists during the 2008 Beijing Summer 

Olympic Games, the present study provided evidence to support that attribution in the U.S. 

context is disposition oriented, that is, focusing on internal attributes and personal characteristics 

of the target; in the Chinese context, attribution is more likely to be context and situation 

oriented, that is, focusing on other people and social factors outside of the target. The different 

attribution styles reflect different values of individualistic and collectivist cultures. An 

individualist culture, such as the United States, concerns first and foremost of the individual, his 

private rights and interests as well as his desires and achievements. A collectivist culture, such as 

China, puts the group above the individual, and the primary concern is how to benefit the 

collectives rather than individuals.  

As previously mentioned, the current study meant not to compare the two cultural systems in a 

way as to judge which one is better than the other. The consistencies between the athletes’ 

accounts and the media reports in U.S. and Chinese contexts respectively revealed how the 

individual cultural actors and institutions work in synergy to maintain and reinforce the dominant 

values. Through such systemic cultural statements, the cultural systems work in combination 

with other social forces in order to realize social control. 
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Table 1: Intercoder Reliability Scores 

  Holsti’s Coefficient Pearson Correlation 
Personal Characteristics Athletic strength, 

personality, and 
individual style 

.90 .883 

Background Difficulties, 
stress, hardship 

during 
preparation 

.90 .727 

Family 1.00 .888 
Friends .80 .726 
Coach .70 .834 

Team/Teammates 1.00 1.000 

Advice, support, and 
encouragement from 

Other People  

Fans .70 .732 
To win or to do 

one’s best in 
competition 

.80 .765 

Meeting or 
exceeding 

expectations of 
others 

.80 .737 

Motivation 

National pride .70 .698 
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Table 2: Descriptive Statistics by Category of Broadcast Interviews 

Category Country

Percentage   
of 
Appearance N Mean 

Std. 
Deviation

U.S. 94.4 18 2.22* 1.22 Personal 
Characteristics 

Athletic strength, 
personality, and 
individual style 

China 71.4 21 1.33 1.02 

U.S. 33.3 18 .33 .49 Background Difficulties, stress, 
hardship during 

preparation 
China 66.7 21 1.14* 1.01 

U.S. 16.7 18 .22 .43 Family 

China 23.8 21 .33 .66 

U.S. 5.6 18 .06 .24 Friends 

China 14.3 21 .14 .36 

U.S. 16.7 18 .22 .55 Coach 

China 57.1** 21 .76* .77 

U.S. 16.7 18 .28 .57 Team/Teammates 

China 33.3 21 .24 .44 

U.S. 5.6 18 .17 .51 Fans 

China 19 21 .19 .40 

U.S. 33.3 18 1.50 1.38 

 
 
 
 
 

Advice, support, 
and encouragement 
from Other People 

Total 

China 76.2 21 .90 .89 

U.S. 72.2 18 .22 .43 To win or to do one’s 
best in competition China 57.1 21 .62 .97 

U.S. 22.2 18 .33 .59 Meeting or exceeding 
expectations of others, 

pleasing others 
China 42.9 21 1.29* 1.42 

U.S. 27.8 18 .67 1.08 

Motivation 
 

National Pride 

China 57.1 21 1.86* 1.46 

U.S. 100 18 3.61* 1.58 Dispositional Composite 

China 85.7 21 2.24 1.45 

U.S. 66.7 18 1.61 1.72 Situational Composite 

China 100 21 4.71* 1.87 
* p<.05 based on two-tailed t-tests; ** p<.05 based on chi-square tests.  



49 

 

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics by Category of News Stories 

Category Country

Percentage 
of 

Appearance N Mean 
Std. 

Deviation

U.S. 93.5** 31 2.55* 1.43 Personal 
Characteristics 

Athletic strength, 
personality, and 
individual style 

China 58.1 28 1.46 1.37 

U.S. 48.4 31 .84 1.04 Background Difficulties, stress, 
hardship during 

preparation 
China 78.6** 28 1.57* 1.29 

U.S. 29 31 .55 1.03 Family 

China 17.9 28 .21 .63 

U.S. 22.6 31 .39 .80 Friends 

China 7.1 28 .11 .42 

U.S. 22.6 31 .29 .59 Coach 

China 64.3** 28 1.32* 1.47 

U.S. 32.3 31 .35 .55 Team/Teammates 

China 35.7 28 1.21* 1.29 

U.S. 22.6 31 .39 .92 Fans 

China 42.9 28 .57 .96 

U.S. 67.7 31 1.68 1.42 

 
 
 
 
 

Advice, support, 
and encouragement 
from Other People 

Total 

China 92.9 28 .86* .85 

U.S. 67.7 31 1.25* 1.29 To win or to do one’s 
best in competition China 57.1 28 .45 .72 

U.S. 25.8 31 .52 .63 Meeting or exceeding 
expectations of others, 

pleasing others 
China 53.6 28 1.68* 1.52 

U.S. 45.2 31 1.90 1.89 

Motivation 
 

National Pride 

China 67.9 28 3.18* 2.25 

U.S. 96.8 31 4.42* 2.41 Dispositional Composite 

China 87.1 28 2.39 1.69 

U.S. 83.9 31 2.13 1.34 Situational Composite 

China 100 28 7.18* 3.22 
* p<.05 based on two-tailed t-tests; ** p<.05 based on chi-square tests.  
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Table 4: T-Test Results by Category of Broadcast Interviews 

  t df p 
Personal Characteristics Athletic strength, 

personality, and 
individual style 

2.49 37 .02 

Background Difficulties, stress, 
hardship during 

preparation 

-3.09 37 .004 

Family -.61 37 .54 
Friends -.88 37 .38 
Coach -2.49 37 .02 

Team/Teammates .25 37 .81 
Fans -.16 37 .87 

Advice, support, and 
encouragement from 

Other People  

Total -1.62 37 .11 
To win or to do 

one’s best in 
competition 

-1.6 37 .12 

Meeting or 
exceeding 

expectations of 
others, pleasing 

others 

-2.65 37 .01 

Motivation 

National pride -2.85 37 .007 
Dispositional Composite 2.84 37 .007 
Situational Composite -5.35 37 .000 
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Table 5: T-Test Results by Category of News Stories 

  t df p 
Personal Characteristics Athletic strength, 

personality, and 
individual style 

2.96 57 .005 

Background Difficulties, stress, 
hardship during 

preparation 

-2.42 57 .02 

Family 1.49 57 .14 
Friends 1.65 57 .10 
Coach -3.61 57 .001 

Team/Teammates -3.39 57 .001 
Fans -.75 57 .45 

Advice, support, and 
encouragement from 

Other People  

Total 2.65 57 .01 
To win or to do 

one’s best in 
competition 

2.96 57 .004 

Meeting or 
exceeding 

expectations of 
others, pleasing 

others 

-3.92 57 .000 

Motivation 

National pride -2.37 57 .02 
Dispositional Composite 3.71 57 .000 
Situational Composite -5.01 57 .000 

 

The above results were derived from conservative two-tailed tests, which are bidirectional.             
Given the directional nature of the hypotheses, one-tailed tests could have been conducted, 
which would give a significant p score of .05 to the category of “Friends”. 
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Table 6: Chi-Square Test Results by Category of Broadcast Interviews 

  χ2 df p 
Personal Characteristics Athletic strength, 

personality, and 
individual style 

1.81 1 .25 

Background Difficulties, stress, 
hardship during 

preparation 

4.31 1 .06 

Family .01 1 1.00 
Friends .80 1 .61 
Coach 6.71 1 .02 

Team/Teammates .01 1 1.00 

Advice, support, and 
encouragement from 

Other People  

Fans .47 1 .67 
To win or to do 

one’s best in 
competition 

.96 1 .50 

Meeting or 
exceeding 

expectations of 
others, pleasing 

others 

1.15 1 .32 

Motivation 

National pride 3.40 1 .11 
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Table 7: Chi-Square Test Results by Category of News Stories 

  χ2 df p 
Personal Characteristics Athletic strength, 

personality, and 
individual style 

7.78 1 .01 

Background Difficulties, stress, 
hardship during 

preparation 

5.73 1 .03 

Family 1.86 1 .22 
Friends 2.71 1 .15 
Coach 7.39 1 .01 

Team/Teammates 2.74 1 .12 

Advice, support, and 
encouragement from 

Other People  

Fans 1.94 1 .26 
To win or to do 

one’s best in 
competition 

2.77 1 .16 

Meeting or 
exceeding 

expectations of 
others, pleasing 

others 

3.70 1 .07 

Motivation 

National pride 4.16 1 .07 
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