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independence and independence, establishing 
the validity of the construct across cultures, and 
examining how models of self influence 
behaviors, ways of thinking, and ways of feel­
ing (Cross et al., 2011; Markus & Conner, 
2013; Markus & Kitayama, 2010; Oyserman 
et al., 2002; Spencer-Rodgers, Peng, Wang, & 
Hou, 2004; Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, 
Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012; Tsai et al., 
2006; Tsai, Miao, Seppala, Fung, & Yeung, 
2007). Empirical work has also linked these 
models to important mental health outcomes. 
For example, independent patients (from 
Hawaii and mainland USA) demonstrated more 
willingness to be assertive during medical 
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Empirical studies have demonstrated that 
dialectical thinking has psychological benefits 
and costs. For instance, individuals who engage 
in more dialectical thinking "bounce back" faster 
after negative events (Ji, Zhang, Osborne, & 
Guan, 2004). On the other hand, dialectical think­
ing has also been associated with lower global 
self-esteem and life satisfaction, increased anxi­
ety and depression, and decreased self­
enhancement (Spencer-Rodgers, Williams, & 
Peng, 2010), which are indicators of poor psy­
chological health in American contexts (but may 
be less so in East Asian contexts). 

interviews than did interdependent patients Ways of Feeling 
(from Hong Kong; Kim et al., 2000). 

Ways of Thinking 

Another way in which Western and East Asian 
cultures differ is in their ways of thinking, spe­
cifically, the degree to which individuals engage 
in dialectical thinking (i.e., demonstrate a toler­
ance for change and contradiction, and an 
emphasis on holism; Spencer-Rodgers, Boucher, 
Mori, Wang, & Peng, 2009). Authors find that 
dialecticism is more prevalent in Asians than 
European Americans, and has consequences for 
how individuals attend to the visual field, solve 
problems, and interact with their environment 
(Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan, 2001; 
Peng & Nisbett, 1999). One way of assessing 
dialecticism is through content coding open­
ended responses to the TST using a coding 
scheme (for coding guidelines, see Spencer­
Rodgers et al., 2009) that categorizes statements 
that demonstrate contradiction, change, or 
holism. For example, "I am friendly, but shy," 
would be coded as a contradiction. Another way 
of assessing dialecticism is the Dialectical Self 
Scale (DSS; Spencer-Rodgers, Srivastava, & 
Peng, 2001), which asks participants to agree or 
disagree with items like, "I sometimes believe 
two things that contradict each other," and "I 
often find that my beliefs and attitudes will 
change under different contexts." 

Decades of research have examined how culture 
shapes people's feelings, and much of this work 
has compared Western with East Asian cultural 
contexts. Indeed, most of the work from our lab 
has compared emotional processes in European 
American, Asian-American, and East Asian cul­
tures. For instance, in our work, we distinguish 
the affective states that people ideally want to feel 
("ideal affect") from those that people actually 
feel ("actual affect"). Using the Affect Valuation 
Index (AVI), which assesses both actual and ideal 
affect, we find that while European Americans 
and Hong Kong Chinese both want to feel posi­
tively, they differ in the specific types of positive 
states they want to feel. Whereas European 
Americans want to feel excited, enthusiastic, and 
other high arousal positive states more than Hong 
Kong Chinese, Hong Kong Chinese want to feel 
calm, relaxed, and other low arousal positive 
states more than European Americans (Tsai et al., 
2006). These cultural differences in ideal affect 
emerge even after controlling for cultural differ­
ences in how much people actually feel these 
states. Moreover, these differences in ideal affect 
are reflected in various cultural products. For 
instance, children's storybooks, magazine adver­
tisements, and Facebook pages in the USA have 
more excited and less calm content than those in 
Taiwan and Hong Kong (Chim, Tsai, Ang, & 
Fung, 2014; Huang & Park, 2012; Moon, Chim, 
Tsai, Ho, & Fung, 2011; Tsai, Louie, Chen, & 
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Uchida, 2007). Asian-Americans endorse both 
affective ideals: for instance, first and second gen­
eration Chinese Americans value excitement 
more than their European American counterparts 
but also value calm as much as their Hong Kong 
Chinese counterparts (Tsai et al., 2006). These 
findings have been replicated for East Asian­
Americans in general (Tsai, Miao et al., 2007). 

Individual and cultural differences in ideal 
affect have been linked to a whole host of behav­
iors, including what consumer products people 
choose, how they perceive other people, and even 
what physicians they prefer (Chim et al., 2014; 
Sims, Tsai, Koopmann-Holm, Thomas, & 
Goldstein, 2014; Tsai, Knutson, & Rothman, 
2007). For instance, the more people value excite­
ment and other high arousal positive states, the 
more they prefer a physician who promotes an 
"energetic lifestyle," whereas the more people 
value calm and other low arousal positive states, 
the more they prefer a physician who promotes 
"peace of mind" (Sims et al., 2014). 

Discrepancies between actual and ideal affect 
have been linked to mental health for European 
American, Asian-Americans, and Hong Kong 
Chinese (Tsai et al., 2006). For European 
Americans, a greater discrepancy between actual 
and ideal excitement states (but not calm states) is 
associated with higher depression scores, whereas 
for Hong Kong Chinese, a greater discrepancy 
between actual and ideal calm states (but not 
excitement states) is associated with higher 
depression scores. For Chinese Americans, how­
ever, greater discrepancies between actual and 
ideal excitement states and calm states are asso­
ciated with higher depression scores (Tsai et al., 
2006), demonstrating that Asian-Americans 
internalize both the emotional values of their host 
culture and those of their heritage cultures (Tsai 
et al., 2006). 

Researchers have also investigated emotional 
acculturation to host cultures using the Emotional 
Pattern Questionnaire (EPQ; De Leersnyder, 
Mesquita, & Kim, 2011 ), which first asks partici­
pants to recall a recent emotional situation that 
was positive or negative and was socially engag­
ing or socially disengaging. Participants then rate 
the degree to which they experience 37 different 
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emotions during the recalled situation. 
Participants' responses are averaged to generate 
profiles of emotional patterns unique to each of 
the four situations. Immigrants who better match 
the profile of the host culture are categorized as 
more emotionally acculturated. Researchers find 
that Korean Americans (second generation or 
later) show greater emotional acculturation than 
earlier generations. Interestingly, explicit mea­
sures of acculturation (i.e., VIA) do not predict 
emotional acculturation. Instead, desire for expo­
sure to mainstream American culture predicts 
emotional acculturation for Korean immigrants 
(De Leersnyder et al., 2011), suggesting that 
emotional acculturation may be less conscious 
than other types of acculturation. 

Which Instrument to Use? 

As we mentioned earlier, measures of culture can 
add depth and specificity to our understanding of 
acculturation. Obviously, choosing a measure(s) 
depends on the goal of the investigation. 
Instruments that assess models of the self and cul­
tural values can reveal how one relates to others, 
interprets their world, and makes decisions, as 
well as what drives behavior. Assessing ways of 
thinking can inform judgment and decision mak­
ing processes, and inform mental health by assess­
ing comfort with internal and external changes or 
contradictions. Instruments that assess ways of 
feeling may help clinicians base diagnoses of 
emotional distress on culturally relevant emo­
tional indicators. Because much of Western men­
tal health services are based on Western models of 
independence and consistency (Cross, Gore, & 
Morris, 2003), these instruments can help clini­
cians and practitioners tailor culturally sensitive 
treatment programs to Asian-American patients. 

Additional Considerations 

Measures of culture are particularly sensitive to 
external cues in the environment. For instance, 
Gardner and colleagues ( 1999) find that one can 
experimentally manipulate European American 
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participants' model of self by having them circle 
all the "I" and "me" words in a passage (making 
the independent self more salient) or the "us" and 
"we" words (making the interdependent self more 
salient). Other researchers posit that because the 
interdependent self is more flexible, individuals 
with this model will be particularly sensitive to 
priming and experimental demand (Levine et al., 
2003 ). Thus, researchers and practitioners must 
be careful to acknowledge and control for the 
potential environmental cues present at the time 
of assessment. 

Current methods may not fully capture the the­
oretical distinctions mentioned above_ Because 
most of the measures described above were devel­
oped in Western contexts, there may be an uncon­
scious Western bias embedded in some of these 
instruments (Markus & Kitayama, 1998). For 
instance, free response paradigms have been criti­
cized as culturally biased because they ask partici­
pants to report about themselves absent of context. 
For those with interdependent models of self, this 
task is both difficult and unrepresentative of their 
flexible self-constructs (Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, 
& Nisbett, 1998; Harb & Smith, 2008). Kanagawa 
and colleagues (2001) suggests that structured 
Likert-type questionnaires are no better, as they do 
not capture the dynamic nature of the interdepen­
dent, dialectical self. Thus, researchers may want 
to include a variety of measures that were derived 
in both Western and East Asian contexts in their 
assessments of Asian-Americans. Similarly, more 
behavioral assessments are needed to address 
some of the limitations of self-report methods 
described above. 

Conclusions 

How do we capture the tremendous variation that 
exists among Asian-Americans? One way is to 
examine the cultures to which they are exposed. 
Instruments assessing acculturation, encultura­
tion, and cultural orientation are useful to exam­
ine how oriented individuals are to different 
cultures, and whether their cultural identities are 
in conflict or at peace with each other. Instruments 
assessing cultural ideas and practices are useful to 

examine the particular ways in which individuals 
are shaped by their cultures. As illustrated by 
some of the findings described above, general 
acculturation and cultural orientation levels may 
or may not be linked to endorsement of specific 
cultural ideas, and therefore, both types of instru­
ments should be used. Used together, these instru­
ments can help us achieve a better understanding 
of the cultural shaping of human experience and 
of the needs of today's Asian-Americans. 
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