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INTRODUCTION

Collectivism, relations, and Chinese communication

Georgette Wang* and Yi-Ning Katherine Chen

Department of Journalism, National Chengchi University, Taipei, Taiwan

Hofstede (1980) did not claim to have based his conception of cultural dimensions on

the features of any particular culture or ethnic groups. Yet since the publication of his

cultural indicators in 1980, Chinese and East Asians have often been chosen to

represent the typical collectivist cultural group to contrast with Americans as the
typical individualist cultural group. Likewise, the communication style that has

reportedly characterized collectivistic cultures is also found to represent the features

of Chinese and East Asian people.
There is little doubt that the paired concept of individualism and collectivism has

been useful in distinguishing cultural differences in studies of communication, yet

some issues and questions have begun to emerge about Chinese collectivism after
decades of empirical research. First, there is the matter of scope; most of the studies

on collectivism among Chinese have focused on interpersonal communication but not

as extensively on media uses. A second, and perhaps more fundamental, issue is about

depth; to what extent is collectivism a factor when Chinese communicate? In the face

of frequently mixed findings, a question that is begging for answer is: can Chinese
truly represent a concept that dates back to the premodern era of human civilization

(Triandis, 1994), including Plato’s Republic and Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Du Contrat

Social (cited in Brewer & Chen, 2007, p. 133)?
Increasingly, relations has emerged as an important dimension in the study of

Chinese communication. While Chinese relations (guanxi) has become a popular

topic of research by itself, in individualism/collectivism (I/C) studies, it seems to be
difficult not to include this dimension when Chinese or East Asian respondents are

used in a study. What is the implication of this development? How much effort has

been made to look into the issues from a Chinese perspective? In other words, while

Chinese have been an “object” of individualism/collectivism research, how much has

been done to gain ownership of the study?
The papers in this special issue represent a collective effort in responding to some

of the above critical questions. The purpose here is not to provide all the answers and

draw conclusions, as neither is possible given the limitation of resources and labor.

Yet it is hoped that by confronting the issues square in the face and putting important

pieces together we will be able to have a more comprehensive view of the entire picture

of Chinese communication.
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Chinese as the representation of collectivist culture

The I/C model has been used extensively in the past few decades in management,

comparative psychology, and other areas of social scientific research (Bond, 1994;

Fischer et al., 2009; Triandis, 1990). According toMarkus andKitayama (1991, p. 227)

and Triandis (1994), members of collectivist and individualist cultures differ in several

areas: the members’ definition of the “self”, the way they relate to “others”, and the

determinants of their goals and concerns that drive members’ behavior. The former

see themselves as part of a group, or a “collective”, in contrast to the latter who

consider themselves independent individuals with unique attributes. In an

individualist culture, the goals and behavior of an individual are based on his or her

own needs, attitudes, and perceived rights, but to those in a collectivist culture,

group norms and the duties and obligations of members take priority. In other words,

the “self” and “other” in a collectivist culture are interdependent, while those in an

individualist culture are independent of one another.
With Confucianism regarded as the philosophical basis of collectivism (U. Kim,

1994), Chinese are noted to place the need, interest, and objective of in-groups at a

higher priority than that of the individual. Yang (1981), for example, found that

Chinese have a tendency to conform to social norms and expectations. A study on

self-construals by Triandis, McCusker, and Hui (1990) showed Chinese respondents

saw themselves more as belonging to a family or an ethnic group than American

respondents. The linkage with in-groups was also found to be stronger among

Chinese respondents than among their American counterparts.
Empirical findings also showed the I/C model is useful in differentiating the

communication styles and strategies of various ethnic groups (Burleson &Mortenson,

2003; Li & Chi, 2004; Seo, Miller, Schmidt, & Sowa, 2008). For example, people in

collectivist, East Asian cultures such as Korea and Japan tend to be indirect,

nonexpressive, and high context, while those in individualist cultures such as the

United States and Australia are direct, expressive, and low context (Gudykunst et al.,

1996). Likewise, Chinese in general prefer to use “other-oriented” communication

strategies, including encouragement, credit-giving, or example-setting, while

attempting to exercise influences (Li & Chi, 2004; Ma & Chuang, 2001). In conflict

situations, on the other hand, Chinese rely more on unofficial mediation to resolve the

issue (Ma, 1992).
Not all empirical findings, however, indicate a clear-cut pattern across

cultures. Contrary to the assumption that Chinese pay greater attention to

relationship maintenance in the execution of a project, Bond, Leung, and Wan (1982)

found that their study’s respondents emphasized both responsibility and relationship,

rather than harmony or simply humility and knowledge. Results of other studies

investigating communication behaviors of Chinese and East Asians (M.S. Kim et al.,

1996; Yeh & Chen, 2004) also indicated a mixture of individualist and collectivist

cultural features.
While the literature seems to have provided ample evidence to show that Chinese

culture is collectivist with a distinct communication style, relatively less attention has

been paid to how the concept can predict media behavior among Chinese users,

e.g., whether and how the media influence on audiences of collectivist cultures differs

from that on audiences of individualist cultures, and if people present themselves

2 Georgette Wang and Yi-Ning Katherine Chen

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l C
he

ng
ch

i U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 2

0:
19

 2
9 

D
ec

em
be

r 
20

14
 



differently on the new media platform. These questions are especially significant in
view of the conflicting findings mentioned above.

Failure to find consistent evidence supporting the Chinese/East Asian and
collectivism connection is not necessarily problematic. As emphasized by Triandis
(1994) and U. Kim (1994), people and society are typically both individualistic and
collectivistic. Yet the representation of Chinese culture as typically collectivistic has
made it difficult for us to ignore the implications of these conflicting results, and how
this may relate to our understanding of communication behavior and media use.
To what extent can Chinese be justifiably assumed to represent the “collectivistic
culture”.

Relations as an important dimension of Chinese communication

In recent years, relations (guanxi) has emerged as an important dimension of studies
in self-construal, Chinese business practices, and social networks (Law, Wong, Wang,
& Wang, 2000; Tsui & Farh, 1997; Xin, 1997). Despite different theoretical
perspectives, study approaches, and emphases, studies have all pointed to the
significance of relations in the way Chinese relate to others. Relations has so often
shown to be an important aspect of collectivism that little attention was paid to the
original meaning of collectivism – a concept that did not prescribe close relations
among members of a group, let alone differential relations with different members of
a group. In this respect, empirical studies showed rather different results. The
Triandis et al. (1990) study mentioned above, for example, found a strong linkage
with in-groups among Chinese respondents, but at the same time the researchers
found that Chinese people’s perceived social distance varied with their relationships
with “others”, e.g., father, roommates, or acquaintances. The varied distance also
indicated the extent to which respondents were willing to become the subordinate of
these “others” – a clear indication of a “relation” factor.

The above analyses showed the need to explore not only the discriminatory power
of the collectivism concept in predicting and explaining media behavior but also the
cultural values and worldviews embedded in it. Further studies are necessary to give
us a more comprehensive look into the issues involved and a chance to re-examine the
validity issue that has shrouded discussions of the paired concept (Brewer & Chen,
2007; Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002).

A “Chinese” perspective?

In the past few decades, comparative studies have mostly adopted an “etic
approach”—a culture-general approach to distinguish cultural differences. It was
believed that with cultures dichotomized into types one is able to learn about and
understand them. While the approach has served some research purposes, it was
criticized as having vastly simplified the complexities that issues concerning cultures
necessarily entail. In addition, the value of a dualistic model in facilitating our
understanding or explanation of the relationship between culture and behavior was
also questioned (Gudykunst et al., 1996; U. Kim, 1994; Triandis, 1994).

Following the development of postmodernism, postcolonialism, and cultural
studies discourse, criticism and awareness of Eurocentrism have been growing in
social scientific and communication research (Chakrabarty, 2000; Chen, 2006;

Chinese Journal of Communication 3
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Miike, 2002, 2007; Nisbett, 2003; Wallerstein, 2006). Increasingly, scholars are

challenging the universality of existing concepts, models, and theories. Greater

emphasis was placed on the particularity of each culture or group of cultures (Flick,

1998), while highlighting the way different epistemological, methodological

paradigms, cultural values, and worldviews may influence our understanding of

human communication. The effort has led researchers to move away from a generalist

and universalist approach to a multiculturalist, or cultural-centric approach, and a

“Chinese perspective” is now called for.
At this stage, it is not yet fully clear what a multicultural approach entails; a

“Chinese perspective”, therefore, may mean very different things to researchers in

their academic undertakings. As M.S. Kim (2007) indicated, to mainstream

communication researchers this issue is irrelevant as models, theories, and paradigms

are universally applicable across cultures, following the definition of scientific laws.

To others, it may be relevant but has already been taken care of as the targets of their

study – whether they are cultural industries, government policies, media content, and

texts or audiences – are Chinese. But to the rest, a “Chinese perspective” can bring

out a host of complicated issues, and they must be addressed before any attempt to

make greater contributions to the field can be successful.
In December 2008, a small group of media and communication researchers from

Taiwan, China, Singapore, and Hong Kong gathered in Taipei to map out a plan to

study “Chinese communication research”.
Before a conclusion could be reached, they found themselves caught with a series

of questions. They include first of all conceptual problems, for example, how do we

define “Chinese”? What is meant by a “Chinese perspective”, or “Chinese communica-

tion research”?Whatdoes it cover; is it about phenomenon—media, behavior, language,

and meaning—or concepts, values, and world views behind the phenomenon?

Secondly there are methodological issues to consider: what may be the theoretical and

methodological basis for studying Chinese communication? How does one begin

with the process of developing a “Chinese perspective”? Is it necessary to start with

classical texts, as social science is a product of European Enlightenment? What is the

objective for such an endeavor—is generalizing Chinese communication concepts and

findings the best way in making greater contribution to the field and achieving the

ultimate goal?
No answer (or conclusion) was, and unfortunately still has not been, arrived at for

any of the above questions.
The above highlighted the plight faced by most of those who are concerned with

indigenizing media and communication research. In an anxious attempt to find a

solution, some have gone back to the classical writings of Confucianism and Taoism

for inspiration or focused on topics and problems that are unique to a particular

Chinese society. The others who are not content with this culture-specific approach

have turned to the so-called culture-general approach, only to find it loaded with as

many, if not more, obstacles (Wang & Shen, 2000).
In recent years, there has been rapid growth of communication programs in

tertiary education institutions in Chinese societies. The rise in the number of

postgraduate students and increasing resources devoted to research have pointed to

the urgency of the issue. Is studying media and communication to remain the way

they have been for the future generation of Chinese researchers? Are there any

4 Georgette Wang and Yi-Ning Katherine Chen
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possibilities for them to make a greater contribution to the field – in comparison to
their predecessors, and how?

To the above questions, there is obviously no quick answer in sight; however, the
time has come for us to begin searching for one. To provide a more comprehensive
picture of the issues involved, articles in this special issue have been chosen with the
same general focus in studying media and communication behavior, and collectivism
and relations, with the latter offered as a potential area for future research. Aside
from wide usage in communication studies, collectivism was also chosen as the focus
because the historical origin of the concept allows us the room to go back to
Confucian teachings to determine the extent to which the two are similar or identical.
It is hoped that by examining the various conceptual, epistemological, and
methodological issues involved, a new perspective in analyzing the self-other
relationship will emerge – a perspective that is based on Chinese experiences but with
implications for the study of media and communication behavior in general.

Papers in this special issue can be roughly categorized into two groups: those that
adopt a more traditional top-down approach to test the individualism/collectivism
concept in the media behavior of Chinese audiences and those that opt for a bottom-
up approach to determine if Chinese culture and communication are best described as
collectivistic. The first group of papers, using the standard measurement scales, offers
a look into a formerly less explored area of communication in terms of the
collectivism concept.

Ven-hwei Lo, Clement So, and Guoliang Zhang open this issue with an empirical
analysis of the associations between individualism/collectivism and exposure to Internet
pornography, sexual attitudes, and behaviors. Rather than comparing differences
between Asian and American respondents, the authors made comparisons among
college students in three Chinese cities: Shanghai, Hong Kong, and Taipei. Overall,
the authors found collectivist tendencies correlated more strongly but negatively with
exposure to Internet pornography. Yet respondents also exhibited both collectivist and
individualist characteristics, although overall the students were more collectivism-
oriented. More interestingly, a significant difference was also found in regard to
horizontal individualism and horizontal collectivism among groups of respondents.

In the following article, Yi-Ning Chen makes the case that cultural differences
also exist in the virtual environment. Taking blogs as a new platform for studying
cross-culture communication, the author aims to compare impression management
tactics and self-presentation on popular blogs in Taiwan and the US. The study
results showed that American bloggers tended to dwell less on their relations but were
more open about themselves, while Taiwanese bloggers were found to have paid
closer attention to their social relations but tended to keep a distance from visitors to
their blogs by offering few personal details for further contact. In comparison to their
American counterparts, Taiwanese bloggers also used more self-promotion strategies
by presenting their intellectuality to attract visitors and obtain further online
interactions.

The second group, by going to the literature on Chinese communication or back
to the root of Chinese history and culture, offers a culture-centric perspective on the
problem. Relations, rather than collectivism, was found to be the core variable.

By looking into the historical background of the collectivism concept, Georgette
Wang and Zhong-Bo Liu sought to re-examine the validity of the concept in a
Chinese setting. They found the concept of a “collective” largely missing in Confucian

Chinese Journal of Communication 5
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Chinese culture. In contrast, the emphasis of Confucianism on “differentiated
hierarchies” and the reciprocity principle guiding interpersonal interactions
underscore the importance of personal relations in the way the Chinese Self relates
to its Other. Furthermore, the authors argued that the literature on self-construals,
social behavior, and guanxi shows a tripartite model of individualism, relationalism,
and collectivism can provide a more comprehensive analytical framework in a cross-
cultural context. An appeal was made to formulate culture-general theses based on
culture-specific considerations in future Chinese communication studies.

Jung-hui Yeh made a similar attempt to explore the most important dimensions
of Chinese communication competence by reviewing the literature on interpersonal
and intercultural communication studies with ethnic Chinese in China, Hong Kong,
or Taiwan as the target of investigation. In contrast to effectiveness and
persuasiveness, the two abilities generally considered to be the key to communication
competence, the author found that Chinese societies have more subtle yet intricate
rules in communication. The ability to negotiate relationships, interpret messages in a
high-context situation, and merge the above two stood out from the literature as the
most important aspects of communication competence. This method of defining
competence points to a specific function of communication for Chinese: to maintain
relationships but not necessarily to achieve group cohesion as a collectivist culture
would require.

Given the importance of relationships in Chinese social lives and behavior,
Kuang-Hui Yeh observed that several scholars have used relationalism to describe
different modes of association but have failed to explain the evolving process within a
dyadic relationship. The author therefore proposed a new framework to analyze the
evolving process of Chinese interpersonal interaction. It is suggested that the evolving
core of a specific relationship depends on the combinations of three components:
obligatory, authentic, and selfish, which are the criteria for judging an interacting
relationship. In particular, the dialectical changes caused by these components are
also the focus of attention for this framework of analysis. This new framework
elucidates how relationalism operates in modern Chinese interpersonal interactions.

The last paper, by Yi-Hui Huang, presents a holistic theoretical framework in
which relations/guanxi, the I/C model, and self-construal constitute one of the three
dimensions – the cultural dimension – for observation, measurement, and
comparison in media, interpersonal, and organization communication. The
theoretical framework consists of three sets of variables: outcome variables,
including communication-related constructs, and two sets of independent and/or
mediating/moderator variables, including cultural factors and contextual factors.
It is believed that the framework will facilitate cross-cultural and cross-contextual
theorizing with greater culture- and context-sensitivity.

The two groups of papers as described above have obviously not answered all of
the questions that were raised on Chinese communication research. Yet these papers
have made a rather clear indication about possible future directions that this research
may take, using the study of collectivism as a way to illustrate the point. As the first
group of papers show, the results of using collectivism and interdependent construal
as independent variables have failed to produce coherent results confirming its
significance in predicting media use and impact.

While the mixed results from Chinese samples on collectivism may be a function
of social change, Wang and Liu sought to find answers in the concept itself and its

6 Georgette Wang and Yi-Ning Katherine Chen
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relevance to Confucian Chinese culture. The emergence of relations as the key
determining variable in communication among Chinese might not be a surprise, as
guanxi, Chinese relations, has already become an increasingly popular topic of
research for business communication in China. Yet as the articles by J. Yeh and
K. Yeh show, the way relations shapes culture and communication behavior,
positions the function, and defines the importance of communication also sheds light
on how collectivism, as conceptualized, may fail to explain the characteristics of
Chinese culture and communication.

At this stage, the validity of relationalism, as a concept either seen in its own right
or as part of a tripartite model with individualism and collectivism, has not yet been
fully established in empirical research. But the attempts byWang and Liu and, earlier,
Hwang (2005) to turn relationalism into a general concept beyond the Chinese
cultural framework are examples that show the possibility of developing a cultural-
general thesis based on cultural-specific analyses. Likewise, Huang’s theoretical
framework for comparative studies also showed the way culture-specific
considerations may enrich models for comparative studies. The issue is not one of
possibility or impossibility but one of success or failure.

What can be learned from the exercise is perhaps not the “right way” to define
“Chineseness” or where and how to draw a line between the “Chinese” and “non-
Chinese”, but to open oneself to all the resources and possibilities that have been
made available, including those from existing mainstream theories and methods, and
most importantly, ideas, propositions, and worldviews from one’s own cultural
heritage. It is with this openness that Chinese researchers, and for that matter, all
those in the academic periphery, will be able to come out of the embarrassing state of
being the “Other” in the study about its “Self”.

Acknowledgements

The publication of work in this special issue is partially funded by the Excellence in
Communication project, College of Communication, National Chengchi University, Taiwan.
The editors would also like to thank J.H. Yeh for her valuable input in the write-up of this article.

Note

1. These issues were raised by Tsang Kuo-jen, professor of journalism, National Chengchi
University, Taipei, Taiwan, in a discussion session of the workshop.

References

Bond, M.H. (1994). Into the heart of collectivism: A personal and scientific journey. In U. Kim,
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