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ABSTRACT 

The psychological mechanisms that underlie cultural variation in ingroup bias between collectivist and individualist 

cultures is a highly discussed topic. Evidence from past research suggests that ingroup bias and collectivism-

individualism are closely related. This study will further investigate this relationship by focusing on students deciding 

whether or not to study abroad. I will discuss whether or not the intention of students from collectivist cultures to study 

aboard is concerned with exposure to individualism, as well as whether the latter is related to their ingroup bias. I will 

further investigate the change of students’ level of ingroup bias after one year of study to see whether exposure to 

individualist culture influences people from collectivist culture. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Background 

Ingroup bias, namely, the tendency to prefer the group 

to which one belongs has been one of the most well-

supported psychological findings. It is the positive 

evaluation of the ingroup, a group of people to which one 

identifies or finds belonging, in contrast to the outgroup, 

a group of people which one does not identify[1]. In real 

life, people tend to favor their ingroup because of 

competition, self-interest or group boundaries, etc. For 

example, during a competition of team leaders, people are 

more likely to vote for their family members compared 

other than to someone else that has no relationship to their 

family. However, the research by Tajfel et al 

[2]demonstrated that ingroup bias can occur when group 

boundaries are meaningless and self-interest is not 

involved. 

Researchers found that, even without meeting other 

group members, participants who are categorized into 

two separate groups via some random processes or based 

on relatively trivial criteria still tend to exhibit in-group 

favoritism and out-group derogation [1][2]. The 

measurement called “minimal group” paradigm is 

designed to test this psychological phenomenon known 

as the minimal group effect (MGE). This paradigm 

required that (a) individuals have no face-to-face contact, 

(b) group membership is completely anonymous, (c) 

there is no instrumental or rational link between the 

categorization and the experimental tasks to be 

completed by participants, and (d) the responses by 

participants have real implications for the groups, but not 

the responding individual [2]. It was repeatedly found 

that ingroup preference emerged even when individuals 

were placed into previously unknown and arbitrary social 

groups, such as the ones based on preference in colors, 

numbers, or even random assignment [1][2][3]. These 

findings and the subsequent repetitive findings have been 

taken as evidence that ingroup favoritism is a 

psychological phenomenon that arises from robust 

internal factors rather than external factors such as real 

conflict or competition. 

However, this does not mean that other social factors 

cannot influence the extent of ingroup bias, thus 

researchers have conducted experiments to see the 

influence of social effects. Many researchers have noted 

cultural differences [4][5]  and discussed whether social 

identity processes are more or less significant in 

collectivist compared to individualistic societies. The 

individualism-collectivism cultural syndrome [6] appears 

to be the most significant cultural difference among 

cultures. In collectivist cultures, people are 
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interdependent within their in-groups (family, nation, 

etc.), give priority to the goals of their in-groups, shape 

their behavior primarily on the basis of in-group norms, 

and behave in a communal way. In individualist societies, 

people are self-reliant, autonomous and independent 

from their in-groups. They give priority to their personal 

goals over the goals of their in-groups, they behave 

primarily on the basis of their attitudes, beliefs, and 

convictions rather than the norms of their in-groups, and 

exchange theory adequately predicts their social behavior. 

Individualism is more typical of Western Europe and 

North American societies, whereas collectivism is a 

typical socialization pattern in much of Asia, Africa, 

Eastern and Southern Europe, and South America. 

Connection between individualism-collectivism and in-

group bias has been a hotspot research topic in many 

years. Many researchers reported that collectivism might 

be associated with higher levels of ingroup bias[7][8]. 

Notably, Wang and his colleagues [9] found that Chinese 

participants view social groups as more entitative than 

Americans and, as a result, are more likely to infer 

personality traits on the basis of group membership, 

thereby having higher levels of ingroup bias. 

On account of a multitude of research indicating 

individualism-collectivism and ingroup bias is closely 

related, the present study thus aims to further investigate 

this relationship. However, what has not been addressed 

previously is whether exposure to a second culture can 

have an effect on people’s ingroup bias. Thus, the present 

study aims to investigate whether a second exposure to a 

different culture (individualist culture for people who 

originated in collectivist culture) can affect people’s level 

of ingroup bias. As we know, living in another country is 

one of the most significant ways you can be exposed to 

another culture. Thus, I want to investigate the difference 

in ingroup bias between students who have studied 

abroad versus those who have not.  

1.2. The current study 

The present study is led by three aims of researching 

the topic of cultural variation in ingroup bias. Students 

who intend to study abroad are likely to have come to this 

decision due to exposure to that culture. It is possible that 

students from collectivist countries who intend to study 

in individualist countries have been guided to do so 

through exposure to western culture through social media 

or elective classes at school. If individualism is related to 

lower ingroup bias, then exposure to individualism might 

lower a collectivist individual’s level of ingroup bias. 

Therefore, my second aim is to investigate whether 

students' intentions to study abroad in individualist 

cultures correlates with their levels of ingroup bias.  

Finally, living in another culture represents the highest 

possible exposure to that culture. Thus, my finally aim is 

to investigate whether living in an individualistic culture 

significantly reduces the level of ingroup bias of students 

previously living in collectivist cultures. 

2. HYPOTHESIS 

Hypothesis 1: Students’ intentions to study abroad 

(in individualist countries) will positively correlate 

with their exposure to individualist cultures. 

Most students who intend to study abroad are 

probably attracted by the culture or environment there for 

they have seen descriptions of it or learned the histories 

and cultures from class or foreign friends. Thus, it is very 

likely that students who intend to study abroad have 

higher exposure to individualist cultures. 

Hypothesis 2: Students' intentions to study abroad 

(in individualist countries) will negatively correlate 

with their levels of ingroup bias. 

If hypothesis 1 holds true that students who intend to 

study abroad often have a bigger tendency to be exposed 

to individualist cultures from social media or related 

social activities, it is likely that they have higher levels of 

ingroup bias. Thus, it is necessary to test this second 

hypothesis to see if exposure to individualist culture is 

related to people’s level of ingroup bias. 

Hypothesis 3: After 1 year of study, students who 

studied abroad (in individualist countries) will show a 

significant decrease in ingroup bias in comparison to 

those who did not study abroad.  

Students who have the experience of studying in an 

individualist country for one year are most likely to have 

more exposure to individualist cultures, and if people 

from collectivist cultures tend to have a higher level of 

ingroup bias, these students would have a significant 

decrease in ingroup bias. Since most research states that 

collectivism is positively related to ingroup bias, I believe 

there is a causal relationship between exposure to 

individualist cultures and students’ ingroup bias. 

3. METHOD 

3.1. Participant 

To reduce the influence of confounding variables, I 

chose 20 or 21 years old Chinese Junior year University 

students from Peking University deciding whether or not 

to study a year abroad or take part in an exchange 

program in Individualist countries to be the participants. 

The participants all have the ethnicity of China and 

consider Chinese as their ingroup in the first place. 

3.2. Procedure 

The participants will first be required to fill in a self-

report questionnaire that asks them about some 

descriptive information and their tendency of studying 

abroad in an individualist country. Before one year of 
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study, they need to go through some measurements to test 

their level of ingroup bias and their exposure to 

individualist cultures at that time. After one year of study, 

the participants are asked to test their exposure to 

individualist cultures to avoid significant individual 

differences in each of the two groups. Afterwards, they 

will test their level of ingroup bias again. Upon 

completion of the tests, they will be debriefed and 

thanked. 

3.3. Measures 

3.3.1. The intention of studying abroad. 

In this work, we use a self-report questionnaire as the 

major measurement of their intention of studying abroad. 

This questionnaire includes 10 items. The major question 

in this questionnaire which asks the participants directly 

about their extent of intending to study abroad requires a 

response on a 7-point rating scale in which 1=Never 

intended to study abroad, 2=having a mere intention that 

might not be realistic, 3=with some intention to study 

abroad, 4=with an actual intention to study abroad, 

5=with a relatively high intention of studying abroad, 

6=Keenly intend to study abroad, and 7=with an absolute 

intention to study abroad. The other 9 questions are yes 

or no questions that asks participants about their 

motivation behind their intention. For example, “If you 

do not intend to study abroad, are your intentions 

economically motivated?” These questions are designed 

to learn what are the possible reasons that participants’ 

intention of studying abroad is not positively related to 

their exposure to ingroup bias. 

3.3.2. Exposure to individualist culture.  

Exposure to western culture (EWCS)[10]is a self-

report measure that assesses the individual levels of 

exposure to western culture. The questionnaire was 

developed to assess western influences in an individual's 

life, including social, familial, educational, vocational, 

interpersonal, and recreational aspects among others. The 

measure also includes questions related to the influence 

of western culture on food, entertainment, attire, means 

of communication, resources of knowledge and 

information, technology, marriage, and living 

arrangements. The present study would build a 1-7 scale 

based on this EWCS questionnaire to evaluate the extent 

of exposure to individualist culture according to this scale. 

To test the first hypothesis of whether exposure to 

individualist culture is related to participants’ intention of 

studying abroad, I will build a scale of one to seven 

according to participants’ answers to the 83 specially 

designed questions to calculate the extent of participants’ 

exposure to individualist culture. This measure will also 

be used to test if there are high individual differences in 

each of the two groups. If some participants who studied 

abroad in an individualist culture turn out to have 

extremely low exposure to individualist culture or 

participants who studied at home in China have 

extremely high exposure to individualist culture, their 

data will not count. When it comes to the test of the third 

hypothesis, I will divide the participants into two groups. 

One is group for participants who have studied abroad in 

an individualist country for a year and the other one is the 

participants who studied at home in China. The group 

with participants who study abroad is considered to have 

a higher exposure to individualist culture. 

3.3.3. Ingroup bias 

Two measurements will be used to measure the 

participants’ level of ingroup bias: Implicit Association 

test for implicit bias and Self-report questionnaire for 

explicit bias. Implicit Association Test [11] provides a 

measure of the extent of people’s automatic associations. 

The IAT test used in the current study is similar to the IAT 

test of race. The ingroup is set as Chinese and the 

outgroup would be a mix of different ethnicities. The 

speed at which the participant associates the target with 

the trait is measured to calculate the level of ingroup bias. 

Two scores will be measured as the outcome of the test. 

One is the ingroup favoritism, which is measured as the 

difference in response time between ingroup faces and 

outgroup faces alongside positive trait words. The other 

one is outgroup derogation which is calculated as the 

difference in response time between ingroup faces and 

outgroup faces alongside negative trait words. The two 

scores will be combined to represent the participants’ 

level of implicit bias. 

A self-report questionnaire which has a scale of seven 

different levels of ingroup bias is used to test participant’s 

explicit bias. This questionnaire is comprised of 4 

questions that ask them about their extent of preference, 

identification, attachment, and willingness to help 

Chinese group and the mix of different ethnicities group. 

Each question is designed on a scale of one to seven in 

which the first one is having a strong tendency to Chinese 

and the last one is having a strong tendency to mix of 

different ethnicities. 

4. PREDICTED RESULT 

Study 1 

The predicted result for the relationship between 

intention to study abroad and exposure to individualist 

culture is closely positively correlated. The correlation 

coefficient which represents the relationship between the 

measured result of participants’ exposure to individualist 

cultures from the EWCS questionnaire and participants’ 

answers to their extent of intention to study abroad are 

evaluated to test the first hypothesis. The possible result 

would range between 0.65 and 0.99, and the p-value 

would be below 0.05. The predicted result shows that 
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intention to study abroad and their exposure to 

individualist cultures is positively related. 

The alternative result would be the value of r ranging 

between -0.20 and 0.20 which indicates that the exposure 

and intention are loosely related. This is possibly led by 

other reasons that may affect students’ intention to study 

abroad like economic reasons. This result indicates that 

exposure to individualist culture is not the main reason 

why people chose to study abroad or chose to study at 

home for collectivist individuals. 

Study 2 

We make prediction that extend of exposure to 

individualist culture and ingroup bias is negatively 

correlated. The result of participants’ EWSC level which 

was calcuted in a scale of one to seven and their level of 

ingroup bias (calculated with both the score of implicit 

bias and the score of explicit bias) will be calculated to 

see if there is a distinct relationship between 

Individualism-Collectivism and people’s level of ingroup 

bias. The predicted r-value is about -0.60 to -0.95 with the 

p-value below 0.05. This result indicates that exposure to 

individualist culture for people who originated from a 

collectivist culture is negatively related to their levels of 

ingroup bias. This provides an answer to the second 

hypothesis. 

The alternative result would be the r-value lying 

between -0.20 and 0.20. This is a possible alternative 

result since a lot of researchers have pointed out that the 

relationship between individualism-collectivism and 

ingroup bias is only distinct under certain conditions[5]. 

This result indicates that the exposure is not closely 

related to participants’ ingroup bias, thus ingroup bias and 

individualism-collectivism are not correlated. 

Study 3 

 
Figure1: change in ingroup bias between group that 

studied abroad and the group that did not. 

The predicted result of the examination of the third 

hypothesis is that there were distinct difference and the 

group who studied abroad would appear to have a more 

significant raise in levels of ingroup bias. The two groups’ 

changes in their levels of ingroup bias are calculated by 

subtracting their ingroup bias score before and after one 

year of study. The mean value of the two groups’ scores 

of their change in ingroup bias is compared by conducting 

a t-test. The predicted p-value is less than 0.05, as shown 

in the graph, thus there is a significant difference. The 

students who studied board in individualist countries 

have a distinctive decrease in ingroup bias compared to 

those who studied at home in China. 

The alternative result would be the p-value >0.05 

which indicates that there is not a causal relationship 

between exposure to individualist cultures and levels of 

ingroup bias. This result may be obtained if the result of 

our first study gets the result of a mere relationship 

between individualism-collectivism and ingroup bias or 

the phenomenon that an increase in ingroup bias is 

positively related to exposure to individualist culture. 

5. CONCLUSION 

The result of the study provides evidence of the 

relationship between ingroup bias and exposure to 

individualist culture for collectivist people. The 

participants display a strong relationship between their 

intention to study abroad and exposure to individualist 

culture as well as the relationship between exposure to 

individualist culture and their levels of ingroup bias. This 

all suggests that exposure to individualist culture is 

negatively related to ingroup bias, which is consistent 

with previous studies[9]. The change in ingroup bias also 

suggests that there is a causal relationship between 

studying abroad in individualist countries and a decline 

in ingroup bias.  

Certainly, there are many limitations in this design of 

research. In the present study, I assumed that the change 

occuring in participants’ first year of study mainly 

depends on whether or not they are studying in an 

individualist country. However, there are other possible 

influences, such as studying in a foreign country of 

collectivist culture, that are supposed to be considered as 

confounding variables. Moreover, collecting data only 

from one university might provide the studied with biased 

data, thus, for further study, it is better to collect data from 

more universities. 
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