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Article

Relational Self Versus Collective 
Self: A Cross-Cultural Study in 
Interdependent Self-Construal 
Between Han and Uyghur in China

Marhaba Mamat1, Wei Huang1, Rui Shang1, Tianyang Zhang1, 
Hao Li1, Yao Wang1, Wei Luo2, and Yanhong Wu1,3

Abstract
Although differences between independent and interdependent self-construals have been 
extensively investigated, few studies have considered intra-cultural variability in self-construal in 
China. In the present research, we aimed at exploring ethnic group differences in interdependent 
self-construal. We first compared self-reported importance of the private self, relational self, 
and collective self between the Uyghur and the Han—two ethnic groups in China. The results 
show that the Han viewed the collective self to be less important than the private self and 
the relational self, while the Uyghur exhibited a different pattern, rating the collective self as 
more important than the private self and the relational self (Study 1). Three follow-up self-
referential memory experiments provided further support for the difference in interdependent 
self-construal between the Han and the Uyghur. Specifically, only the Han participants exhibited 
significantly better memories of mother-referenced information than famous-person-referenced 
information (Study 2). In contrast, only the Uyghur participants exhibited significantly better 
memories of group-referenced information (Studies 3 and 4). These marked ethnic differences 
in interdependent self-construal suggest that the Han privilege the relational self and the Uyghur 
the collective self, thus highlighting the intra-cultural variability of interdependent self-construal 
in Chinese populations.

Keywords
relational self, collective self, Han, Uyghur

The independent self-construal, which is relatively popular in the West, orients individuals to 
attend to self-focused information, whereas the interdependent self-construal, which is relatively 
more popular in East Asia, stresses the fundamental social connectedness between people 
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Although Chinese culture has been characterized as an interdepen-
dent culture, there are 56 official ethnic groups in China, each of which possesses unique cultural 
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backgrounds, customs, religious beliefs, and, in some cases, a distinctive language. However, 
few studies have considered intra-cultural variability in self-construal in China. The aim of the 
present research is to fill this gap. Specifically, the current research compared the self-construal 
of Uyghur, a major ethnic group in China, with the Han, the majority ethnic group in China.

Relational Self Versus Collective Self

There is a considerable evidence that people have three cognitive representations of the self 
(Breckler & Greenwald, 1986; Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Greenwald & Pratkanis, 1984; Triandis, 
1989): the private self (where cognitions related to traits, states, and behaviors are stored, for 
example, “I am honest”), the relational self (where cognitions related to one’s relationships are 
stored, for example, “I am a son”), and the collective self (where cognitions related to one’s 
groups are stored, for example, “I am Chinese”). Building on this finding, Brewer and Chen 
(2007) have differentiated individualism from two forms of collectivism: relational collectivism 
and group collectivism. The two forms of collectivism are distinguished on the basis of whether 
the social in-group is defined as a network of interpersonal relationships or as a depersonalized 
social category. According to this view, relational collectivism privileges the relational self and 
group collectivism emphasizes the collective self. Correspondingly, the relational self-construal 
emphasizes interpersonal relationships more, whereas the collective self-construal stresses group 
membership more. In the present research, we use this theoretical model to examine ethnic group 
differences in self-construals in China.

Ethnic Groups in China: Han and Uyghur

As mentioned, Chinese culture has been characterized as a collective culture that privileges the 
interdependent self (Qi & Zhu, 2002; Zhu & Zhang, 2002; Zhu, Zhang, Fan, & Han, 2007). 
Because this conclusion is based mostly on studies of Han Chinese, it cannot be automatically 
generalized to other ethnic groups, such as the Uyghur, which has its distinctive religion and 
language. Neuroimaging studies have revealed powerful influence of religion on self-construal 
(Han et al., 2008; Wu, Wang, He, Mao, & Zhang, 2010). In light of these neuroimaging findings 
and the complexity of Chinese ethnicities, the present research investigates the differences in 
self-construal between the Uyghur and the Han.

Most Uyghur people believe in Islam. Islam emphasizes solidarity of all Muslims. The Qur’an, 
the holy scripture of Islam, places great emphasis on the unification of Muslims worldwide (Ma, 
2003). Therefore, Islam promotes group integration, unity, and cohesiveness in the Uyghur eth-
nic group (Niu, 2007; Tang, 2008). Furthermore, a cross-cultural study of self-concept discov-
ered that the Uyghur have better knowledge of the social self than the Han (Hu, 2000). Compared 
with the Han, Hui, and Tibetan groups in China, the Uyghur have a stronger sense of ethnic 
responsibility and cultural pride (Gao, 2002). Because a major factor that distinguishes the 
Uyghur from other Chinese ethnic groups is their belief in Islam, we infer that Muslim beliefs 
may contribute to the development of collective self-construal among the Uyghur.

In comparison, Han culture emphasizes distinguishing relationships of different levels of 
intimacy and hierarchy and giving different levels of love to others based on their relationship 
with the self. As a result, individuals tend to develop a relationship network with self at the 
center, the relationships of higher (lower) importance being closer to (farther away from) the 
center (Fei, 1948). Some writers such as S. Y. Zhang (2005) claimed that the existence of 
the Chinese self depends completely on its connections with others. Ho (1995) refers to the 
Confucius self as the “relational self.” Accordingly, we posit that the Han culture prioritizes 
the relational self, over overall group cohesion. Therefore, the Han are expected to emphasize 
the relational self.
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Current Studies

To test our hypothesis, in Study 1, we used a paradigm introduced by Trafimow and Finlay 
(2001) to compare the importance the Uyghur and the Han ethnic groups placed on the three 
types of self-construals. We predict that the Uyghur will place a greater importance on the collec-
tive self than the other two types of self, whereas the Han will place a greater importance on the 
relational self.

To control for the effect of demand characteristics and social desirability biases, in Studies 2 
to 4, we used the self-reference (SR) paradigm (Rogers, Kuiper, & Kirker, 1977). In this para-
digm, participants are first asked to judge whether a trait is suitable to describe either the self 
(SR) or a famous person (other reference, OR). Subsequently, participants’ memory of the trait 
words was measured in a surprise recognition test. Typically, SR person information is better 
remembered than OR person information. This difference is called the self-reference effect (SRE; 
Symons & Johnson, 1997). In addition, the SRE is measured at two levels: remembering (partici-
pants are consciously able to recollect specific details of an item that appeared in the viewed list, 
“R score”) and knowing (participants are unable to fully recollect but have a feeling of knowing 
or having seen the word, “K score”; Tulving, 1999). Furthermore, Johnson et al. (2002) have 
employed the SR paradigm to explore the collective self and found evidence for what they called 
the group reference effect (GRE), the phenomenon in which recall of the group-referenced social 
information is as high as that of SR person information, and recall of both types of information 
is significantly better than recall of semantic information.

Using the SR paradigm with remembering/knowing judgment (R/K) in Studies 2, 3, and 4, we 
compared the relative emphasis on the relational self and the collective self between the Uyghur 
group and the Han group. Our prediction is that the Han participants would show the SRE and a 
close OR effect due to their emphasis on the relational self, whereas the Uyghur participants 
would show the SRE and the GRE on information pertinent to collective categories (ethnicity 
and social role). We expect these studies to provide evidence for the stronger emphasis on rela-
tional self-construal in the Han and the stronger emphasis on the collective self-construal in the 
Uyghur. Finally, the present research also highlights the importance of understanding intra-cul-
tural variability among different ethnic groups in China.

Study 1

Method

Participants. Forty-eight undergraduates participated in the experiment for compensation. 
Twenty-four (17 females) of them were Uyghur from Xinjiang and studied at the Minzu Univer-
sity of China. All of them identified themselves as Muslims. The other 24 (18 females) were Han 
and studied at Peking University. The mean (±SD) ages of the Uyghur and the Han participants 
were 21.42 ± 1.61and 19.58 ± 0.77, respectively.

Procedure. Participants were asked to write down five personal characteristics (e.g., traits), five 
personal relationships, and five group memberships that were important for their thinking about 
themselves. The items could be written in any order the participants preferred. Then, the partici-
pants rated the importance of each item on a scale from 1 to 99, with larger numbers indicating 
greater importance.

Results and Discussion

Table 1 presents the rating for three types of items referencing the private self, relational self, and 
collective self. The reliabilities of the measures were acceptable. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients 
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for the mean rating of the private, relational, and collective self in the Uyghur participants were .80, 
.88, and .81, respectively, whereas those for the Han participants were .83, .84, and .84, respec-
tively. The importance ratings were analyzed with a 2 × 3 mixed ANOVA. The between-partici-
pants factor was Ethnicity (Uyghur vs. Han). The within-participants factor was Type (personal 
characteristics, personal relationship, and group memberships).

The two-way Ethnicity × Type interaction was significant, F(2, 46) = 7.07, p = .001, η2 = .13, 
suggesting that the influence of Type on importance was different in two ethnic groups. The main 
effect of Ethnicity was also significant, F(1, 46) = 18.73, p < .001, η2 = .29, while that of Type was 
not. Next, we conducted single-factor repeated-measure ANOVA for each ethnic group separately.

The Han participants showed a significant main effect of Type, F(2, 23) = 4.86, p < .05, η2 = 
.17. The least significant difference (LSD) pairwise comparison test showed that the private self 
and the relational self were rated as more important than the collective self, t(23) = 2.05, p = .052, 
Cohen’s d = 0.45; t(23) = 3.68, p = .001, Cohen’s d = 0.82, and the difference between the private 
self and the relational self was not significant. The Uyghur participants also showed a significant 
main effect of Type, F(2, 23) = 3.36, p < .05, η2 = .13. However, the LSD pairwise comparison 
test showed a different pattern, with the collective self rated as more important than the private 
self and the relational self, t(23) = 2.20, p < .05, Cohen’s d = 0.63; t(23) = 2.12, p < .05, Cohen’s 
d = 0.50. The private self and the relational self were rated as equally important.

In summary, for the Han participants, both the private self and the relational self had higher 
importance than the collective self, whereas for the Uyghur participants the collective self had 
higher importance than the private self and the relational self. Although both the Han and the 
Uyghur people champion the interdependent self-construal, the Han emphasized the collective 
self less than the Uyghur. However, Study 1 used an explicit measurement of importance of the 
different self-construals. To verify the validity of the finding from Study 1, in the following stud-
ies, we used the SR paradigm, a well-established paradigm that is relatively immune from social 
desirability bias and demand characteristics. This paradigm also reveals how deeply different 
types of self information are encoded in long-term memory (Wagar, 2003). In Study 2, we com-
pared the relational self of two ethnic groups.

Study 2

Method

Participants. Forty undergraduates participated in the experiment for compensation. Twenty (10 
females) of them were Uyghur from Xinjiang and studied at the Minzu University of China; all 
of them identified themselves as Muslims. The other 20 (10 females) were Han and studied at 
Peking University. The mean (±SD) ages of the Uyghur and the Han participants were 22.00 ± 
1.40 and 21.2 ± 3.27, respectively.

Procedure. We used a 2 × 4 within-group design. One factor was Ethnicity: Uyghur and Han. The 
other factor was Reference: self (“Does this adjective describe you?”), mother (“Does this 

Table 1. Means (Standard Deviation) of Importance Ratings of Private, Collective, and Relational Self-
Cognitions as a Function of Ethnic Category.

Type of self-cognitive structure

Task Private self Collective self Relational self

Han 69.29 (18.31) 61.84 (14.85) 74.27 (15.32)
Uyghur 77.24 (14.00) 84.79 (9.60) 80.03 (9.47)
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adjective describe your mother?”), father (“Does this adjective describe your father?”), famous 
person (“Does this adjective describe LuXun or Zurdon Sabir?”). LuXun was a famous Han 
writer, and Zurdon Sabir was a famous writer of the Uyghur. The responses were made on a 
5-point Likert-type scale, with 1 meaning not fitting at all and 5 meaning extremely fitting. Par-
ticipants made a response by pressing one of five corresponding keys. The sequence effect of 
Reference was removed using a Latin Square Design. The experiment consisted of a study phase 
and a test phase.

Study phase. To keep participant unaware of the experimental goal, experimenter informed 
the participants that the purpose of this study was to evaluate several persons. At the beginning 
of each reference block, the cue of reference type was presented on the screen for 5,000 ms. 
There were 30 adjectives for each reference block (i.e., 30 trials). Each trial began with a 500-ms 
fixation. Next, the adjective and five options were present on the screen for 1,000 ms. Then, the 
adjective was masked by a black rectangle presented for 2,000 ms. Participants were required 
to make a response before the mask disappeared. There was a 500-ms inter-trial interval. In the 
study phase, participants needed to evaluate 120 adjectives.

Test phase. After a 15-min resting period, participants were given an unexpected recognition 
memory test. Participants viewed the 120 old trait adjectives presented during the study phase, as 
well as 120 new trait adjectives that had not been presented before. For each word, participants 
indicated (via key press) whether the word was old or new. If the word was old, participants 
reported whether they remembered that it had appeared in the study phase or they just felt it 
familiar. There was no time limit for response in the test phase. A total of 240 adjectives were 
selected from a study of Chinese personality traits (Z. Zhang, Wang, & Qi, 1998); these adjec-
tives were shown to each ethnic group in their native language.

Results and Discussion

The memory performances of 20 Han and 20 Uyghur participants are shown in Table 2.
We performed a 4 × 2 mixed ANOVA on the corrected recognition score (the proportion of 

recognition minus false alarms), with Ethnicity being the between-participants factor and 
Reference the within-participants factor.1 The results showed that both the main effects of Ethnicity 
and Reference reached significance, F(1, 38) = 33.31, p < .001, η2 = .47; F(3, 38) = 8.44, p < .001, 
η2 = .18, and so was their interaction, F(3, 38) = 2.57, p = .058, η2 = .06, suggesting different 

Table 2. Means (Standard Deviation) of Rate of Recognition and R/K Judgment as a Function of Ethnic 
Category and Reference.

Self Other Mother Father False alarm

 Han Uyghur Han Uyghur Han Uyghur Han Uyghur Han Uyghur

Recognition 0.81 
(0.13)

0.79 
(0.14)

0.65 
(0.20)

0.74 
(0.15)

0.73 
(0.15)

0.75 
(0.15)

0.71 
(0.17)

0.78 
(0.15)

0.09 
(0.04)

0.38 
(0.20)

R 0.56 
(0.21)

0.60 
(0.19)

0.41 
(0.19)

0.49 
(0.20)

0.50 
(0.19)

0.57 
(0.19)

0.51 
(0.21)

0.57 
(0.20)

0.03 
(0.03)

0.22 
(0.17)

K 0.25 
(0.22)

0.19 
(0.11)

0.24 
(0.17)

0.25 
(0.15)

0.23 
(0.20)

0.18 
(0.13)

0.20 
(0.19)

0.21 
(0.15)

0.06 
(0.04)

0.17 
(0.10)

Note. Recognition = the number of words participants reported have seen/number of total words in each reference 
condition; false alarm = the number of words participants reported have seen/number of new words, and calculations 
are the same in the following studies.
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patterns of recognition performance for the two ethnic groups. We also performed the same 4 × 2 
mixed ANOVA on R score2 (the proportion of remember minus false alarms); however, only the 
main effect of Reference reached significance, F(3, 38) = 10.51, p < .001, η2 = .22. Thus, we ran 
a single-factor repeated-measure ANOVA on corrected recognition score only for each ethnic 
group.

The Han participants showed a significant main effect of Reference, F(3, 19) = 8.31, p < .001, 
η2 = .30. Post hoc analyses showed that the memory performance was better for SR information 
(M = 0.72, SD = 0.14) than OR information (M = 0.56, SD = 0.20), the mother-referenced infor-
mation (M = 0.64, SD = 0.14), and the father-referenced information (M = 0.62, SD = 0.18), t(19) 
= 6.22, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.99; t(19) = 2.29, p < .05, Cohen’s d = 0.57; t(19) = 3.37, p < .05, 
Cohen’s d = 0.63. The memory performance of the mother-referenced information was signifi-
cantly better than the OR information, t(19) = 2.17, p < .05, Cohen’s d = 0.50. By contrast, the 
main effect of Reference was not significant for the Uyghur participants.

Our results of the Han participants replicate the findings of previous research; the Han partici-
pants remembered both the SR and mother-referenced information better than OR information 
(Qi & Zhu, 2002; Zhu & Zhang, 2002; Zhu et al., 2007). We extended the previous results by 
showing that the Uyghur participants remembered the person information equally well in the SR, 
OR, mother-referenced, and father-referenced conditions. We believe that the importance of the 
collective self of the Uyghur might have overwhelmed the effect of the relational self. However, 
the interaction between Ethnicity and Reference was not significant for the R score. We return to 
this point in General Discussion. To further confirm our hypothesis of intra-cultural variability in 
interdependent self-construal, in Study 3, we compared the collective self between the Han and 
the Uyghur to investigate whether there was a difference in the GRE between them.

Study 3

Method

Participants. Forty undergraduates participated in the experiment for compensation. Twenty (10 
females) of them were Uyghur from Xinjiang and studied at the Minzu University of China, all 
of whom self-identified as Muslims. The other 20 (10 females) were Han participants and studied 
at Peking University. The mean (±SD) ages of the Uyghur and the Han participants were 21.25 ± 
1.68 and 21.8 ± 2.52, respectively.

Procedure. We used a 2 × 4 within-group design. One factor was Ethnicity: Han and Uyghur. The 
other factor was Reference: self, in-group (“Does this adjective describe Han/Uyghur people?”), 
out-group (“Does this adjective describe Uyghur/Han people?”), and famous person. “Han” was 
the out-group for “Uyghur,” and vice versa. As in Study 2, the experiment consisted of a study 
phase and a test phase.

Results and Discussion

The memory performances of 20 Han and 20 Uyghur participants are shown in Table 3.
As in Study 2, we performed a 4 × 2 mixed ANOVA on corrected recognition score, with 

Ethnicity being the between-participants factor and Reference being the within-participants fac-
tors. The main effects of Ethnicity and Reference both reached significance, F(1, 38) = 12.27, 
p < .05, η2 = .24; F(3, 38) = 26.88, p < .001, η2 = .41. However, there was no significant interac-
tion between them. A 4 × 2 mixed ANOVA on R score showed significant main effects of Ethnicity 
and Reference, F(3, 38) = 13.61, p = .001, η2 = .26; F(3, 38) = 24.03, p < .001, η2 = .66, as well 
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as a significant interaction, F(3, 38) = 3.18, p = .03, η2 = .07, suggesting the presence of different 
patterns of R performance between the two ethnic groups.

We then conducted a single-factor (Reference: self, in-group, out-group, famous person) 
repeated-measure ANOVA on the R score for each ethnic group separately.

The Han participants showed a significant main effect of Reference, F(3, 19) = 17.09, p < 
.001, η2 = .47. Post hoc analyses showed that the memory performance of the SR information (M 
= 0.58, SD = 0.19) was better than that of the OR information (M = 0.39, SD = 0.23), in-group-
referenced (M = 0.43, SD = 0.17), and the out-group-referenced information (M = 0.33, SD = 
0.18), t(19) = 4.92, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.91; t(19) = 4.69, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.87; t(19) = 
8.00, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.36. The memory performance of in-group-referenced information 
was also better than that of the out-group-referenced information, t(19) = 2.95, p < .05, Cohen’s 
d = 0.56.

The Uyghur participants also showed a significant main effect of Reference, F(3, 19) = 8.54, 
p < .001, η2 = .31. Post hoc analyses showed that the memory performance of the SR information 
(M = 0.32, SD = 0.20) was significantly better than that of OR information (M = 0.21, SD = 0.15) 
and the out-group-referenced information (M = 0.19, SD = 0.13), t(19) = 3.40, p < .05, Cohen’s 
d = 0.60; t(19) = 3.92, p < .05, Cohen’s d = 0.79. The memory performance of the in-group-ref-
erenced information (M = 0.30, SD = 16) was also significantly better than the out-group-refer-
enced information and the OR information, t(19) = 3.62, p < .05, Cohen’s d = 0.76; t(19) = 2.67, 
p < .05, Cohen’s d = 0.54.

The Uyghur participants showed the SRE and GRE in the R condition; furthermore, the mem-
ories of the SR information and the in-group-referenced information were equally good. These 
findings demonstrated that the Uyghur people place greater importance on the collective self. On 
the contrary, for the Han participants, although there were also the SRE and the GRE in the R 
condition, the GRE was less pronounced compared with the Uyghur participants: First, there was 
no difference in memory performance between the in-group-referenced information and the OR 
information. Second, the memory performance of the SR information was better than the in-
group-referenced information. These results were consistent with previous findings that the eth-
nic identity of the Han only showed its importance in the intergroup situations (H. Yang & Huang, 
2007, 2009; X. T. Yang, Liao, & Huang, 2008). However, according to the self-categorization 
theory (Turner, Michael, Penelope, Stephen, & Margaret, 1987), whether people regard them-
selves based on social attribute or personal characteristic partly depends on social context. As the 
Uyghur is an ethnic minority in China, the Uyghur people’s strong collective self-construal could 
be due to their minority status. In Study 4, to eliminate this alternative explanation, we examined 
whether or not the strong collective self of the Uyghur could be found in other social categories, 
such as social roles.

Table 3. Means (Standard Deviation) of Rate of Recognition and R/K Judgment as a Function of Ethnic 
Category and Reference.

Self Other In-group Out-group False alarm

 Han Uyghur Han Uyghur Han Uyghur Han Uyghur Han Uyghur

Recognition 0.84 
(0.14)

0.82 
(0.17)

0.68 
(0.16)

0.70 
(0.16)

0.73 
(0.14)

0.76 
(0.17)

0.63 
(0.21)

0.68 
(0.20)

0.23 
(0.22)

0.44 
(0.17)

R 0.69 
(0.17)

0.58 
(0.24)

0.49 
(0.20)

0.48 
(0.20)

0.53 
(0.18)

0.56 
(0.22)

0.43 
(0.17)

0.45 
(0.20)

0.10 
(0.11)

0.26 
(0.16)

K 0.16 
(0.15)

0.24 
(0.21)

0.19 
(0.18)

0.22 
(0.18)

0.19 
(0.15)

0.22 
(0.16)

0.20 
(0.15)

0.23 
(0.18)

0.13 
(0.12)

0.18 
(0.13)
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Study 4

Method

Participants. Forty undergraduates participated in the experiment for compensation. Twenty (10 
females) of them were Uyghur from Xinjiang and studied at the Beijing Normal University; all 
of them self-identified as Muslims. The other 20 (10 females) were Han and studied at Beijing 
Normal University. The mean (±SD) ages of the Uyghur and the Han participants were 21.7 ± 
1.17 and 21.65 ± 1.87, respectively.

Procedure. We used a 2 × 4 within-group design. One factor was Ethnicity: Uyghur and Han. The 
other factor was Reference: self, in-group (“Does this adjective describe students in general?”), 
out-group (“Does this adjective describe employees in general?”), famous person. “Student” was 
an in-group reference and “employee” was an out-group reference for both the Han and the 
Uyghur participants. As in Studies 2 and 3, the experiment consisted of a study phase and a test 
phase.

Results and Discussion

The memory performances of 20 Han and 20 Uyghur participants are shown in Table 4.
As in the previous studies, we performed a 4 × 2 mixed ANOVA on corrected recognition 

score and R score, with Ethnicity being the between-participants factor and Reference being the 
within-participants factor. The results showed that both the main effects of Reference and its 
interaction with Ethnicity were significant—Recognition: F(3, 38) = 24.61, p < .001, η2 = .39; 
F(3, 38) = 3.56, p = .02, η2 = .09; R: F(3, 38) = 26.03, p < .001, η2 = .41; F(3, 38) = 3.23, p = 
.025, η2 = .08, suggesting the presence of different patterns of recognition performance between 
the two ethnic groups.

We then ran a single-factor (Reference: self, in-group, out-group, famous person) repeated-
measure ANOVA for each ethnic group separately. For the Han participants, the main effect of 
Reference was significant for both the corrected recognition score and the R score—Recogni-
tion: F(3, 19) = 16.83, p < .001, η2 = .47; R: F(3, 19) = 18.44, p < .001, η2 = .49. Further post hoc 
analyses showed that the memory performance of the SR information (Recognition: M = 0.61, 
SD = 0.14; R: M = 0.52, SD = 0.15) was better than the OR information (Recognition: M = 0.40, 
SD = 0.13; R: M = 0.30, SD = 0.16), the in-group-referenced information (Recognition: M = 0.50, 
SD = 0.16; R: M = 0.40, SD = 0.18) and the out-group-referenced information (M = 0.46, SD = 
0.12)—Recognition: t(19) = 7.09, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 3.25; t(19) = 3.41, p = .003, Cohen’s 
d = 0.73; t(19) = 4.37, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 2.01; R: t(19) = 7.67, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.42; 
t(19) = 5.31, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.73; t(19) = 4.59, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.97. The memory 

Table 4. Means (Standard Deviation) of Rate of Recognition and R/K Judgment as a Function of Ethnic 
Category and Reference.

Self Other In-group Out-group False alarm

 Han Uyghur Han Uyghur Han Uyghur Han Uyghur Han Uyghur

Recognition 0.74 
(0.13)

0.79 
(0.17)

0.53 
(0.16)

0.68 
(0.17)

0.64 
(0.18)

0.71 
(0.18)

0.60 
(0.15)

0.62 
(0.20)

0.13 
(0.08)

0.24 
(0.12)

R 0.59 
(0.15)

0.65 
(0.24)

0.37 
(0.17)

0.53 
(0.20)

0.47 
(0.19)

0.56 
(0.22)

0.44 
(0.18)

0.46 
(0.23)

0.07 
(0.05)

0.15 
(0.09)

K 0.15 
(0.09)

0.13 
(0.13)

0.15 
(0.08)

0.15 
(0.13)

0.17 
(0.12)

0.15 
(0.14)

0.15 
(0.07)

0.16 
(0.12)

0.06 
(0.05)

0.09 
(0.08)
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performances of the in-group-referenced and out-group-referenced information were both better 
than the OR information—Recognition: t(19) = 3.79, p = .001, Cohen’s d = 1.74; t(19) = 2.02, p 
= .058, Cohen’s d = 0.19; R: t(19) = 3.44, p = .03, Cohen’s d = 0.59; t(19) = 1.98, p = .06, Cohen’s 
d = 0.44.

The Uyghur participants also showed a significant main effect of Reference for both the cor-
rected recognition score and the R score—Recognition: F(3, 19) = 10.98, p < .001, η2 = .37; R: 
F(3, 19) = 11.52, p < .001, η2 = .38. Further post hoc analyses showed that the memory perfor-
mance of the SR information (Recognition: M = 0.54, SD = 0.18; R: M = 0.51, SD = 0.21) was 
better than the OR information (Recognition: M = 0.44, SD = 0.14; R: M = 0.38, SD = 0.16), the 
in-group-referenced information (Recognition: M = 0.47, SD = 0.18; R: M = 0.41, SD = 0.17), 
and the out-group-referenced information (Recognition: M = 0.38, SD = 0.16; R: M = 0.32, SD = 
0.17)—Recognition: t(19) = 3.59, p = .002, Cohen’s d = 1.65; t(19) = 3.09, p = .006, Cohen’s d 
= 1.42; t(19) = 5.08, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 2.33; R: t(19) = 3.55, p = .002, Cohen’s d = 0.70; t(19) 
= 2.73, p = .01, Cohen’s d = 0.53; t(19) = 5.47, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.00. Most importantly, the 
memory performance of the in-group-referenced information was better than that of the out-
group-referenced information—Recognition: t(19) = 3.21, p = .005, Cohen’s d = 1.47; R: t(19) = 
2.88, p = .01, Cohen’s d = 0.53. The memory performance of the OR information was better than 
that of the out-group-referenced information with R score, t(19) = 2.00, p = .06, Cohen’s d = 0.36.

According to the results above, the Han participants showed the SRE. However, the GRE 
effect for social role information was not significant. In contrast, the Uyghur participants showed 
the GRE for social role information. This finding suggests that the Uyghur people’s collective 
self-construal is not confined to ethnicity and that it can exert an influence on other social catego-
ries, such as social role. The results of Study 4 confirmed and extended the finding in Study 1 by 
providing further evidence that the Uyghur participants privilege the collective self-construal and 
the Han participants the relational self-construal.

General Discussion

Both the Uyghur and the Han people value the defining characteristics of interdependent self-
construal (fitting in, accommodating, and other-focused; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). However, 
the two groups differ in the relative importance of different forms of interdependent self-con-
strual. In Study 1, the Han participants placed greater importance on the relational self and the 
private self than the collective self. In contrast, the Uyghur participants valued the collective 
self more than they did both the relational self and the private self. We also assessed the rela-
tional self and the collective self with the SR paradigm. In Study 2, the Han participants 
showed the SRE and the mother-reference effect, whereas the Uyghur participants showed no 
difference in memory performance across all four reference conditions. A possible explanation 
for the latter result was that the strong collective self-construal of the Uyghur overwhelms the 
better memory performance for relational information. This speculation was confirmed in 
Study 3, which demonstrated that only the Uyghur participants showed the GRE on ethnicity. 
Finally, Study 4 showed that the collective self-construal in the Uyghur participants was also 
present with social role. In short, the present study confirmed our hypothesis and suggested 
that the Han people tend to emphasize the relational self, whereas the Uyghur people empha-
size the collective self.

The current finding highlights the presence of intra-cultural variability of interdependent self-
construal in Chinese populations. Following previous studies, which show that Islam emphasizes 
solidarity (Lu, 2004), the current work provides empirical evidence of this finding by investigat-
ing the Uyghur participants who were self-identified Muslims. Moreover, previous studies have 
shown that interdependent self-construal is relatively popular in China (Qi & Zhu, 2002, Zhu & 
Zhang, 2002; Zhu et al., 2007). Our results refine this claim and show that the relational self is 
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more important for the Han participants and the collective self is more important for the Uyghur 
participants (Brewer & Chen, 2007; Choi & Han, 2009). Our results also offer valuable evidence 
in favor of the model proposed by Brewer and Chen (2007), by providing empirical evidence of 
relational and collective self-construals.

However, some limitations of the present study should be noted. First, our results showed 
differences in memory performance between the two ethnic groups. This can be attributed to 
two possible confounding factors. First, the materials used for the Uyghur participants, trans-
lated into the Uyghur language from Mandarin, had longer words and more characters than the 
Mandarin materials. Therefore, the length of the words could have led to the poorer memory 
performance of the Uyghur participants (Wu et al., 2010). Second, the Uyghur participants 
exhibited a higher false alarm rate than the Han participants,3 which may be due to the ten-
dency of the Han participants to pursue moderation leading to more conservative judgments 
(Nicholas, 2001). However, we focused on the interaction between Reference and Ethnicity in 
the present research; thus, these differences should not affect our conclusion (Wu et al., 2010; 
Zhu et al., 2007).

Another limitation is the inconsistency in our results regarding the interaction between 
Ethnicity and Reference in the R score, which was significant in Studies 3 and 4 but not in Study 
2. Typically, R is considered as representation of a conscious recollection of the specific details 
of an item, which appeared in a list presented earlier in the experiment, whereas K is a feeling of 
knowing or familiarity (Conway & Dewhurst, 1995; Tulving, 1999). However, some researchers 
(Squire, Wixted, & Clark, 2007) have proposed that R/K judgments index memory strength and 
are not reliable markers of qualitatively different processes such as recollection and familiarity. 
John Dunn argued (see Dunn, 2004) that R/K judgments simply index the confidential level 
rather than two separate components of memory. The mixed results of our present research might 
reflect the unsolved debate about whether R/K reflects different memory processes. Thus, further 
studies are needed to clarify this issue.

Future research could begin from several aspects. First, previous neural imaging studies 
about self-representation have focused mainly on the comparison between the independent self 
and the interdependent self (Ng, Han, Mao, & Lai, 2010; Zhu et al., 2007). Few of these have 
considered the intra-variability of these two forms of self-construals. Hence, future research 
could compare the self-representations of the Han and Uyghur to determine whether the differ-
ence between the relational and collective self-construals can be found at the neurological 
level. Second, the current study shows the intra-cultural variability of interdependent self-
construal in a collective culture such as that found in China. Future studies should explore 
whether the intra-cultural variability of self-construal is present between other ethnic groups in 
China and other countries.

In summary, although differences between independent and interdependent self-construals 
have been investigated by many studies, few have considered the intra-cultural variability of 
interdependent self-construal in China. Our study fills this research gap by providing strong evi-
dence for variance in the manifestation of interdependent self-construal in China. Such variance 
demonstrates that interdependent self-construal in China is not one-size-fits-all, thereby suggest-
ing the need for a more detailed anthropological and psychological approach to ethnicities in 
collective cultures.

With this study, we made an important contribution to cross-cultural independent–interdepen-
dent literature as well as multi-cultural psychology literature. We also made a methodological 
contribution by employing the SR paradigm to provide implicit measures for the three types of 
self. Our findings strongly suggest that future multi-cultural psychological studies should not 
only consider the differences between independence and interdependence at a national level but 
also the cultural impact of different ethnic groups within a country.
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Notes

1. Both the main effect of Gender and its interaction with other variables were not significant in Studies 
2, 3 and 4. Therefore, we excluded the factor of Gender in further analyses.

2. For the K measure, both the main effects and the interaction were not significant in Studies 2, 3 and 4.
3. The difference in the false alarm rates between Uyghur and Han participants were significant in terms 

of Recognition and R score in Studies 2, 3, and 4—Study 2: t(38) = 6.36, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 2.06; 
t(38) = 4.79, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.55; Study 3: t(38) = 3.38, p = .002, Cohen’s d = 1.10; t(38) = 3.61, 
p = .001, Cohen’s d = 1.17; Study 4: t(38) = 3.48, p = .001, Cohen’s d = 1.13; t(38) = 3.15, p = .003, 
Cohen’s d = 1.02.
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