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Regulatory mode theory contrasts two distinct self-regulatory functions: an assessment function that involves critical evaluation and

comparison of entities and states, and a locomotion function that involves movement from state to state. Four studies suggest that

people’s cultural orientation significantly determines the pursuit of these self-regulatory functions. Specifically, individualists (vs.

collectivists) are found to focus more on assessment, whereas, if anything, collectivists (vs. individualists) are found to focus more on

assessment. We also extend these findings to behavioral scenarios that consumers encounter in their day to day lives. Implications of

these findings in relation to consumers’ goal pursuit are discussed.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Research delineates two distinct self-regulatory modes, which

have been labeled assessment and locomotion (Kruglanski et al.
2000). Assessment is the aspect of self-regulation that focuses on
comparisons and critical evaluations of entities or states (i.e., goals
or means) in relation to different alternatives, whereas locomotion
is the aspect of self-regulation that focuses on movement between
states and commitment of psychological resources to initiate and
maintain goal-related movement. Thus, both assessment and loco-
motion are important components of any self-regulatory activity.
Indeed, regulatory mode has been shown to influence numerous
and important marketing phenomena, ranging from product prefer-
ences and assessment of value to the relation between product
decision strategies and willingness to pay for the selected product
(Avnet and Higgins 2003; Higgins et al. 2003). The current article
examines the association between cultural orientation and regula-
tory mode.

A number of findings suggest that collectivists are more likely
to engage in detailed processing regarding social relationships,
which is consistent with the focus of the assessment regulatory
mode (Avnet and Higgins 2003). Within a collectivist culture, it is
important for the individual to be sensitive to transgressions from
consensual standards (Lalwani et al. 2006; 2009a; 2009b), and
information regarding deviations from collectively shared stan-
dards is crucial to developing more appropriate behaviors for the
future, affirming one’s sense of belonging, and promoting harmony
within the group (Kitayama et al. 1997). Because an assessment
orientation has direct implications for a person’s sensitivity to
discrepancies from standards (Kruglanski et al. 2000), this suggests
that assessment might be associated with a collectivist cultural
orientation. Other evidence confirms that collectivists have a greater
tendency than individualists to assess the reactions of others to their
behavior in order to maintain harmonious relationships with them
(Lalwani 2009).

With regard to locomotion, collectivist cultures are often
characterized by clear in-group/out-group distinctions and a high
degree of rigidity and inflexibility that makes it difficult for indi-
viduals to move from one group to another (Triandis 1989). The
relative lack of social mobility in collectivist cultures suggests that
locomotion goals might be less compatible with a collectivist
cultural orientation. Conversely, the relatively high social mobility
that characterizes many individualist cultures suggests that loco-
motion goals might be more compatible with an individualist
cultural orientation. Research also suggests that assessment in-
volves making decisions based on careful analysis and rationality
(e.g., cost-benefit analysis; Weber, Ames, and Blais 2004), a
decision-making style that has also been associated with individu-
alism (Mintzberg 1989). Indeed, the logical thought process has its
roots in individualism (Markus and Kitayama 1991; Gelfand and
Dyer 2000). Similarly, in the context of negotiations, research
indicates that collectivists are less likely to rely on logical analysis
than individualists (Gelfand and Dyer 2000; Goldman 1994). This
suggests that individualists will emphasize assessment more than
collectivists, and preliminary support for this proposition is pro-
vided in a study by Weber et al. (2004), who conducted a content
analysis of decisions made by characters in 29 bestselling and
classic novels in China and the United States. Weber et al. (2004)

found that decisions in Chinese novels were less rational and
assessment oriented (i.e., less focused on careful evaluation and
making the right or ideal choice) than those in American novels.

Several research findings are also consistent with the proposi-
tion that collectivists are more locomotion oriented than individu-
alists. For example, research suggests that locomotion involves
making decisions on the basis of intuition, set rules (e.g., time spent
on a task) or personal roles (Weber, Ames, and Blais 2004).
Collectivists have been shown to be more likely to rely on intuition
and emotions than individualists (Mintzberg 1989). This suggests
that collectivists may emphasize locomotion more than individual-
ists, which is consistent with Weber et al.’s (2004) content analysis
of novels in China and the United States which showed that Chinese
decisions were more rule/role based and locomotion oriented than
American decisions.

Four studies using a variety of operationalizations of culture
(both situational and chronic) and regulatory mode suggest that
individualists are more likely to emphasize assessment over collec-
tivists, who in turn are more likely to emphasize locomotion.
Moreover, we extend the findings to behavioral scenarios that
consumers encounter in their day-to-day lives.

The article makes a number of theoretical and substantive
contributions. Previous literature makes conflicting predictions
regarding the link between cultural orientation and regulatory
mode. The current article contributes to theory by delineating the
exact relationships between the cultural values of individualism
and collectivism and locomotion and assessment. Moreover, the
article sheds unique insights into the goals of individualists and
collectivists. For instance, because individualists are found to be
assessment oriented, they might be relatively more perfectionistic
than collectivists, as they attempt to compare all options available
to them before arriving at decision, even if this process takes a long
time (Kruglanski, Pierro, and Higgins 2007). Conversely, because
collectivists are found to focus on locomotion, they might be
especially concerned about making discernible progress on tasks
and about making headway, even if the process results in sub-
optimal decisions (Pierro, Kruglanski, and Higgins 2006). Substan-
tively, the differential self-regulatory functions emphasized by
individualists and collectivists have potentially interesting implica-
tions in a number of domains, including decision making, self-
consciousness, discomfort with ambiguity, decisiveness, and open-
ness to change (Higgins et al. 2003). For instance, because a
locomotion orientation has been associated with an increased
likelihood of following an “elimination by aspects” decision strat-
egy in choosing products (Kruglanski et al. 2007), collectivists
might prefer similar decision strategies that enable them to make
steady progress toward a goal.
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