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phonosemantic translation contains both semantic references in the 
Chinese language and phonetic references in the Western language, 
and would elicit both conservatism values as well as individual au-
tonomy values, respectively. These effects will be further moderated 
by the value-expressiveness of the product. In a collectivist soci-
ety such as China, consumers are highly attentive to the symbolic 
meanings embodied in a brand, particularly for value-expressive 
products (Tse 1996). Hence, we propose that the pattern of associa-
tion between brand translation and symbolic meanings will be more 
pronounced for products with higher (versus lower) levels of value-
expressiveness.

Brand name translation should then impact brand evaluation in 
two different ways. First, a phonetic or a phonosemantic translation 
may activate favorably evaluated autonomous values that are highly 
regarded by young Chinese consumers, born following the institu-
tion of the one-child policy (Zhang 2009). Second, a semantic or a 
phonosemantic translation may create the impression that the mar-
keter is sensitive to and respects Chinese culture, and hence increas-
es Chinese consumers’ positive attitude towards the brand transla-
tion (Koslow, Shamdasani, and Touchstone 1994). Taken together, 
these two mechanisms suggest that symbolic meanings inferred from 
brand translation and inferred marketer cultural sensitivity may have 
independent, additive effects on brand evaluation. 

More importantly, these two effects occur simultaneously in 
contrasting fashion for phonetic and semantic brand translations. 
Although semantic brand translation benefits from greater percep-
tions that the marketer is sensitive to Chinese culture, it suffers from 
weaker associations with the favorably-evaluated autonomy values. 
As younger, educated Chinese consumers may find autonomy values 
to be particularly self-relevant, we anticipate that this drawback of 
semantic translations would outweigh its benefit of favorable per-
ceptions of marketer cultural sensitivity. Although both phonetic and 
phonosemantic translations are favorably associated with autonomy 
values, only phonosemantic translation benefits from greater levels 
of marketer cultural sensitivity. We then predict that, in descending 
order, younger, educated Chinese consumers’ favorability of the three 
forms of brand name translation are phonosemantic, phonetic, and 
semantic. As phonetic and phonosemantic translations (compared to 
semantic ones) are more strongly associated with autonomy values 
at higher (vs. lower) levels of value expressiveness, by extension 
the positive effects of these associations on brand evaluations should 
also be stronger for higher levels of value expressiveness. 

Finally, consumers’ preference for brand translation is related to 
their own psychological characteristics. Because consumers prefer 
brands that are congruent with the personality traits that constitute 
their self-schemas (i.e., self-congruity, Aaker 1999), those who en-
dorse autonomy values should show a stronger preference for pho-
netic or phonosemantic brand name translations (relative to semantic 
translations) than should others who endorse conservatism values. 

In study 1, young Chinese students at a large public university 
in Beijing (China) participated in a 3 (Value-Expressiveness of the 
product: low, high, or very high) × 3 (Translation: phonetic, phono-
semantic, or semantic) within-subjects design. Participants indicated 
the human values embodied or symbolized by each brand translation 
and evaluated them. Later, they also rated the importance of indi-
vidual autonomy and conservatism values for themselves. Results 
showed that participants perceived phonetic and phonosemantic 
translations to embody greater autonomy values than they did se-
mantic translations, particularly for products with high and very-high 
levels of value-expressiveness. In addition, phonosemantic transla-
tions were evaluated more favorably than phonetic and semantic 
ones. Phonetic translations were also evaluated more favorably than 

semantic ones for high (marginally) and very high levels of value-
expressiveness. Furthermore, the self-importance of autonomy val-
ues positively predicted evaluation of phonetic translations, but only 
for high and very high levels of value-expressiveness.  

Study 2 examined consumers’ evaluations of brand name trans-
lations (phonetic, semantic or phonosemantic) of the same product 
brand upon making salient either the value-expressive function (high 
value-expressiveness) or the utilitarian function (low value-expres-
siveness) of the product. Participants perceived phonetic and phono-
semantic translations to embody greater autonomy values than they 
did semantic translations, particularly when the value expressive 
function of the product was made salient. These associations trans-
lated into favorable brand evaluations among participants for whom 
autonomy values are self-relevant. In addition, relative to phonetic 
translations, phonosemantic translations induced perceptions that the 
marketer is sensitive to Chinese culture, which mediated the differ-
ence in brand evaluation between these two types of translations. 
In summary, our research highlights the importance of considering 
consumers’ inferences about brand symbolism in terms of individual 
autonomy values when translating Western names into Chinese lan-
guage, and particularly so for value-expressive products targeting 
younger, educated Chinese consumers. 

Can Collectivism Promote Bribery?

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Bribery is considered a morally repugnant business practice 

with remarkable consensus transcending national boundaries (Hus-
ted, Dozier, McMahon, & Kattan, 1996). Yet, over $1 trillion or 3% 
of the world Gross Domestic Product (GDP) are paid annually in 
bribes, stymieing economic growth and threatening democratic and 
moral values (The World Bank, 2004). Furthermore, cross-national 
data such as Transparency International’s (2010) Bribe Payers Index 
(BPI), which rates countries on the perceived willingness of their 
companies to bribe abroad, suggest substantial variability across na-
tional cultures in the propensity to initiate bribes (Riaño & Hodess, 
2008). What is not sufficiently considered, however, is whether and 
how national culture might shape individuals’ propensity to initiate 
bribes.

A decision to offer a bribe typically involves a conflict of inter-
est; a dilemma between behaving in accordance with one’s moral 
standards and benefiting from bribing such as winning a contract. 
Standard theories of moral agency suggest that individuals can selec-
tively disengage internal moral control to permit detrimental conduct 
without violating their moral standards by, for example, reinterpret-
ing one’s actions or the negative consequences of one’s actions, vili-
fying the target of one’s actions, and, most strongly, by obscuring 
personal causal agency through diffusion of responsibility (Bandura, 
Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 1996; Mazar, Amir, & Ariely, 
2008). The easier it is for individuals to employ any of these mecha-
nisms, the more likely they are to engage in immoral behavior, such 
as initiating a bribe.

One prominent dimension of national culture is the degree of 
collectivism or the extent to which individuals see themselves as in-
terdependent and part of a larger group or society (Hofstede, 1980). 
According to previous research, individuals in collectivist cultures 
tend to hold relatively more favorable attitudes toward sharing of 
responsibilities (Hui, 1988), see others as providing a ‘cushion’ for 
their risky actions (Hsee & Weber, 1999), make situational rather 
than dispositional attributions, and have a weaker sense that they 
themselves determine who they are (Triandis, 2001). Consequently, 
we hypothesized that individuals in collectivist cultures would find 
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it easier to disengage regulatory self-sanctions from detrimental con-
duct through diffusion or displacement of responsibility, and show 
a higher propensity to bribe abroad than individuals in individual-
ist cultures. Further, we suggest that this effect would be mediated 
by collectivists’ lower perceived responsibility for their actions. We 
tested this premise in three studies.

In the first study, we tested the correlation between a country’s 
degree of collectivism and the propensity of its companies to offer 
bribes abroad while controlling for national wealth. Regression re-
sults show that the degree of collectivism was positively related to 
the propensity to bribe and that even after controlling for wealth it 
explained over half of the residual variability in the model. 

Going beyond correlational data, Study 2 examined the exis-
tence and nature of a causal relationship between collectivism and 
bribery. In this study, participants were primed with collectivism 
or individualism in an experimental laboratory set-up. Results con-
firmed our hypothesis with participants in the collectivist condition 
being more willing to offer a bribe than those in the individualist 
condition. Importantly, participants in the collectivist condition held 
themselves significantly less accountable for their actions than those 
in the individualist condition, and this difference in perceived re-
sponsibility fully mediated the effect of the prime on participants’ 
decision to offer a bribe. 

The third study tested for the alternative account that partici-
pants’ lower perceived responsibility for their actions was due to a 
post hoc rationalization consequent to the decision to bribe. Our re-
sults show that even in the absence of a decision to bribe, participants 
primed with a collectivist mindset held themselves significantly less 
accountable for their actions than those primed with an individualist 
mindset – suggesting that the effect is not due to a post-hoc rational-
ization of a decision to bribe. 

Our research shows that the degree of collectivism influences 
people’s willingness to offer a bribe, and that the effect is driven by 
people’s reduced perceived responsibility for their own actions. By 
drawing attention to cultural orientation and the relevance of internal 
control mechanisms, this paper highlights the importance of under-
standing the psychological processes underlying cross-national dif-
ferences, which would be crucial in designing a richer set of policies 
to curb the supply-side of corruption and its staggering costs.
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