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I Am Dumber When I Look  
Dumb in Front of Many (vs. Few) 
Others: A Cross-Cultural  
Difference in How Audience  
Size Affects Perceived Social 
Reputation and Self-Judgments

Minjae Seo1, Young-Hoon Kim1, Kim-Pong Tam2,  
and Paul Rozin3

Abstract
People from all cultures are averse to looking dumb in front of others, especially if there is a 
large audience. However, there could be a difference between Face and Dignity cultures in the 
extent to which their members see themselves as dumb when they perform poorly before a 
large versus small audience. In the present study, Chinese and Americans were asked to imagine 
themselves performing poorly on tasks either in front of 10 others or one other and make 
judgments about how poorly (a) they thought and (b) others would think they performed on the 
tasks. Chinese were found to judge their performance more negatively in the large (vs. small) 
audience, but Americans were not. Audience size effect on self-judgments was mediated by 
how the Chinese perceived others to judge their performance in the large (vs. small) audience. 
Findings are discussed in the context of the logic of Face and Dignity cultures.
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Surveys have revealed that public speaking is a more fearful prospect than death (Bruskin 
Associates, 1973; Bruskin Goldring Research, 1993; Burgess, 2013), presumably due to people’s 
anxiety around being judged by others. People do not want to look dumb in front of a single 
person, but looking dumb is even more undesirable when one is in front of a large audience 
(Beatty & Payne, 1983; Jackson & Latané, 1981; Latané & Harkins, 1976; McKinney, Gatchel, 
& Paulus, 1983). Audience size does matter to people’s fear of looking dumb and being judged 
negatively by others. Nevertheless, it has not been established whether people actually feel 
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dumber when they look dumb in front of many (vs. few) people. In this regard, we expect that 
there would be cross-cultural variation in the extent to which people judge themselves as dumb 
when they perform poorly in front of many (vs. few) others. In the present study, we explored the 
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: The self-judgments of members of a Face culture are more sensitive to the size 
of the audience than are those of members of a Dignity culture.

This is because people from Face cultures base their self-definition on the perceived social repu-
tation of the self to a greater extent than do those from Dignity cultures.

The Role of Perceived Social Reputation in Self-Judgments 
Across Face and Dignity Cultures

People define the self differently in different cultures. Individuals from a Dignity culture, preva-
lent in the northern part of the United States and Western Europe, are more likely to define the 
self based on how they perceive themselves rather than how others collectively perceive them, 
which is informed more by a first-person rather than a third-person perspective (Kim & Cohen, 
2010; Kim, Cohen, & Au, 2010; Leung & Cohen, 2007; for more information on the cultural 
logics and phenomenologies of Face and Dignity cultures, refer to Cohen, Hoshino-Browne, & 
Leung, 2007, or Leung & Cohen, 2011). This personal sovereignty over the self is reflected in 
how an individual’s self-worth is understood in Dignity cultures. Dignity is defined as “the con-
viction that each individual at birth possessed an intrinsic value at least theoretically equal to that 
of every other person” (Ayers, 1984, p. 19). Thus, this inherent self-worth should not and cannot 
be judged by others. Occasionally, people from Dignity cultures may even define themselves in 
opposition to how others view them to prove that their self-judgments are independent of others 
and to demonstrate self-sovereignty (Kim et al., 2010).

In contrast, individuals from Face cultures, prevalent in East Asian countries such as 
China, Japan, and South Korea, are more likely to define the self by how they are collec-
tively seen by others rather than by how they see themselves, understanding and judging the 
self more from a third-person than from a first-person perspective (Hamamura & Heine, 
2008; Heine, Takemoto, Moskalenko, Lasaleta, & Henrich, 2008; Ho, 1976; Ho, Fu, & Ng, 
2004; Kim & Cohen, 2010; Kim et al., 2010; Zane & Yeh, 2002). Face, the worth of the self, 
is defined as

the respectability and/or deference which a person can claim for himself from others by virtue of the 
relative position he occupies in his social network and the degree to which he is judged to have 
functioned adequately in that position. (Ho, 1976, p. 883; also see Heine, 2005, p. 96)

Thus, in Face cultures, self-judgments only count when others make them (Heine, Lehman, 
Markus, & Kitayama, 1999; Kitayama & Markus, 1999; Y. Y. Lee, Kam, & Bond, 2007). Thus, 
self-judgments that are not collectively conferred or attributed by others do not define the self. In 
a Face culture, it is “the public representations about a person—the information about a person 
that is acknowledged as publicly known and consensually shared” (Kim et al., 2010, p. 905) that 
defines who the person is.

Some recent studies revealed the importance of perceived social reputation in defining the self 
in a Face culture. Kim and his colleagues (2010), for example, examined how differently 
European American and Hong Kong participants judged themselves as a function of whether 
others had or had not witnessed their poor performances. The “quiz show” paradigm (L. D. Ross, 
Amabile, & Steinmetz, 1977) was used to replicate the fundamental attribution error, which is the 
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tendency for people to attribute others’ behavior to internal or dispositional factors, even in the 
presence of situational factors. Here, they found that Hong Kong contestants who were unable to 
answer most of the questions composed by their partners (questioners) found questions to be 
purposefully difficult, and rated themselves as less intelligent than their partners when their poor 
performance was observed by others. However, when no one saw them performing poorly on the 
quiz show task, they rated themselves to be equally intelligent as their partners. This indicates 
that, for Hong Kong participants, looking dumb in public led them to judge themselves as less 
intelligent than their partners, but feeling dumb in private did not. In contrast, European American 
contestants rated themselves as less intelligent than their partners, independent of whether their 
poor performance was or was not seen by others.

Audience Size and Self-Judgments in Face and Dignity Cultures

Instead of focusing on the effect of audience presence (vs. absence), this study explored how 
audience size affects the ways the self is defined in Face and Dignity cultures. As previous 
research has shown, people from Face cultures base their self-judgments on the perceived 
social reputation of the self (i.e., how they are collectively seen by others), whereas people 
from Dignity cultures base their self-judgments on how they privately see themselves. These 
culturally different ways of understanding the self predict that people from different cultures 
may make different judgments about themselves depending on the size of audience that gives 
rise to their social reputation. Because social reputation is built on the accumulation of others’ 
perceptions, the extent of social reputation that people earn or lose is contingent upon on the 
number of people who share it (Resnick & Zeckhauser, 2002; Zacharia & Maes, 2000). Indeed, 
it has been reported that, after poor performances, people well known to others lose more 
social reputation than do those who are less known to others (Anderson & Shirako, 2008). 
Therefore, Face culture members would perceive their social reputation to suffer more when 
their poor performance is witnessed by many (vs. few) others, which in turn would lower their 
self-assessments of performance. In contrast, for members of Dignity cultures, their self-
assessments of performance would not differ depending on whether their poor performance is 
witnessed by many versus few others, as their social reputation is not a primary concern for 
self-definition.

Overview of the Study

To test these ideas, we conducted a study in which participants were asked to imagine themselves 
performing poorly on a task either in front of 10 other people or one other person. Then, they 
made judgments about how poorly they thought they performed on the task and how poorly oth-
ers would think they performed. We predicted that Face culture members would rate their perfor-
mance more negatively when their poor performance was seen by 10 other people (vs. one other 
person). However, for members of Dignity cultures, self-judgments should not be affected by the 
audience size. We posited that this cross-cultural difference in self-assessments as a function of 
audience size would be driven by perceived social reputation—by how the participants perceive 
others to judge them performing poorly in front of 10 (vs. one) other people. Thus, we expected 
that, for Face culture members, a poor performance in front of a large (vs. small) audience would 
lead them to perceive that others judged them as having performed worse on the task, in turn, 
leading them to judge their own performance more negatively.

To test our hypothesis, we recruited American participants from a university in the United 
States and Hong Kong Chinese participants from a university in Hong Kong. Although the ethnic-
ity of Hong Kong Chinese individuals is Chinese, those who are Hong Kong Chinese are Chinese–
English biculturals who maintain a primary Hongkonger social identity, while internalizing both 
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Euro American and Chinese values (Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martinez, 2000). In this study, 
we had Hong Kong Chinese participants use either Chinese or English language to activate the 
corresponding cultural mind-sets. This is consistent with research that has shown that the use of 
different languages activates corresponding cultural mind-sets among Hong Kong Chinese par-
ticipants (Chiu, Leung, & Kwan, 2007; Oyserman & Lee, 2007, 2008). In particular, the use of 
Chinese and English languages has been found to be an effective priming strategy to elicit cultural 
differences between the East and West (e.g., S. W. Lee, Oyserman, & Bond, 2010; M. Ross, Xun, 
& Wilson, 2002; Trafimow, Silverman, Fan, & Law, 1997). Regarding these two language groups, 
we predicted that, for Hong Kong Chinese participants who used Chinese, perceived social reputa-
tion and performance self-judgments would be lower when their poor performance was seen by 10 
(vs. one) other people. In contrast, we expected that Hong Kong Chinese participants who used 
English would respond to the dependent variables in a similar manner as American participants 
would, such that their perceived social reputation and self-judgments should be unaffected by 
whether their poor performance was witnessed by 10 others versus one other.

Method

Participants

Participants were 93 American college students (57 women; M age = 19.33 years, SD = 1.20 
years) from a private university in northeastern United States and 96 Hong Kong Chinese college 
students (42 women; M age = 20.96 years, SD = 1.31 years) from a private university in Hong 
Kong. All participants completed the study for course credit. All Hong Kong Chinese participants 
self-identified as bilingually Chinese–English, and American participants self-identified as native 
English speakers. American participants identified their ethnic background as White or European 
American (51%), Black or African American (8%), Asian American (20%), Hispanic or Latino 
American (13%), biracial (8%), or Other (2%). Among the American participants, 88% reported 
that they were born in North America (United States 84%, Canada 4%), and 12% reported the 
other regions (Asia 5%, Europe 2%, Latin America 2%, Middle East 1%, and Australia 1%).1

Procedure

Participants accessed an online survey created with Qualtrics™ and completed the questionnaire 
at their convenience. Upon providing informed consent for study participation, they were asked 
to complete an approximately 10-min questionnaire. Hong Kong Chinese participants were ran-
domly assigned to receive either the Chinese or the English version of the questionnaire. Thirty-
seven Hong Kong Chinese participants filled out the questionnaire in English, and the remainder 
filled out the Chinese version. All American participants filled out the English questionnaire. In 
the questionnaire, participants read three hypothetical scenarios. For each hypothetical scenario, 
participants were asked to imagine themselves clearly exhibiting a poor performance. They were 
randomly assigned to imagine themselves exhibiting poor performance either in the presence of 
one other person or 10 other people. The three scenarios were designed to depict poor perfor-
mance in three different domains: intelligence, morality, and technical skill.

Three scenarios. In terms of the intelligence domain, participants in the small audience condition 
(presence of one other person) read the following instructions:

Imagine a scenario in which questions are projected onto a screen in a room with two people (You 
and Person A). You are randomly chosen to answer 10 questions, and you answer 2 questions 
correctly in the presence of Person A.
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For the large audience condition (the presence of 10 other people), participants read the follow-
ing instructions:

Imagine a scenario in which questions are projected onto a screen for you in a room with 10 other 
people. Out of the group, you are randomly chosen to answer 10 questions, and you answer 2 
questions correctly in the presence of the 10 other people.

In terms of the morality domain, participants read the following instructions:

A blind person walking down the street drops a $20 bill onto the ground. You immediately pick up 
the bill and pocket it, then realize that another person (Person A) (“10 other people” in the large 
audience condition) had been on the street to observe your action.

Finally, in the technical skill domain, participants read the following instructions:

Imagine a scenario in which you are playing a competitive video game in the presence of one other 
individual (Person A) (“10 other people” in the large audience condition) who witnesses the game but 
does not participate in it. Based upon all the people who play this particular game, you score in the 
30th percentile on the task.

Self-judgments of performance. After each scenario, participants were asked to make judgments 
about their performance by answering two questions. For the intelligence scenario, participants 
were asked to indicate (a) how intelligent they thought they were and (b) how knowledgeable 
they thought they were. Participants responded using an 8-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 
0 (not intelligent/knowledgeable at all) to 7 (very intelligent/very knowledgeable). For the moral-
ity scenario, participants were asked to indicate (a) how moral they thought they were and (b) 
how ethical they thought they were. For the technical skill scenario, participants were asked to 
indicate (a) how skilled they thought they were and (b) how well they thought they played the 
video game.

Judgments about perceived social reputation on performance. For each of the three scenarios, the 
participants were also asked to judge how the other(s) (Person A in the small audience condition 
and the 10 other people in the large audience condition) would have evaluated their performance. 
For example, in the intelligence domain scenario, participants were asked to indicate how intel-
ligent and knowledgeable Person A in the small audience condition (the 10 other people in the 
large audience condition) would think they were.

Taking a third- versus first-person perspective in self-judgments. To examine whether the expected 
cultural differences were driven by the logic and dynamics of Face and Dignity cultures, partici-
pants were asked to complete a scale developed by Seo, Kim, and Na (2016) that measures the 
extent to which people judge the self from the perspective of others versus from their own per-
spective. The five scale items were as follows (Cronbach’s α = .70): “How others think of me is 
important for my self-evaluation,” “My judgment about myself reflects how others judge me,” 
“Others’ judgments about me do not count much for my self-evaluation,” “I am concerned about 
how others judge me,” and “My worth has to be validated by others.” Participants indicated their 
agreement or disagreement with each statement on an 8-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 0 
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). After reverse coding the third scale item, responses 
from the five items were averaged to form an aggregate score representing a third- (vs. first-) 
person perspective endorsement. Thus, higher scores on the scale reflected a stronger tendency 
to evaluate the self from a third-person than a first-person perspective.
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Results and Discussion

To test the hypotheses, a MANOVA with Culture–Language (Hong Kong Chinese participants 
with the Chinese questionnaire vs. Hong Kong Chinese participants with the English question-
naire vs. American participants with the English questionnaire) × Audience Size (small audience 
condition vs. large audience condition) × Scenario (intelligence vs. morality vs. technical skill) 
was performed on the participants’ self-judgments and perceived social reputation. Scenario did 
not reliably interact with the expected two-way interaction of Culture–Language and Audience 
Size on self-judgments, F(4, 183) = 0.54, ns, or perceived social reputation, F(4, 183) = 0.91, ns. 
Thus, the three scenarios were collapsed. In addition, there were no main effects or interaction 
effects involving gender, Fs < 1.00, ns. Therefore, gender has not been discussed in the following 
analyses.

Self-Judgments

As can be seen in Figure 1, the expected 3 (Culture–Language) × 2 (Audience Size) interaction 
was significant, F(2, 183) = 3.85, p < .05, ηp2  = .04. To understand the nature of this interaction 
effect, we decomposed it by examining the simple main effect of Audience Size as a function of 
Culture–Language: Hong Kong Chinese participants with the Chinese questionnaire versus 
Hong Kong Chinese participants with the English questionnaire, Hong Kong Chinese partici-
pants with the Chinese questionnaire versus American participants with the English question-
naire, and Hong Kong Chinese participants with the English questionnaire versus American 
participants with the English questionnaire.

First, a Culture–Language (Hong Kong Chinese participants with the Chinese questionnaire 
vs. Hong Kong Chinese participants with the English questionnaire) × Audience Size interaction 
was significant, t(183) = 2.14, p < .05. Specifically, for Hong Kong Chinese participants with the 
Chinese questionnaire, self-judgments about performance were lower in the large audience con-
dition (M = 2.47, SD = 0.93) compared with those in the small audience condition (M = 3.67, 

Figure 1. Self-judgment of Hong Kong Chinese participants with the Chinese questionnaire, Hong 
Kong Chinese participants with the English questionnaire, and American participants with the English 
questionnaire as a function of Audience Size.
Note. Error bars represent standard errors.
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SD = 1.48), t(183) = 3.57, p < .05. However, for Hong Kong Chinese participants with the 
English questionnaire, there was no significant difference in self-judgments between the large 
audience condition (M = 3.29, SD = 1.43) and the small audience condition (M = 3.33, SD = 
1.30), t(183) = 0.10, ns. A significant two-way interaction of Culture–Language (Hong Kong 
Chinese participants with the Chinese questionnaire vs. American participants with the English 
questionnaire) and Audience Size on self-judgments was also observed, t(183) = 2.59, p < .05. 
This interaction effect was driven by a reliable difference among Hong Kong Chinese partici-
pants with the Chinese questionnaire and a non-reliable difference for American participants with 
the English questionnaire between the large audience condition (M = 3.18, SD = 1.11) and the 
small audience condition (M = 3.27, SD = 1.38), t(183) = 0.34, ns. Finally, as expected, there was 
no significant two-way interaction of Culture–Language (Hong Kong Chinese participants with 
the English Questionnaire vs. American participants with the English Questionnaire) and 
Audience Size, t(183) = 0.09, ns.

These findings indicate that Hong Kong Chinese participants rated themselves more nega-
tively when they performed poorly in front of a large (vs. small) audience, particularly when their 
Chinese cultural mind-set was activated. However, American participants and Hong Kong 
Chinese participants with the English questionnaire made self-judgments about their poor perfor-
mance independent of whether their performance was observed by a large or small audience.

Perceived Social Reputation

As can be seen in Figure 2, the expected 3 (Culture–Language) × 2 (Audience Size) interaction 
was also significant for perceived social reputation, F(2, 183) = 4.85, p < .05, ηp2  = .05. On 
examining the interaction effect, we found that the two-way interaction between Culture–
Language (Hong Kong Chinese participants with the Chinese questionnaire vs. Hong Kong 
Chinese participants with the English questionnaire) and Audience Size was significant, t(183) = 
2.80, p < .05. For Hong Kong Chinese participants with the Chinese questionnaire, perceived 

Figure 2. Perceived social reputation of Hong Kong Chinese participants with the Chinese 
questionnaire, Hong Kong Chinese participants with the English questionnaire, and American participants 
with the English questionnaire as a function of Audience Size.
Note. Error bars represent standard errors.
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social reputation was lower in the large audience condition (M = 2.43, SD = 0.89) as compared 
with that in the small audience condition (M = 3.56, SD = 1.74), t(183) = 3.39, p < .05. However, 
for Hong Kong Chinese participants with the English questionnaire, there was no significant dif-
ference between the large audience condition (M = 3.22, SD = 1.52) and the small audience 
condition (M = 2.85, SD = 1.44), t(183) = −0.88, ns. Similarly, the two-way interaction of 
Culture–Language (Hong Kong Chinese participants with the Chinese questionnaire vs. American 
participants with the English questionnaire) and Audience Size was significant, t(183) = 2.56, p < .05. 
In particular, Hong Kong Chinese participants’ perceived social reputation to be lower in the 
large (vs. small) audience condition; however, there was no significant difference between the 
large audience condition (M = 2.17, SD = 0.86) and the small audience condition (M = 2.21, SD 
= 1.24), t(183) = 0.15, ns, for American participants. Again, the interaction of Culture–Language 
(Hong Kong Chinese participants with the English questionnaire vs. American participants with 
the English questionnaire) × Audience Size was not significant, t(183) = 0.82, ns.

These findings reveal that Hong Kong Chinese participants perceived their social reputation 
to be lower when their poor performance was seen by a large (vs. small) audience, particularly 
when their Chinese cultural mind-set was activated. However, American participants and Hong 
Kong Chinese participants with the English questionnaire did not perceive that others judged 
them differently depending on whether their poor performance was seen by a large or small 
audience.

Mediation Effect of Perceived Social Reputation on Self-Judgments

As can be seen in Figure 3, for Hong Kong Chinese participants with the Chinese questionnaire, 
perceived social reputation fully mediated the effect of Audience Size on self-judgments, Sobel’s 
(1982) test z = −2.91, p < .05. As discussed, Audience Size predicted participants’ self-judgments 
(β = −1.20, p < .05). However, in a multiple regression analysis predicting participants’ self-
judgments with Audience Size and perceived social reputation, the β value for Audience Size 
dropped to −0.35 (p > .05), whereas that for perceived social reputation was 0.75 (p < .05). These 
results revealed that the self-judgment processes of Hong Kong Chinese participants are depen-
dent on their perceived social reputation. When they performed poorly in front of many (vs. few) 

Figure 3. The mediation effect of perceived social reputation on self-judgments among Hong Kong 
Chinese participants with the Chinese questionnaire.
Note. Values represent unstandardized regression coefficients.

 at UNIV OF PENNSYLVANIA on October 5, 2016jcc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 



Seo et al. 1027

other people, they perceived more negative performance judgments by others, and their percep-
tions of social reputation in turn led them to conclude that they performed worse.

Moderation Effect of a Third- Versus First-Person Perspective Endorsement

We also tested whether the observed effect of Audience Size on self-judgments and perceived 
social reputation for Hong Kong Chinese participants with the Chinese questionnaire was moder-
ated by participants’ endorsement of a third- (vs. first-) person perspective. As expected and can 
be seen in Figure 4, there was a significant interaction between Audience Size and a third- versus 
first-person perspective endorsement, F(1, 55) = 8.10, p < .05, ηp2  = .13. To understand the nature 

Figure 5. The moderated mediation model of culture on self-judgment via third- (vs. first-) person 
perspective endorsement moderated by Audience Size.

Figure 4. The moderation effect of a third- versus first-person perspective endorsement on the self-
judgments and perceived social reputation of Hong Kong participants with the Chinese questionnaire as 
a function of Audience Size.

 at UNIV OF PENNSYLVANIA on October 5, 2016jcc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 



1028 Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology 47(8) 

of this moderation effect, a slope analysis (Aiken & West, 1991) was conducted to examine the 
simple main effect of Audience Size as a function of a third- versus first-person perspective 
endorsement. For Hong Kong Chinese participants who took a third- (vs. first-) person perspec-
tive to a greater extent (participants who scored one standard deviation above the scale mean), 
self-judgments were lower in the large audience condition (Ye = 2.16)² than in the small audience 
condition (Ye = 4.28), F(1, 55) = 22.61, p < .05. However, for Hong Kong Chinese participants 
who took a third- (vs. first-) person perspective to a lesser extent (those who scored one standard 
deviation below the scale mean), there was no significant difference in self-judgments between 
the large audience condition (Ye = 2.82) and the small audience condition (Ye = 3.12), F(1, 55) = 
0.42, ns.³ Similar results were found for perceived social reputation, the interaction effect was 
significant, F(1, 55) = 8.52, p < .05, ηp2  = .13, such that for participants who took a third- (vs. 
first-) person perspective to a greater extent, their perceived social reputation was lower in the 
large audience condition (Ye = 1.93) than in the small audience condition (Ye = 4.11), F(1, 55) = 
18.76, p < .05. However, the difference was not significant for those who took a third- (first-) 
person perspective to a lesser extent, F(1, 55) = 0.02, ns.

The results above supported the proposed moderation effect within a culture, suggesting that 
the obtained effect of Audience Size among Hong Kong Chinese participants with the Chinese 
questionnaire was driven by their greater endorsement of a third- (vs. first-) person perspective. 
This argument could be further strengthened if a moderation effect was found across cultures. 
Specifically, this would occur if those who are more likely to take a third- (vs. first-) person per-
spective had more negative self-judgments and perceived social reputation in the larger (vs. small) 
audience condition, regardless of cultural background. To test this possibility, we collapsed all 
three Culture–Language groups and tested the moderation effect of Audience Size. Indeed, we 
found the interaction effect on self-judgments to be significant, F(1, 185) = 4.10, p < .05, ηp2  = .02. 
The results revealed that, regardless of cultural group, for third-person perspective takers (+1 SD), 
self-judgments were more negative in the large audience condition (Ye = 2.97) than those in the 
small audience condition (Ye = 3.74), F(1, 185) = 8.54, p < .05. However, no difference was found 
for first-person perspective takers (−1 SD) between the large audience condition (Ye = 3.05) and 
the small audience condition (Ye = 3.07), F(1, 185) = 0.00, ns. Parallel results were obtained for 
the perceived social reputation variable, the interaction effect was significant, F(1, 185) = 5.15, 
p < .05, ηp2  = .03. Regardless of cultural group, for third-person perspective takers (+1 SD), per-
ceived social reputation was more negative in the large audience condition (Ye = 2.42) than in the 
small audience condition (Ye = 3.15), F(1, 185) = 7.27, p < .05. However, no difference was 
observed for first-person perspective takers (−1 SD) between the large audience condition (Ye = 
2.50) and the small audience condition (Ye = 2.34), F(1, 185) = 0.27, ns.

Summary and Implications

Past research on Face and Dignity cultures allows us to understand the cultural differences in 
self-definition from the perspective of the presence (vs. absence) of an audience (Kim & Cohen, 
2010; Kim et al., 2010). The current work further contributes to the understanding of cultural 
differences in self-perception by examining whether audience size differs in its influence on self-
definition of people from Face versus Dignity cultures. When defining the self, Hong Kong 
Chinese and American participants seemed to be differentially affected by the audience size. 
Hong Kong Chinese participants, particularly those whose Chinese mind-set was activated by 
Chinese (vs. English) language use, rated themselves more negatively when they imagined hav-
ing performed poorly in front of a larger audience. Their judgments regarding social reputation 
(how others were perceived to see them) were also more negative when the audience was larger. 
As expected, a reliable mediation effect of perceived social reputation on self-judgments was 
found, such that when Hong Kong Chinese participants with the Chinese questionnaire imagined 
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themselves performing poorly in front of 10 (vs. one) others, they believed that others would 
judge them as performing worse, which they then incorporated into their self-assessments, and 
resulted in more negative ratings. Furthermore, this pattern of results was more pronounced 
among those taking a third- (vs. first-) person perspective to a greater extent in their self-view. In 
contrast, for American participants and Hong Kong Chinese participants with the English ques-
tionnaire, self-judgments and perceived social reputation were not affected by information about 
the size of the audience that saw them perform poorly.

The present study provides strong evidence for the impact of culture, by virtue of having acti-
vated cultural mind-sets through language. Many cross-cultural studies do not manipulate culture 
itself, and only test the impact of culture by recruiting participants from different cultures. 
However, this approach has been criticized because of its inability to allow experimental verifi-
cation of the role of culture. We tried to overcome this limitation by recruiting Hong Kong 
Chinese participants who were both English–Chinese bicultural and bilingual, and manipulating 
their cultural mind-set using language as a cultural prime. By assessing the moderating role of 
endorsing a third- versus a first-person perspective of the self, we further elucidated the mecha-
nism underlying our findings.

The current findings also contribute to the literature on the effect of audience size. People 
experience a high level of psychological stress when they are under the pressure of being judged 
in front of an audience (Gruenewald, Kemeny, Aziz, & Fahey, 2004). Audience size is generally 
noted as one of the most critical factors that bolsters such pressure (Latané & Harkins, 1976). For 
example, larger audiences invoke higher heart rate levels (McKinney et al., 1983), anxiety, and 
tension (Beatty & Payne, 1983; Jackson & Latané, 1981; Latané & Harkins, 1976). Our study 
further shows that the impact of audience size can also affect individuals’ actual self-judgments 
as a function of their dominant cultural mind-set in terms of whether they prioritize a first-person 
perspective (Dignity culture) or a third-person perspective (Face culture).

The results of the present study inspire a number of ideas for follow-up studies. For example, the 
current study focused on poor rather than high performance. However, it is well established that 
negative information weighs more heavily across a broad range of psychological phenomena than on 
positive information (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001; Rozin & Royzman, 
2001). Thus, it makes sense to ask whether the observed findings would be replicated with positive 
information known to either many versus few others. Moreover, it would be interesting to examine 
whether those who happen to see a target person performing poorly in front of many versus few oth-
ers would judge the target person more negatively depending on their culture. This examination 
could reveal whether participants’ judgments about the perceived social reputation of the self per-
forming poorly in front of 10 (vs. one) others reflected reality. A good fit between these two judg-
ments would support the cultural utility functions of the perceived social reputation of the self.

One limitation of the present study is that we did not include a control condition, which makes 
it difficult to verify whether the observed patterns of self-judgments and perceived social reputa-
tion were driven by the smaller or larger audience size. Although we primarily intended to com-
pare the effect of two different audience sizes, it may still be important to identify what drove the 
effect. We hope that future studies will address this issue.

Concluding Remarks

The present study extends past research on how the self is defined differently in Face and Dignity 
cultures. People from Face cultures not only pay attention to how they are collectively perceived 
by others when defining the self but also incorporate information about the number of others who 
judge them into their self-assessments. In contrast, people from Dignity cultures do not judge 
themselves or perceive their social reputations differently depending on the size of the audience 
that judges them.
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Notes

1. Participants’ ethnic affiliations and places of birth did not reliably interact with Audience Size on the 
self-judgments, Fs < 1.20, ns, or perceived social reputation, Fs < 2.10, ns. Consequently, the ethnic 
groups and the birthplace groups were collapsed.

2. The estimated value (Ye) in slope analysis indicates the predicted value of the dependent variable esti-
mated from the regression model when the independent variable was at one standard deviation below 
or above the mean.

3. To examine whether a third- (vs. first-) person perspective mediates the cultural difference found 
above, we additionally tested the moderated mediation model depicted in Figure 5 using the bootstrap-
ping macro provided by Hayes (2014). The macro tested both the moderation effect of Audience Size 
on the relationship between a third- (vs. first-) person perspective endorsement and self-judgment, 
and the conditional indirect effect of culture via a third- (vs. first-) person perspective endorsement on 
self-judgment, in which the indirect effect (mediation) was conditional on the Audience Size (Model 
14 in the PROCESS; see Hayes, 2014). Results showed that a third- (vs. first-) person perspective 
endorsement fully mediated the effect of culture on the moderating effect of Audience Size, b = .11, 
SE = .85, 95% confidence interval (CI) = [.00, .35]. In particular, culture significantly correlated with a 
third- (vs. first-) person perspective endorsement, b = −1.34, SE = .65, t(187) = −2.06, p < .05, and the 
interaction effect of a third- (vs. first) person perspective endorsement and Audience Size was signifi-
cant, b = −0.08, SE = .04, t(187) = −1.99, p < .05, whereas the main effect of culture was not, b = .05, 
SE = .20, ns. All models used bias-corrected coefficients and 5,000 iterations.
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