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Abstract
People in interdependent cultures explain others’ behavior less through internal traits and 
more through external situations than those in independent cultures. Criminal justice research 
suggests that this should make people more lenient. They should blame less, punish less, support 
rehabilitation more, and perceive offenders to have less risk to re-offend. Yet, studies across 
cultures contradict this theoretical prediction. We address this contradiction by proposing 
the idea that culture shapes how much people consider the causal attribution of offenders’ 
behaviors. Across two studies, compared to those from independent cultures (i.e., European 
Americans), participants from interdependent cultures (i.e., Asians/Asian Americans) relied less 
on their causal attribution when determining blame (Studies 1A, 1B), as well as punishment, 
support for rehabilitation, and likelihood of offenders’ re-offense (Studies 2A, 2B). Next, we 
asked people how well they thought offenders could reintegrate into society after they had 
received punishment and underwent rehabilitation (Study 3). Causal attributions for offenders’ 
past crimes still had more influence on European Americans’ reintegration predictions than 
those of Asians/Asian Americans. Together, these studies suggest that culture shapes not just 
the types of attributions people make but also how much they consider those attributions when 
they decide how to respond to criminal acts.
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In 2002, Lee Boyd Malvo allegedly killed 10 people in a series of sniper attacks around 
Washington, DC. The attacks sent the DC area into a frenzy of fear and anxiety, with round-the-
clock news coverage. At the trial, Malvo’s defense attorney argued that he was brainwashed and 
indoctrinated by John Allen Muhammad. Muhammad adopted Malvo, trained him to shoot, and 
convinced him to do the killings.

Consider the jurors. They had to decide how much to attribute Malvo’s murders to internal 
versus external factors. How important were his free will and sense of right and wrong (internal 
factors)? How important were his unstable family situation and Muhammad’s domineering influ-
ence (external factors)? These attributions of Malvo’s behavior might have influenced how much 
blame and punishment they thought Malvo deserved, as well as how effective rehabilitation 
would be in changing his future behavior.

Researchers have postulated that causal attributions influence such decisions. When people 
attribute a behavior more to internal or dispositional causes and less to external or situational 
causes, they are more likely to blame the person (Jacobs & Carmichael, 2002; Woolfolk et al., 
2006), perceive them as more likely to re-offend (Carroll & Payne, 1977a), punish them severely 
(Carroll, 1979; Cochran et al., 2006; Sims, 2003; Young, 1991), and predict that rehabilitation 
will be less effective (Carroll, 1978; Cullen et al., 1985; Falco & Turner, 2014). Thus, attributions 
seem to influence people’s responses to criminal acts.

On top of that, several studies have found that causal attribution differs between cultures 
(Choi et al., 2003; Lee et al., 1996; Morris & Peng, 1994; Peng & Knowles, 2003). People from 
individualistic cultures, where independent self-construal is more prevalent, tend to make more 
dispositional and fewer situational attributions than people from collectivistic cultures, where 
interdependent self-construal is more prevalent (a review: Bender et al., 2017). These findings 
imply that interdependent people would blame less and punish less (Feinberg et al., 2019). It is 
also logical to expect that they would predict less re-offense and think rehabilitative policies are 
more effective.

Yet the data contradict this logical expectation. Studies have found that people in interdepen-
dent cultures actually ascribe more blame and punish offenders more severely (Feinberg et al., 
2019; Kwan, 2016). In this study, we offer an explanation for this surprising finding. We specifi-
cally suggest that cultures differ in the degree to which causal attribution contributes to people’s 
views on blame, punishment, and rehabilitation.

Impact of Causal Attributions on Blame and Punitive Philosophies

The two primary reactions to criminal acts in most criminal justice systems are retributive and 
rehabilitative (Cullen & Gendreau, 2000; MacKenzie, 2001; Weiner et al., 1997). Retributive 
justice focuses more on punishment. It is based on the idea that the severity of punishment should 
be proportional to the severity of the crime (Carlsmith, 2006). In contrast, rehabilitative policies 
focus on eventually reintegrating offenders into society and discouraging re-offenses by training 
and educating them as part of their criminal sentence (Cullen & Gendreau, 2000; Rothman, 
1980). Both punitive decisions are largely informed by judgments of blameworthiness (Blum & 
Ross, 2022; Weiner et al., 1997).

Prior research has found that causal attribution critically contributes to people’s perceptions of 
blame (Lagnado & Gerstenberg, 2017), and consequently their judgment of either of the punitive 
approaches (Carroll, 1978; Sims, 2003). The attribution of criminal behavior to dispositional fac-
tors, such as an offender’s traits, characteristics, and any other internal states, often leads people 
to assign greater causal responsibility to the offender and blame them more (Alicke, 2000; 
Cochran et al., 2006). As a result, people are more likely to view the offender as deserving of 
punishment than as an ideal candidate for rehabilitation (Carroll & Payne, 1977b; Darley et al., 
2000; Sims, 2003; Young, 1991).
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Situational attributions have the opposite effect. Attributions to factors like peer pressure and 
poverty often lead people to rate the offender as less causally responsible (Jacobs & Carmichael, 
2002, 2004; Unnever et al., 2008). People perceive the offender as less likely to re-offend, less 
deserving of punishment, and more suited to rehabilitation than harsh retributive punishment 
(Carroll et al., 1987; Carroll & Payne, 1977a; Sims, 2003).

However, we are not aware of any studies asking whether people from different cultures con-
sider causal attribution equally. This might provide an explanation for the gap between expecta-
tions based on previous criminal justice research and what cross-cultural studies have actually 
found, as described below.

Cultural Shaping of Causal Attribution

Accumulated cross-cultural research has found that people from individualistic cultures (such as 
Americans) are more likely to endorse independent self-construals (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). 
Independent self-construals think of the self as an independent agent, free from external forces, 
with behaviors that directly reflect their internal attributes. Thus, people see behavior as driven 
by their dispositions (Markus & Kitayama, 2003; Mesquita & Markus, 2004).

In contrast, people from collectivistic cultures (such as East Asia) are more likely to endorse 
an interdependent self-construal (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Interdependent self-construals 
view the self as under the influence of external factors, like the situation. Thus, people tend to 
think of behavior as coming from both dispositional and situational factors (Markus & Kitayama, 
2003; Mesquita & Markus, 2004).

Reflecting these differences, Americans tend to identify more dispositional and less situa-
tional contributors to behaviors than people in East Asia and South Asia (Choi et  al., 2003; 
Nisbett et al., 2001). For example, one study found that sports articles in U.S. newspapers and 
magazines focused more on the athletes’ dispositions and less on their situations than in Hong 
Kong (Lee et al., 1996). Studies have also found this difference among “bicultural” people, who 
have experience with different cultures. When primed with Chinese culture, bicultural partici-
pants in Mainland China and Hong Kong made more situational and less dispositional attribu-
tions than those primed with American culture (Hong et al., 2003; Wang et al., 2025). Even under 
cognitive load by doing multiple tasks at the same time, participants from Hong Kong, but not 
those from the United States, factored situational contributors into their judgments, suggesting 
that the consideration of situational constraints comes automatically for them (Knowles et al., 
2001). Even when judging extremely deviant behaviors such as mass murder, Americans were 
more likely to attribute it to the offender’s dispositions (e.g., his mental instability), while partici-
pants in China and India placed more weight on situational factors (e.g., social pressure; Bersoff 
& Miller, 1993; Choi & Nisbett, 2000; J. G. Miller & Luthar, 1989; Morris & Peng, 1994). 
Extending the scope of culture, research found that people in Western, Educated, Industrialized, 
Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) societies consider the perpetrators’ internal states more than 
non-WEIRD people to make moral judgments about others’ behaviors (Barrett et  al., 2016; 
Curtin et al., 2020; McNamara et al., 2019).

These findings suggest that the consequences of their causal attribution should also differ 
between cultures. In other words, if people in East Asia and South Asia make more situational 
attributions, they should also blame less, punish less, and support rehabilitation more. Yet, accu-
mulated findings suggest that those from interdependent cultures often blame offenders just as 
much, if not more harshly, than those from independent cultures (Feinberg et al., 2019; Shteynberg 
et al., 2009). They also punish offenders just as severely—and sometimes more—than people in 
independent cultures (Feinberg et al., 2019; Kwan, 2016). Collectivistic nations often also have 
harsher punitive systems than individualistic nations, such as more death sentences and higher 
incarceration rates (Amnesty International, 2023; Feinberg et al., 2019).
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We offer a way to resolve this puzzle. We argue that there are cultural differences in the extent 
to which people rely on causal attributions to determine their views on blame, punishment, and 
rehabilitative policies. Although the findings are limited, some studies have found that people 
from interdependent cultures may consider factors other than their causal attribution. For exam-
ple, Americans relied on their perceptions of the offender’s agency (i.e., the extent to which the 
offender acted on their free will) in determining their ascriptions of blame and punishment, while 
Chinese cared more about how much social harmony would be disrupted due to the harmful 
behaviors (Feinberg et al., 2019). Compared to Americans, Chinese also seemed to care more 
about whether the behavior violated social norms (Kwan, 2016; Riemer et al., 2014). Another 
body of literature suggested that the consideration of the situational mitigators still involves the 
analyses of the perpetrators’ internal states, such as their beliefs and perspectives (Curtin et al., 
2020). This implies that the reference to both the dispositional and situational reasoning may be 
particularly important in societies where people rely a lot on others’ internal states to judge their 
behaviors. Even though these studies did not examine the degrees of reliance on causal attribu-
tion per se, they suggest that causal factors may not be as important for people in interdependent 
cultures. We investigated this possibility across two studies.

The Outcomes of Punitive and Rehabilitative Responses to Crime

After offenders complete the punishment assigned for their crimes and go through rehabilitative 
programs in prison, they should re-enter the community. Importantly, for several reasons, pre-
venting re-offense does not guarantee successful reintegration into society. Efforts to reduce the 
possibility of re-offense are centered on decreasing the offenders’ risk factors and providing 
treatment for the underlying causes of their crimes (e.g., substance abuse; Fox, 2014). 
Reintegration, on the contrary, requires community level support, relational restoration, and a 
socially embedded understanding (Fox, 2014). It is a rather advanced and fundamental reforma-
tion of the offender, which the justice system ultimately aims for.

Does culture still shape how much people rely on causal attributions to estimate the offenders’ 
reintegration? This question is important because it can potentially inform societal-level policies 
and strategies in response to ex-offenders. For example, in a culture where there is an agreement 
that the causal drivers of the offenders’ past crimes should still influence their re-entry into the 
society, the release of offenders may rely heavily on the examination of the nature of their past 
crimes compared to another culture without such a view. Although the investigation of the soci-
etal-level policies goes beyond the scope of the current research, in Study 3, we aimed to provide 
the initial attempt to understand if culture shapes how much people consider the causal drivers of 
one’s past crime in their perception of offenders’ reentrance into the community.

Previous studies have found that Asians predict more changes in the future and perceive the 
past as less predictive of the future than Americans (Ji, 2008; Ji et al., 2001; although there are 
different findings in another study: Ji et al., 2009). Asians perceive that the universe is constantly 
in flux, which makes it more logical to predict changes in people’s future (Ji et al., 2001). It also 
makes sense to be more skeptical of using current trends to predict the future. Thus, they may 
perceive that the causal drivers behind the offenders’ past crimes have changed and are now less 
likely to influence the offenders’ future reintegration. On the other hand, if Americans are more 
likely to think that past behavior predicts future behaviors, it makes sense that they would put 
more weight on the causes of their past crimes.

Current Study

We tested whether people’s culturally shaped self-construal (Study 1A) or cultural background 
(Studies 1B, 2A, 2B, 3) is associated with how much they consider causal attribution in 
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determining responses to offenders. We specifically examined if people in independent cultures 
show stronger associations between dispositional (vs. situational) attributions and their judg-
ments of the offenders’ blameworthiness (Studies 1A, 1B; H1), the severity of punishment they 
deserve (Studies 2A, 2B; H2), the support for rehabilitative policies for these offenders (Studies 
2A, 2B; H3), and the estimation of future re-offense of these offenders (Studies 2A, 2B; H4). We 
further studied whether culture still shapes how much individuals consider the causal factors 
behind an offender’s past crime to a different extent when evaluating their possibility of re-
offense (H5A) and reintegration into the society (H5B), even after the punishment and rehabilita-
tive approaches are delivered (Study 3).

Studies 1A and 1B

In Studies 1A and 1B, we tested whether participants’ consideration of dispositional versus situ-
ational attributions of an offender’s immoral behavior differs depending on their cultural back-
grounds when they consider how much blame to assign. Data from all studies are available on the 
OSF (https://osf.io/sq9tk/files/osfstorage).

Method

Participants.  A power analysis for a mixed-effect regression model with a small to medium effect 
size (Cohen’s f2 = .10), α = .05, and 1−β = .80, indicated that the required number of partici-
pants is 198. In Study 1A, we recruited 252 MTurkers (https://www.mturk.com/). We required 
that participants be in the United States, have an Mturk Human Intelligence Task (HIT) approval 
rate equal to or greater than 95%, and have at least 100 HITs approved. We asked several open-
ended questions and excluded participants who provided non-sensical responses (such as answer-
ing “nice” to a question asking how many answers they provided with little or no attention). That 
left us with 223 participants (64.6% White/Caucasian/European Americans; 4.5% Hispanic/
Latino Americans; 15.7% Black/African Americans; 7.6% East Asian/East Asians/Asian Ameri-
cans; 2.2% South Asian/South Asians/Asian Americans; 0.4% Middle Eastern/Arab Americans; 
2.7% Native Americans; 2.2% multiracial; 41.3% female; 58.7% male; 0% other; age M = 36.26, 
SD = 10.42).

In Study 1B, we recruited 143 European Americans and 85 East Asian Americans through the 
student participation pool at the University of Texas at Dallas (UT Dallas). Among those who 
identified as a White, Non-Hispanic American, participants who were born and raised in the 
United States, whose parents were born and raised in the United States, and whose grandparents 
were born and raised in the United States or Western Europe remained in the final sample 
(European Americans; N = 91). Among those who identified as East Asian Americans, only 
participants whose parents and themselves were born and raised in either the United States or an 
East Asian nation, and whose grandparents were born and raised in an East Asian nation, remained 
in the final sample (N = 76; 65.9% female; 31.1% male; 3.0% other; age M = 21.19, SD = 3.22).

Instruments
Immoral Behavioral Vignette.  We used 64 different behavioral vignettes about 64 different pro-

tagonists from a prior study (Kim et al., 2021). Half of the vignettes were immoral (e.g., “Some-
one stole and used her cousin’s credit card”); the other half were moral behaviors (e.g., “Someone 
covered an overnight shift for her sick coworker”). We created eight different stimuli sets, com-
posed of four immoral and four moral behaviors. The stimuli sets were equivalent in terms of the 
moral relevance, perceived frequency, and emotional arousal of the behaviors, as pretested in a 
prior study (Kim et al., 2021). Each participant saw one stimuli set. We matched the pronouns 
of the protagonists to participants’ self-identified gender (people who chose “other” saw female 

https://osf.io/sq9tk/files/osfstorage
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pronouns). For the purpose of this specific study, the analyses focused on participants’ blame of 
immoral behaviors. Supplementary Section 1 reports findings for moral behaviors.

Self-Construal.  We assessed participants’ independent and interdependent self-construal using 
the Self-Construal Scale (Singelis, 1994). We used this as an index of their cultural background 
in Study 1A. We averaged participants’ responses to independent (e.g., “I enjoy being unique 
and different from others in many respects”; Cronbach’s α = .83) and interdependent (e.g., “I 
will sacrifice my self-interest for the benefit of the group I am in”; Cronbach’s α = .85) self-
construal subscales separately. We then created independence–interdependence scores for each 
participant by subtracting their interdependent self-construal scores from independent scores and 
mean centering them.

Procedure.  After providing informed consent, participants indicated their gender as either male, 
female, or other. Then they read each behavioral description, presented in a randomized order, 
and rated how much blame the offenders deserved (“How much blame does this person deserve?”) 
on a scale from 1 (Not at all) to 7 (Extremely).

After rating all behavioral descriptions, participants saw each behavior again and made dispo-
sitional and situational attributions. In Study 1A, participants indicated which statement they 
agreed with more for each behavior, “This person is the type to do this” (dispositional: coded as 
1) versus “There are situations that could lead this person to do this” (situational: coded as −1; 
the position of the statements was counterbalanced, as well as the anchors of rating scales used 
in Studies 1B and 2A; see Supplementary Section 2). In Study 1B, participants first saw a brief 
explanation about dispositional versus situational attributions. We told them that people do cer-
tain behaviors because they are the type of person who would do those things, but other times 
there are situations that lead people to do those behaviors, regardless of who they are. Then, they 
saw each behavior again and rated whether the behavior was primarily caused by the person or 
the situation (“Is this behavior primarily caused by the person, regardless of the situation, or 
primarily caused by the situation the person was in?” from 1 [Mostly by the situation] to 7 [Mostly 
by the person]). Afterwards, participants completed the self-construal scale and demographic 
questions. The Institutional Review Board at UT Dallas approved the procedures for all studies 
in this article.

Analyses and Results

Hypothesis 1: The Link Between Dispositional (vs. Situational) Attributions and Blame Will be Stronger 
for More Independent (vs. Interdependent) People.  To test H1, we ran a mixed-effect regression on 
participants’ vignette-by-vignette blameworthiness ratings, with individual participants as random 
effects. In Study 1A, we included fixed effects for participants’ independence–interdependence, 
causal attributions (i.e., their choice of dispositional attribution over situational attribution), and 
the interaction between these factors. There was a main effect of causal attributions (Table 1); 
participants assigned more blame to the offenders that they chose the dispositional (vs. situational) 
attribution for. Importantly, this effect was qualified by an interaction between independence–
interdependence and causal attributions (Table 1; B = 0.10, SE = 0.04, t = 2.31, p = .021). Par-
ticipants who were more independent (+1 SD independence–interdependence) assigned more 
blame to behaviors that they attributed to dispositional factors (vs. situational factors) compared 
to participants who were more interdependent (−1 SD independence–interdependence; more inde-
pendent B = 0.42, SE = 0.07, t = 6.31, p < .001; more interdependent B = 0.20, SE = 0.07, t = 
2.97, p = .003; Figure 1A).

In Study 1B, we ran fixed effects for participants’ culture, causal attributions (dispositional vs. 
situational attribution ratings), and the interaction between these factors in the same mixed-effect 
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regression model as in Study 1A. There were main effects of culture and causal attributions 
(Table 1). East Asian Americans blamed the offenders more harshly than European Americans 
(European American M = 5.24, SE = 0.09; East Asian American M = 5.47, SE = 0.10), consis-
tent with prior work (Feinberg et al., 2019). Also, people who made more dispositional (vs. situ-
ational) attributions assigned more blame. These effects were qualified by an interaction between 
culture and causal attributions (Table 1; B = 0.08, SE = 0.03, t = 2.31, p = .021). Corroborating 
the Study 1A findings, the effect of causal attributions was stronger for European Americans than 
for East Asian Americans (European American B = 0.38, SE = 0.04, t = 8.98, p < .001; East 
Asian American B = 0.23, SE = 0.05, t = 4.63, p < .001; European American vs. East Asian 
American B = 0.15, SE = 0.07, t = 2.31, p = .021; Figure 1B).

Studies 1A and 1B Discussion 

In Studies 1A and 1B, we found evidence that people from different cultural backgrounds use 
causal attribution differently to determine blame. People who scored higher on independent self-
construal had ratings of blame that were more closely tied to their causal attributions. People who 
scored higher on interdependent self-construal had weaker correlations between blame and attri-
bution (Study 1A). Similarly, in Study 1B, East Asian Americans’ judgments of blame were less 
closely tied to causal attribution compared to European Americans.

Table 1.  Findings on blameworthiness ratings in Studies 1A and 1B.

Predictor
Study 1A

B (SE)
Study 1B

B (SE)

Culture –0.01 (0.06) –0.50 (0.18)**
Causal Attribution 0.31 (0.05)*** 0.31 (0.03)***
Culture × Causal Attribution 0.10 (0.04)* 0.08 (0.03)*

Note. B coefficients. Culture refers to independent–interdependent self-construal in Study 1A and European American 
versus East Asian American in Study 1B.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Figure 1.  Effect of Causal Attribution on Blameworthiness (B Coefficients) in (A) Study 1A and 
(B) Study 1B. More independent = 1 SD above the mean of independence–interdependence; more 
interdependent = 1 SD below the mean of independence–interdependence.
SD = Standard Deviation; Error bars = standard errors.
*p < .05.
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Building on these findings, in Studies 2A and 2B, we tested if these effects are generalizable 
to decisions made within the justice system. We specifically focused on people’s assignment of 
punishments, consideration of rehabilitation programs, and explicit evaluations about how likely 
offenders are to commit another crime.

Studies 2A and 2B

In Studies 2A and 2B, we examined the influence of participants’ causal attribution on (a) the 
severity of their punishment assignments, (b) perceived effectiveness of (Study 2A) and support 
for (Study 2B) rehabilitative policies, and (c) perceived likelihood of the offenders’ future re-
offense in response to different criminal behaviors. One potential critique of Study 1 is that our 
attribution questions assumed that dispositional and situational attributions are inherently in con-
flict. Participants categorized whether the behavior was driven by either dispositional or situa-
tional causes or answered attribution questions on a continuum from dispositional to situational. 
However, this approach excludes the possibility that dispositional and situational attributions are 
separable, distinctive constructs (F. D. Miller et al., 1981). To test this question, we asked dispo-
sitional and situational attributions separately in Study 2.

Method

Participants.  In both studies, we aimed to recruit 274 participants based on a power analysis with 
an average effect size from Studies 1A and 1B, Cohen’s d = 0.34, α = .05, 1 − β = .80. Study 
2A data were collected from the student participation pool at UT Dallas (N = 88), a part-time job 
posting website at Boston University (N = 53), and Prolific (https://www.prolific.com/; N = 
140). Prolific participants were required to be born in the United States, live in the United States, 
have U.S. nationality, be fluent in English, and identify as either White or East Asian/Southeast 
Asian. We recruited a total of 281 participants (56.2% White/Caucasian/European American, 
0.7% Hispanic/Latin American, 0.4% Black/African American, 27.4% East Asian/East Asian 
American, 7.5% Southeast Asian/Southeast Asian American, 2.8% South Asian/South Asian 
American, 2.8% Native American, 0.7% multiracial, 1.4% missing data; 45.9% female, 49.5% 
male, 3.6% other, 1.1% missing data; age M = 28.92, SD = 12.62). We focused on participants 
who identified as White/Caucasian/European American (“European American”; N = 158), or as 
either East Asian/East Asian American, Southeast Asian/Southeast Asian American, or South 
Asian/South Asian American (“Asian/Asian American”; N = 106). We did not collect data on 
where the participants, their parents, or grandparents were born and raised.

In Study 2B, we recruited a total of 321 participants from the UT Dallas student participation 
pool (28.7% White/Caucasian/European American, 8.1% East Asian/East Asian American, 
11.2% Southeast Asian/Southeast Asian American, 52.0% South Asian/South Asian American; 
56.4% female, 41.7% male, 1.2% other, 0.6% missing data; age M = 20.08, SD = 1.96). We 
compared participants who identified as White/Caucasian/European American (N = 92) with 
those who identified as one of the Asian/Asian American groups (N = 229).

Instruments
Criminal Behavioral Vignettes.  We retrieved a total of 12 vignettes that described criminal 

behaviors of various levels of severity, varying in whether the vignettes involved killing, injury, 
and the use of firearms or cutting instruments from the Uniform Crime Reporting Handbook 
(Federal Bureau of Investigation [FBI], 2004). Drawing on the handbook’s classification, we cat-
egorized these criminal behaviors as mild (e.g., physically attacking someone without a firearm 
or cutting instrument and breaking a bone), moderate (e.g., shooting someone and injuring them), 

https://www.prolific.com/
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and severe (e.g., killing someone during an argument). We sampled four vignettes per severity 
level, making a total of 12 vignettes (Supplementary Section 3 lists all vignettes).

Prior research found that having a prior criminal record influenced people’s judgments of 
moral culpability (Caplan, 2007). Thus, we also manipulated whether the offender in each 
vignette had a prior criminal record by adding one additional sentence at the end of each vignette 
(e.g., with prior record: “He was found to have a prior criminal record for motor vehicle theft”; 
without prior record: “He was found to have no prior criminal record”). Among the four vignettes 
for each severity level, two indicated that the offender had a prior criminal record, and the other 
two indicated that the offender had no prior criminal record. We counterbalanced whether partici-
pants saw a particular vignette with or without prior criminal record.

Support for Rehabilitative Policies.  In Study 2A, we contrasted participants’ perception of 
rehabilitative policies against their perception of retributive policies. We chose these two types 
of policies because they are central to the criminal justice system (Cullen & Gendreau, 2000; 
MacKenzie, 2001; Weiner et al., 1997). In response to each criminal behavior, participants rated 
how effective rehabilitative (i.e., psychological counseling, educational and vocational train-
ing) and retributive policies (i.e., isolation in a prison cell, hard labor) would be in dealing with 
the offender (“How effective do you think each of these policies would be in dealing with this 
offender?”) using a scale from 1 (Not at all effective) to 7 (Extremely effective). We averaged 
participants’ ratings for the effectiveness of rehabilitative and retributive programs separately 
(Bernard et al., 2017). Then, we subtracted retributive ratings from rehabilitative ratings to use as 
the outcome variable in further analyses.

In Study 2B, we administered seven items that included statements in favor of and against 
different rehabilitative policies adapted from Pickett and Baker (2014). Participants rated the 
extent to which they opposed or supported each of the policies (e.g., “Reducing counseling pro-
grams for offenders in prison” and “Expanding job training programs for offenders in prison”; 
Pickett & Baker, 2014) on a scale from 1 (Strongly oppose) to 7 (Strongly support). After reverse-
coding participants’ support for statements against rehabilitative policies, we averaged their 
responses to create an aggregate of their support for rehabilitative policies per vignette (Cronbach’s 
α = .78–.84).

Causal Attribution.  In Study 2A, we measured dispositional and situational attributions using 
two separate scales. Before making the attribution ratings, participants read a brief explanation to 
clarify the meaning of “personal factors” (i.e., “people’s behaviors can be a result of the person’s 
disposition, such as their personality or goals”) and “situational factors” (i.e., “people’s behav-
iors can be due to the situation that the person has been in, such as their social and economic 
background or the specific context of the event”). Participants rated dispositional and situational 
attributions on scales (“To what extent can this behavior be explained by [personal/situational] 
factors?”) from 1 (Not at all) to 7 (Extremely). We subtracted situational attribution from dis-
positional attribution, creating dispositional–situational attribution scores, since our hypotheses 
focused on the relative strength of dispositional and situational attributions (Storms, 1973; Sup-
plementary Section 4 reports findings for dispositional and situational attributions separately).

In Study 2B, we adapted a causal attribution measure from Kitayama and colleagues (2006). 
Participants rated their agreement with two dispositional items (e.g., “The offender would have 
acted differently if his features [such as his character, attitude, or temperament] had been differ-
ent”) and two situational items (e.g., “The offender would have acted differently if features of the 
environment that surrounded him [such as the atmosphere, social norms, or other contextual fac-
tors] had been different”) on a scale from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). We sub-
tracted situational attribution ratings (Cronbach’s α = .77–.87) from dispositional attribution 
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ratings (Cronbach’s α = .64–.89), creating a dispositional–situational attribution score for each 
vignette.

Procedure.  After providing informed consent, participants saw 12 vignettes in a random order. 
For each vignette, participants assigned the punishment that the offender deserved for the crime 
[“Use the scale to assign a punishment the offender deserves for his crime”; No punishment, 2 
weeks in prison, 2 months in prison, 6 months in prison, 1 year in prison, 3 years in prison, 7 
years in prison, 15 years in prison, 30 years in prison, Life in prison with parole, Life in prison 
without parole; each anchor was converted into a number, 1–11; adapted from Darley et  al. 
(2000)]. Participants also rated their support for rehabilitative policies as described above. Half 
of the participants completed the punishment ratings first, while the other half completed the 
rehabilitation ratings first. Findings persisted after controlling for the order in which measures 
were completed by participants.

Afterwards, participants saw the same vignettes one more time. For each vignette, participants 
rated (a) dispositional and situational attributions and (b) the likelihood of re-offense (“How 
likely do you think it is for this offender to commit another crime in the future?”) from 1 (Not at 
all likely) to 7 (Extremely). Half of the participants completed the attribution ratings first, while 
the other half completed the re-offense ratings first. Results were the same after controlling for 
the order of the measures.

Next, participants completed the lab’s standard battery of questionnaires (Supplementary 
Section 5A) and demographic questions. We note that the lab’s battery questionnaires included 
tightness-looseness, the degree to which societies enforce rules and tolerate deviance from norms 
(Gelfand et al., 2011). Tightness is associated with stricter responses to criminal acts, such as 
high incarceration rates (Harrington & Gelfand, 2014). However, controlling for tightness-loose-
ness did not change our findings in all studies (Supplementary Section 5B).

Analyses and Results

Hypothesis 2: The Link Between Dispositional (vs. Situational) Attributions and Punishment Is Stronger 
for European Americans Than Asians/Asian Americans.  To test the second hypothesis, we conducted 
a linear mixed-effects regression on participants’ vignette-by-vignette punishment ratings. We 
tested fixed effects for participants’ culture, causal attributions (dispositional–situational), crime 
severity of the behaviors, prior criminal record of the offenders, and the interactions between 
these predictors. We included individual participants as random effects.

Across two studies, there were main effects of culture, causal attributions, crime severity, and 
prior criminal record (Table 2). More punishment was assigned by Asians/Asian Americans than 
by European Americans, when participants made more dispositional (vs. situational) attributions, 
when the crimes were more severe (severe vs. moderate vs. mild ps < .001), and when the 
offenders had a prior criminal record rather than no record (Table 3).

In both studies, there was an interaction between attributions and crime severity (Table 2). The 
effect of attribution on punishment was the greatest when the crime was severe, followed by mild 
and moderate (Table 4; severe vs. moderate and severe vs. mild ps < .001; moderate vs. mild 
Study 2A p = .001, Study 2B p = .155). Also, an interaction between crime severity and prior 
criminal record (Table 2) revealed that, although punishment was consistently greater for offend-
ers with a prior criminal record, this difference was smaller when the crime was severe (Table 3; 
no record vs. record: Study 2A mild B = −0.75, SE = 0.11, t = −7.03, p < .001; moderate B = 
−0.76, SE = 0.11, t = −7.03, p < .001; severe B = −0.23, SE = 0.11, t = −2.14, p = .032; Study 
2B mild B = -0.82, SE = 0.11, t = −7.49, p < .001; moderate B = −0.98, SE = 0.11, t = -9.02, 
p < .001; severe B = −0.49, SE = 0.11, t = −4.47, p < .001).
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In Study 2A, but not in Study 2B, there were significant interactions between culture and 
crime severity and between attribution and prior criminal record (Table 2). Asians/Asian 
Americans punished mild crimes more harshly than European Americans (European American: 
M = 4.00, SE = 0.11; Asian/Asian American: M = 4.45, SE = 0.14, p = .011; for moderate and 
severe crimes, ps > .20). Also, the effect of attributions was greater when the offenders had no 
prior criminal record than when they had a record (no record B = 0.20, SE = 0.02, t = 12.49, p 
< .001; prior record B = 0.13, SE = 0.02, t = 7.82, p < .001).

Most importantly, there was an interaction between culture and causal attributions in both 
studies (Table 2; Study 2A: B = 0.03, SE = 0.01, t = 2.56, p = .011; Study 2B: B = 0.07, SE = 
0.02, t = 4.70, p < .001). The link between attributions and punishment was stronger for 
European Americans than Asians/Asian Americans (Table 4; Study 2A: European American vs. 
Asian/Asian American B = 0.06, SE = 0.02, t = 2.56, p = .011; Study 2B: European American 
vs. Asian/Asian American B = 0.14, SE = 0.03, t = 4.70, p < .001; Figure 2).

In Study 2B, this effect was further qualified by a three-way interaction between culture, attri-
butions, and crime severity (Table 2; B = 0.07, SE = 0.02, t = 4.05, p < .001). When crimes 
were mild, there were no significant differences between European Americans and Asians/Asian 
Americans in the link between attributions and punishment. But the link was stronger for 
European Americans than Asians/Asian Americans when crimes were moderate and severe 
(Table 4; European American vs. Asian/Asian American mild: B = 0.04, SE = 0.06, t = 0.70, p 
= .484; moderate: B = 0.09, SE = 0.05, t = 1.99, p = .047; severe: B = 0.30, SE = 0.05, t = 
6.52, p < .001; Figure 2B). All other main effects and interaction effects were not significant (ps 
> .076) (Supplementary Section 6 reports breakdowns of the culture × attribution effect by all 
crime severity × prior criminal record vignettes for all H2–H5 findings).

Hypothesis 3: The More Dispositional (vs. Situational) Attributions European Americans (vs. Asians/
Asian Americans) Make, the Less They Support Rehabilitative Policies.  We ran a linear mixed-effects 
regression on participants’ support for rehabilitative policies, with fixed effects for participants’ 

Table 2.  Findings on punishment in Studies 2A and 2B.

Predictor
Study 2A

B (SE)
Study 2B

B (SE)

Culture –0.15 (0.08)* –0.18 (0.08)*
Causal Attribution 0.17 (0.01)*** 0.20 (0.02)***
Crime Severity 1.69 (0.04)*** 1.35 (0.04)***
Prior Criminal Record 0.31 (0.03)*** 0.40 (0.03)***
Culture × Causal Attribution 0.03 (0.01)* 0.07 (0.02)***
Culture × Crime Severity 0.08 (0.04)* 0.05 (0.04)
Culture × Prior Criminal Record –0.01 (0.03) 0.01 (0.03)
Causal Attribution × Crime Severity 0.11 (0.01)*** 0.19 (0.02)***
Causal Attribution × Prior Criminal Record –0.03 (0.01)** –0.03 (0.01)†

Crime Severity × Prior Criminal Record –0.13 (0.04)* –0.08 (0.04)*
Culture × Causal Attribution × Crime Severity –0.01 (0.01) 0.07 (0.02)***
Culture × Causal Attribution × Prior Criminal Record 0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01)
Culture × Crime Severity × Prior Criminal Record –0.04 (0.04) 0.00004 (0.04)
Causal Attribution × Crime Severity × Prior Criminal Record 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.02)
Culture × Causal Attribution × Crime Severity × Prior 

Criminal Record
0.01 (0.01) –0.03 (0.02)

Note. B coefficients. Significant interactions including participant culture and causal attribution are bolded.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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culture, causal attributions (dispositional–situational), crime severity, prior criminal record, and 
the interactions between these predictors. We entered participants as random effects.

Across two studies, there were significant main effects of attributions, crime severity, and 
prior criminal record (Table 5). People rated rehabilitative policies as less effective when they 
made more dispositional (vs. situational) attributions, for more severe crimes (severe vs. moder-
ate vs. mild ps < .001, except for Study 2B moderate vs. mild p = .002), and when the offenders 
had a prior criminal record rather than no record (Table 3). In addition, Study 2B revealed a main 
effect of culture (Table 5), such that Asians/Asian Americans supported rehabilitation less than 
European Americans (European American M = 5.46, SE = 0.10; Asians/Asian American M = 
5.01, SE = 0.07).

In both studies, there was a significant interaction between attributions and crime severity 
(Table 5). The link between attributions and views on rehabilitation was strongest when the crime 
was severe, followed by moderate and mild (Table 4; Study 2A: severe vs. moderate p = .006, 

Table 3.  Means and standard errors for punishment, rehabilitation, and re-offense ratings.

Punishment divided by
Study 2A
M (SE)

Study 2B
M (SE)

Culture European American 5.94 (0.10) 6.51 (0.13)
Asian/Asian American 6.22 (0.12) 6.77 (0.08)

Crime severity Mild 4.22 (0.09) 5.10 (0.09)
Moderate 6.17 (0.09) 6.66 (0.09)
Severe 7.74 (0.09) 8.09 (0.09)

Prior criminal record No record 5.78 (0.08) 6.26 (0.08)
Prior record 6.38 (0.08) 7.02 (0.08)

Crime severity X 
Prior criminal record

Mild No record 3.84 (0.10) 4.69 (0.10)
Prior record 4.60 (0.10) 5.51 (0.11)

Moderate No record 5.79 (0.10) 6.17 (0.10)
Prior record 6.55 (0.10) 7.15 (0.10)

Severe No record 7.63 (0.10) 7.85 (0.10)
Prior record 7.86 (0.10) 8.33 (0.10)

Rehabilitation divided by
Study 2A
M (SE)

Study 2B
M (SE)

Crime severity Mild 2.12 (0.13) 5.35 (0.06)
Moderate 1.53 (0.13) 5.26 (0.06)
Severe 1.24 (0.13) 5.12 (0.06)

Prior criminal record No record 1.79 (0.13) 5.30 (0.06)
Prior record 1.46 (0.13) 5.17 (0.06)

Re-offense divided by
Study 2A
M (SE)

Study 2B
M (SE)

Crime severity Mild 4.58 (0.06) 4.52 (0.06)
Moderate 4.87 (0.06) 4.72 (0.06)
Severe 4.90 (0.06) 4.81 (0.06)

Prior criminal record No record 4.21 (0.06) 4.20 (0.05)
Prior record 5.35 (0.06) 5.16 (0.05)

Note. Means and standard errors from the significant participant culture, crime severity (mild, moderate, severe), and 
prior criminal record (no record, prior record) effects on punishment, rehabilitation, and re-offense ratings in Studies 
2A and 2B.
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severe vs. mild p < .001, moderate vs. mild p = .626; Study 2B: severe vs. moderate p < .001, 
severe vs. mild p = .011, moderate vs. mild p = .337). In Study 2B, but not in Study 2A, a sig-
nificant interaction between culture and crime severity (Table 5) revealed that Asians/Asian 
Americans supported rehabilitative policies less than European Americans across all severity 
levels, but this difference was smaller for more severe crimes (European American vs. Asian/
Asian American: mild B = 0.53, SE = 0.13, t = 4.16, p < .001; moderate B = 0.43, SE = 0.13, 
t = 3.41, p < .001; severe B = 0.39, SE = 0.13, t = 3.10, p = .002).

Table 4.  Effect of causal attribution on punishment and rehabilitation ratings.

Punishment Rehabilitation

Causal attribution effect divided 
by

Study 2A
B (SE)

Study 2B
B (SE)

Study 2A
B (SE)

Study 2B
B (SE)

Crime severity Mild 0.16 (0.02)*** 0.13 (0.03)*** –0.04 (0.02)* –0.07 (0.01)***
Moderate 0.06 (0.02)*** 0.06 (0.02)** –0.07 (0.02)*** –0.05 (0.01)***
Severe 0.35 (0.02)*** 0.46 (0.02)*** –0.14 (0.02)*** –0.11 (0.01)***

Culture European 
American

0.20 (0.01)*** 0.27 (0.02)*** –0.10 (0.01)*** -

Asian/Asian 
American

0.14 (0.02)*** 0.13 (0.02)*** –0.04 (0.02)** -

  Punishment: Study 2B Rehabilitation: Study 2B

Causal attribution effect 
divided by

European 
American

B (SE)

Asian/Asian 
American

B (SE)

European 
American

B (SE)

Asian/Asian 
American

B (SE)

Culture X 
Crime severity

Mild 0.15 (0.05)** 0.11 (0.03)*** –0.10 (0.02)*** –0.04 (0.01)***
Moderate 0.11 (0.04)** 0.02 (0.03) –0.05 (0.01)*** –0.05 (0.01)***

  Severe 0.61 (0.04)*** 0.31 (0.03)*** –0.11 (0.01)*** –0.11 (0.01)***

Note. Top: Effect of causal attribution on punishment and rehabilitation ratings (B coefficients) divided by crime 
severity (mild, moderate, severe) and participant culture, respectively, in Studies 2A and 2B. Bottom: Effect of 
causal attribution on punishment and rehabilitation ratings (B coefficients) divided by the culture by crime severity 
interaction in Study 2B. Empty cells mean the corresponding interaction was not significant.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Figure 2.  Effect of Causal Attribution on Punishment (B Coefficients) in (A) Study 2A and (B) Study 2B.
Error bars = standard errors.
*p < .05. ***p < .001.
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In Study 2A, there was a significant interaction between culture and attributions (Table 5; B 
= −0.03, SE = 0.01, t = −2.85, p = .005). The link between attributions and views on rehabilita-
tion was stronger for European Americans than Asians/Asian Americans (Table 4; European 
American vs. Asian/Asian American B = −0.06, SE = 0.02, t = −2.85, p = .005). This was 
qualified by a four-way interaction that we did not expect between culture, attributions, crime 
severity, and prior criminal record (Table 5; B = −0.03, SE = 0.01, t = −2.74, p = .006). The 
link between attributions and rehabilitation views was significant for all crime severity x prior 
criminal record vignettes for European Americans, ps < .032, but only significant for severe 
crimes for Asians/Asian Americans, ps < .014. The differences between European Americans 
and Asians/Asian Americans were particularly pronounced for mild and moderate crimes by an 
offender with no prior record and for severe crimes by an offender with a prior record (Table 6; 
European American vs. Asian/Asian American: mild, no prior record p < .001; moderate, no 
prior record p = .073; severe, prior record p = .066; Figure 3A). All other main effects and inter-
action effects were not significant (ps > .080).

In Study 2B, although the interaction between culture and attributions was only marginal (p = 
.081), there was a significant three-way interaction between culture, attributions, and crime 
severity (Table 5; B = 0.01, SE = 0.01, t = 2.10, p = .036). The link between attributions and 
support for rehabilitation was stronger for European Americans than Asians/Asian Americans, 
particularly when the crimes were mild. There were no cultural differences in their reliance on 
attributions for moderate and severe crimes (Table 4; European American vs. Asian/Asian 
American mild: B = −0.06, SE = 0.02, t = −2.85, p = .005; moderate: B = −0.003, SE = 0.02, 
t = −0.17, p = .864; severe: B = −0.001, SE = 0.02, t = −0.07, p = .943; Figure 3B). All other 
main effects and interaction effects were not significant (ps > .098).

Table 5.  Findings on rehabilitation in Studies 2A and 2B.

Predictor
Study 2A

B (SE)
Study 2B

B (SE)

Culture –0.02 (0.12) 0.23 (0.06)***
Causal Attribution –0.07 (0.01)*** –0.08 (0.01)***
Crime Severity –0.42 (0.03)*** –0.10 (0.01)***
Prior Criminal Record –0.16 (0.03)*** –0.07 (0.01)***
Culture × Causal Attribution –0.03 (0.01)** –0.01 (0.01)†

Culture × Crime Severity –0.01 (0.03) –0.04 (0.01)**
Culture × Prior Criminal Record –0.03 (0.03) 0.01 (0.01)
Causal Attribution × Crime Severity –0.05 (0.01)*** –0.02 (0.01)***
Causal Attribution × Prior Criminal Record –0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01)†

Crime Severity × Prior Criminal Record 0.04 (0.03) –0.01 (0.01)
Culture × Causal Attribution × Crime Severity 0.02 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01)*
Culture × Causal Attribution × Prior Criminal Record 0.004 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01)†

Culture X Crime Severity X Prior Criminal Record 0.02 (0.03) 0.002 (0.01)
Causal Attribution × Crime Severity × Prior Criminal 

Record
0.005 (0.01) –0.001 (0.01)

Culture × Causal Attribution × Crime Severity 
× Prior Criminal Record

–0.03 (0.01)** 0.003 (0.01)

Note. Findings on perceived effectiveness of (Study 2A) and support for (Study 2B) rehabilitation (B coefficients). 
Significant interactions including participant culture and causal attribution are bolded.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.



Park et al.	 15

Table 6.  Decomposition of Study 2A culture by causal attribution by crime severity by prior criminal 
record interaction.

Causal attribution effect 
divided by Prior criminal 
record X Crime severity

European American
Asian/Asian 
American

European American 
vs. Asian/Asian 

American

B (SE) B (SE) t

No record Mild –0.11 (0.03)*** 0.07 (0.04)† –3.44***
  Moderate –0.12 (0.03)*** –0.04 (0.03) –1.79†

  Severe –0.10 (0.03)*** –0.15 (0.04)*** 1.03
Prior record Mild –0.09 (0.04)* –0.04 (0.04) –0.91
  Moderate –0.06 (0.03)* –0.04 (0.04) –0.37
  Severe –0.19 (0.03)*** –0.10 (0.04)* –1.84†

Note. Effect of causal attribution on perceived effectiveness of rehabilitation (vs. retribution) (B coefficients), divided 
by participant culture, crime severity (mild, moderate, and severe), and prior criminal record (no record, prior 
record) interaction in Study 2A.
†p < .10. *p < .05. ***p < .001.

Figure 3.  Effect of Causal Attribution on (A) Perceived Effectiveness of Rehabilitation versus 
Retribution (Study 2A) and (B) Support for Rehabilitation (Study 2B; B coefficients).
Error bars = standard errors.
†p < .10. **p < .01. ***p < .001.



16	 Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology 00(0)

Hypothesis 4: The More Dispositional (vs. Situational) Attributions European Americans (vs. Asians/
Asian Americans) Make, the More Likely They Will Think the Offenders Are to Re-offend.  To test H4, 
we conducted another linear mixed-effects regression on participants’ vignette-by-vignette likeli-
hood of re-offense ratings. Across two studies, there were main effects of attributions, crime 
severity, and prior criminal record (Table 7). People rated offenders as more likely to re-offend 
when they made more dispositional (vs. situational) attributions, for more severe crimes (severe 
vs. moderate Study 2A p = .845, Study 2B p = .181; severe vs. mild and moderate vs. mild ps 
< .001), and when the offender had a prior criminal record as opposed to no record (Table 3).

In both studies, there were significant interactions between attributions and crime severity and 
between attributions and prior criminal record (Table 7). The link between attributions and esti-
mates of re-offense was stronger for severe and moderate crimes than mild crimes, as well as 
when offenders had no prior criminal record than when they had a record (Table 8; Study 2A 
severe vs. moderate p = .800, severe vs. mild p = .001, moderate vs. mild p = .006; Study 2B 
severe vs. moderate p = .805, severe vs. mild p < .001, moderate vs. mild p = .002; Study 2A 
no record vs. record B = 0.11, SE = 0.02, t = 6.66, p < .001; Study 2B no record vs. record B 
= 0.05, SE = 0.02, t = 2.56, p = .010).

In Study 2B, but not in Study 2A, there was also a significant interaction between culture and 
crime severity (Table 7). European Americans thought offenders were more likely to re-offend 
when the crimes were severe and moderate, whereas Asians/Asian Americans rated them as more 
likely to re-offend when the crimes were mild. However, all simple effect contrasts between 
cultures were not significant (ps > .11) (severe: European American M = 4.85, SE = 0.10; 
Asian/Asian American M = 4.77, SE = 0.06; moderate: European American M = 4.74, SE = 
0.10; Asian/Asian American M = 4.70, SE = 0.06; mild: European American M = 4.43, SE = 
0.10; Asian/Asian American M = 4.62, SE = 0.06).

Table 7.  Findings on re-offense ratings in Studies 2A and 2B.

Predictor
Study 2A

B (SE)
Study 2B

B (SE)

Culture –0.003 (0.05) –0.02 (0.05)
Causal Attribution 0.28 (0.01)*** 0.32 (0.01)***
Crime Severity 0.15 (0.03)*** 0.11 (0.03)***
Prior Criminal Record 0.59 (0.02)*** 0.50 (0.02)***
Culture × Causal Attribution 0.02 (0.01)* 0.02 (0.01)*
Culture × Crime Severity –0.01 (0.03) 0.06 (0.03)*
Culture × Prior Criminal Record –0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02)
Causal Attribution × Crime Severity 0.03 (0.01)*** 0.05 (0.01)***
Causal Attribution × Prior Criminal Record –0.05 (0.01)*** –0.03 (0.01)*
Crime Severity × Prior Criminal Record 0.003 (0.03) 0.02 (0.03)
Culture × Causal Attribution × Crime Severity –0.02 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01)
Culture × Causal Attribution × Prior Criminal Record –0.002 (0.01) –0.003 (0.01)
Culture × Crime Severity × Prior Criminal Record 0.02 (0.03) –0.01 (0.03)
Causal Attribution × Crime Severity × Prior Criminal 
Record

–0.003 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01)

Culture × Causal Attribution × Crime Severity × 
Prior Criminal Record

–0.00003 (0.01) –0.0001 (0.01)

Note. B coefficients. Significant interactions including participant culture and causal attribution are bolded.
*p < .05. ***p < .001.
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Importantly, in both studies, there was an interaction between culture and attributions (Table 7; 
Study 2A: B = 0.02, SE = 0.01, t = 2.47, p = .014; Study 2B: B = 0.02, SE = 0.01, t = 2.15,  
p = .032). The link between attributions and people’s estimates of the likelihood of re-offense was 
stronger for European Americans than Asians/Asian Americans (Table 8; European American vs. 
Asian/Asian American: Study 2A: B = 0.04, SE = 0.02, t = 2.47, p = .014; Study 2B: B = 0.05, 
SE = 0.02, t = 2.15, p = .032; Figure 4). All other main effects and interaction effects were not 
significant (ps > .11).

Studies 2A and 2B Discussion

Studies 2A and 2B found that European Americans’ attributions were more strongly linked to 
their judgments of punishment, perceptions of rehabilitation, and estimates of re-offense. The 
association between causal attributions and judgment of offenders was true for Asian/Asian 
American participants too, but it was stronger for European Americans. While prior literature has 
consistently found that causal attribution plays a critical role in the decisions people make about 
offenders (Carroll et al., 1987; Cushman, 2008), these findings suggest that attributions are more 
important in some cultures.

Table 8.  Effect of causal attribution on re-offense ratings.

Causal attribution effect divided by
Study 2A

B (SE)
Study 2B

B (SE)

Crime severity Mild 0.24 (0.02)*** 0.26 (0.02)***
Moderate 0.30 (0.01)*** 0.34 (0.02)***
Severe 0.31 (0.01)*** 0.36 (0.02)***

Prior criminal record No record 0.33 (0.01)*** 0.35 (0.01)***
Prior record 0.23 (0.01)*** 0.30 (0.01)***

Culture European American 0.30 (0.01)*** 0.34 (0.02)***
Asian/Asian American 0.26 (0.01)*** 0.30 (0.01)***

Note. Effect of causal attribution on re-offense ratings (B coefficients) divided by crime severity (mild, moderate, 
severe), prior criminal record (no record, prior record), and participant culture.
***p < .001.

Figure 4.  Effect of Causal Attribution on Estimates of Offenders’ Likelihood of Re-Offense (B 
Coefficients) in (A) Study 2A and (B) Study 2B.
Error bars = standard errors.
*p < .05.
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Study 3

We designed Study 3 to test whether there are still cultural differences in the importance of causal 
attribution even after the offenders received punishment and rehabilitation. We focused on par-
ticipants’ perception of the offenders’ (a) likelihood of re-offense and (b) likelihood of successful 
re-entry into the society after undergoing punishment and rehabilitation programs for their 
crimes.

Methods

Participants.  Based on the same power analysis as in Studies 1A and 1B, we aimed to recruit a 
minimum of 198 participants. We oversampled and recruited a total of 391 participants from the 
UT Dallas student participation pool (15.6% White/Caucasian/European American, 15.1% His-
panic/Latin American, 7.2% Black/African American, 5.9% East Asian/East Asian American, 
6.1% Southeast Asian/Southeast Asian American, 32.5% South Asian/South Asian American, 
9.5% Middle Eastern/Arab American, 0.3% Native American, 6.4% multiracial, 1.5% other; 
68.0% female, 30.4% male, 1.5% other; age M = 20.29, SD = 2.50). As in Studies 2A and 2B, 
we focused on people who identified as White/Caucasian/European American (“European 
American”; N = 61) or as either East Asian/East Asian American, Southeast Asian/Southeast 
Asian American, or South Asian/South Asian American (“Asian/Asian American”; N = 174).

Procedure.  After providing informed consent, participants saw a total of the 12 vignettes that we 
used in Studies 2A and 2B in a random order. For each vignette, participants (a) assigned a pun-
ishment that they thought the offender deserved for their crime as in Studies 2A and 2B and (b) 
their support for rehabilitation for the offender as in Study 2B. All participants made punishment 
ratings first and rehabilitation ratings later. We included these measures to test whether the find-
ings from Studies 2A and 2B replicated with the new sample, which they did (Supplementary 
Section 7A reports the detailed instructions participants read, and Supplementary Section 7B 
reports the replication results).

Afterwards, participants saw the same vignettes again. They evaluated how likely each 
offender was to commit another crime, considering the effectiveness of the punishment and reha-
bilitation that they had assigned (“After receiving the punishment that you assigned and going 
through the programs that you supported, how likely is this offender to commit another crime in 
the future?”). They also evaluated how likely the offender was to reintegrate into the community 
(“After receiving the punishment that you assigned and going through the programs that you sup-
ported, how likely is this offender to reintegrate into their community?”). Participants rated these 
likelihoods from 1 (Not at all likely) to 7 (Extremely likely).

Finally, they made dispositional and situational attribution ratings as in Study 2B. Participants 
then completed the lab’s standard battery of questionnaires (Supplementary Section 5A) and 
demographic questions.

Analyses and Results

Hypothesis 5A: The More Dispositional (vs. Situational) Attributions European Americans (vs. Asians/
Asian Americans) Make, the More Likely They Will Think the Offenders Are to Re-offend, Even After 
the Offenders Receive the Punishment and Rehabilitation for Their Crimes.  We ran a linear mixed-
effects regression on participants’ vignette-by-vignette ratings of the likelihood of re-offense, 
with culture, attributions, crime severity, and prior criminal record as fixed effects. The interac-
tion terms between these predictors were further included. We also included random effects for 
individual participants.
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There were main effects of attributions, crime severity, and prior criminal record (Table 9). 
Participants rated the offenders as more likely to re-offend when they made more dispositional 
(vs. situational) attributions, when the offenders committed more severe crimes (severe vs. mod-
erate p = .527; severe vs. mild and moderate vs. mild ps < .001), and when the offenders had a 
prior criminal record versus no record (Table 10).

There were significant interactions between culture and crime severity and between culture 
and prior criminal record (Table 9). Asians/Asian Americans perceived offenders who committed 
a mild crime, as well as those who had no prior criminal record, as more likely to re-offend than 
European Americans (mild crime: European American: M = 3.34, SE = 0.15; Asian/Asian 
American: M = 3.73, SE = 0.09, European American vs. Asian/Asian American p = .027; for 
moderate and severe crimes, ps > .753; no record: European American: M = 3.24, SE = 0.14, 
Asian/Asian American: M = 3.51, SE = 0.08, although European American vs. Asian/Asian 
American was only directional, p = .100; for offenders with a prior criminal record, p = .814). 

Table 9.  Findings on re-offense and reintegration ratings in Study 3.

Predictor
Re-offense

B (SE)
Reintegration

B (SE)

Culture –0.08 (0.08) 0.17 (0.07)*
Causal Attribution 0.21 (0.01)*** –0.21 (0.01)***
Crime Severity 0.15 (0.03)*** –0.35 (0.03)***
Prior Criminal Record 0.39 (0.03)*** –0.20 (0.02)***
Culture × Causal Attribution 0.01 (0.01) –0.03 (0.01)*
Culture × Crime Severity 0.08 (0.03)* –0.07 (0.03)*
Culture × Prior Criminal Record 0.06 (0.03)* –0.01 (0.02)
Causal Attribution × Crime Severity 0.06 (0.02)*** –0.07 (0.01)***
Causal Attribution × Prior Criminal Record –0.02 (0.01) 0.004 (0.01)
Crime Severity × Prior Criminal Record 0.002 (0.03) 0.01 (0.03)
Culture × Causal Attribution × Crime Severity 0.01 (0.02) 0.001 (0.01)
Culture × Causal Attribution × Prior Criminal Record –0.01 (0.01) –0.02 (0.01)†

Culture × Crime Severity × Prior Criminal Record –0.01 (0.03) 0.03 (0.03)
Causal Attribution × Crime Severity × Prior Criminal 
Record

–0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.01)

Culture × Causal Attribution × Crime Severity × 
Prior Criminal Record

0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.01)

Note. B coefficients. Significant interactions including participant culture and causal attribution are bolded.
†p < .10. *p < .05. ***p < .001.

Table 10.  Means and standard errors for re-offense and reintegration ratings.

Ratings divided by
Re-offense

M (SE)
Reintegration

M (SE)

Crime severity Mild 3.54 (0.09) 4.67 (0.08)
  Moderate 3.84 (0.09) 4.28 (0.08)
  Severe 3.90 (0.09) 3.89 (0.08)
Prior criminal record No record 3.38 (0.08) 4.48 (0.07)
  Prior record 4.14 (0.08) 4.07 (0.07)

Note. Means and standard errors from the significant crime severity (mild, moderate, severe) and prior criminal 
record (no record, prior record) effects on re-offense and reintegration ratings in Study 3.
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An interaction between attributions and crime severity (Table 9) revealed that the link between 
attributions and perceived likelihood of re-offense was stronger for severe and moderate crimes 
than mild crimes (Table 11; severe vs. moderate p = .644; severe vs. mild p < .001; moderate vs. 
mild p = .004).

There were no other significant main effects or interaction effects, (ps > .115). The key test 
of the hypothesis was the interaction between culture and attributions, which was not significant, 
including any other 3-way or 4-way interactions involving culture and attributions (ps > .611). 
In other words, when prompted to consider that the offenders had received the punishment and 
undergone the rehabilitation that the participants had assigned, we found no evidence that 
European Americans and Asians/Asian Americans differ in their consideration of causal attribu-
tion to estimate the offenders’ likelihood of re-offense.

Hypothesis 5B: The More Dispositional (vs. Situational) Attributions European Americans (vs. Asians/
Asian Americans) Make, the Less Likely They Are to View the Offenders as Able to Re-Enter the Com-
munity After Receiving Punishment and Rehabilitation.  We conducted another linear mixed-effects 
regression on participants’ vignette-by-vignette likelihood of reintegration ratings. There were 
main effects of culture, attributions, crime severity, and prior criminal record (Table 9). Offend-
ers were rated as more likely to reintegrate into their community by European Americans than by 
Asians/Asian Americans (European American M = 4.43, SE = 0.12; Asian/Asian American M 
= 4.13, SE = 0.07), when participants made less dispositional (vs. situational) attributions, when 
offenders committed milder crimes (severe vs. moderate vs. mild ps < .001), and when they had 
no criminal record versus had a record (Table 10).

There was an interaction between culture and crime severity (Table 9). Asians/Asian Americans 
rated the offenders who committed mild and moderate crimes as less likely to reintegrate into the 
community than European Americans (European American vs. Asian/Asian American: mild B = 
0.47, SE = 0.15, t = 3.11, p = .002; moderate B = 0.28, SE = 0.15, t = 1.83, p = .069; severe 
B = 0.18, SE = 0.15, t = 1.19, p = . 234). There was also an interaction between attributions and 
crime severity (Table 9). The link between attributions and ratings of reintegration was strongest 
for severe crimes, followed by moderate and then by mild (Table 11; severe vs. moderate p = 
.033, severe vs. mild p < .001, moderate vs. mild p = .016).

Importantly, there was an interaction between culture and attributions (Table 9; B = −0.03, SE 
= 0.01, t = −2.43, p = .015). The link between attributions and reintegration ratings was stron-
ger for European Americans than Asians/Asian Americans (Table 11; European American vs. 
Asian/Asian American B = −0.06, SE = 0.03, t = −2.43, p = .015; Figure 5).

This effect was qualified by a marginal interaction between culture, attributions, and prior 
criminal record (Table 9; p = .066), such that the stronger link between attributions and 

Table 11.  Effect of causal attribution on re-offense and reintegration ratings.

Causal attribution effect divided by
Re-offense

B (SE)
Reintegration

B (SE)

Crime severity Mild 0.13 (0.02)*** –0.13 (0.02)***
Moderate 0.23 (0.02)*** –0.21 (0.02)***
Severe 0.26 (0.02)*** –0.28 (0.02)***

Culture European American - –0.24 (0.02)***
Asian/Asian American - –0.18 (0.01)***

Note. Effect of causal attribution on re-offense and reintegration ratings (B coefficients) divided by crime severity (mild, 
moderate, severe) and participant culture in Study 3. Empty cells mean the corresponding interaction was not significant.
***p < .001.
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reintegration for European Americans was more pronounced when the offenders had a prior 
criminal record (European American vs. Asian/Asian American prior record B = −0.10, SE = 
0.04, t = −2.94, p = .003; no record B = −0.02, SE = 0.03, t = −0.60, p = .551). All other main 
effects and interaction effects were not significant (ps > .301).

Study 3 Discussion

In Study 3, we tested whether cultural differences in the extent to which people consider causal 
attribution persist after the offenders received punishment and underwent rehabilitative pro-
grams. The link between attributions and estimates of re-offense was similar for European 
Americans and Asians/Asian Americans, but European Americans still weighted attributions 
more strongly in their estimates of reintegration. Even though cultural differences did not emerge 
when people simply judged the possibility of re-offense, culture still shaped their consideration 
of causal factors in offenders’ past crimes when it came to more fundamental reformation of 
offenders.

General Discussion

Across three studies, we found that people from interdependent cultures (i.e., Asians/Asian 
Americans) rely on causal attribution less than people from independent cultures (i.e., European 
Americans) when determining their response to offenders. For more interdependent participants, 
their dispositional versus situational attributions were associated less strongly with their judg-
ments of blameworthiness (Studies 1A, 1B), punishment (Studies 2A, 2B), support for rehabilita-
tion (Studies 2A, 2B), and the perceived likelihood of offenders’ re-offense (Studies 2A, 2B).

There was also some evidence that the differences were stronger in some situations and 
weaker in others. The differences in punishment judgments were more pronounced for moderate 
and severe crimes (Study 2B). Differences in people’s support for rehabilitation were more 
pronounced for mild crimes (Studies 2A, 2B). These results are exploratory and require more 
research.

Furthermore, we found that these effects varied after participants learned that the offenders 
had received the punishment and undergone rehabilitation. There were no cultural differences in 
how much people considered the causal drivers of the offenders’ past crimes when judging how 

Figure 5.  Effect of Causal Attribution on Perceived Likelihood of Offender Reintegration (B 
Coefficients).
Error bars = standard errors.
*p < .05.
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likely they were to re-offend, but there were still cultural differences in people’s judgments of 
how likely offenders would be able to successfully re-enter the community (Study 3). Even after 
the punishment and rehabilitative effort for the offenders had been delivered, European Americans 
still seemed to consider causal factors that contributed to their past crimes more strongly than 
Asians/Asian Americans. This might be driven by their belief that the contributors to past behav-
iors should remain relevant in the future (Ji, 2008; Ji et al., 2001). These findings suggest that 
even if offenders are ready to make a fresh start, their past behaviors may have a lasting impact 
on how they are viewed when they attempt to return to society in more independent cultures.

A Model of Cultural Differences in Attribution and Punishment

These findings help fill a gap in the research, which has yet to find cultural differences in peo-
ple’s punishment judgments related to their situational attributions. It is logical to think that 
people who make situational attributions for crimes should punish less and support rehabilitation 
more (Carroll et al., 1987; Cullen et al., 1985; Sims, 2003). But even though people in interde-
pendent cultures presumably make more situational attributions, they still ascribe as much (or 
more) blame and assign as harsh (or harsher) punishment than people in independent cultures. 
Prior work attempted to address this by contrasting the extent to which people from different 
cultures rely on their speculations of the amount of free will others had versus how much their 
behaviors disrupted social harmony (Feinberg et al., 2019). Another study investigated this ques-
tion in the context of everyday misbehaviors (Salvador et al., 2024). However, we found no stud-
ies testing for cultural differences in reliance on causal attribution per se in the context of crime.

We proposed a framework to explain the cultural misalignment between attribution and pun-
ishment. Although causal attributions do inform people about how to react to criminal acts, they 
are not as critical for those with Asian heritage. Thus, it is not contradictory for them to make 
situational attributions about the crimes and still harshly punish them. Instead, their judgments 
may be more closely tied to disruptions to social harmony (Feinberg et al., 2019), violations of 
social norms (Shteynberg et al., 2009), and perceptions of collective anger (i.e., how others in 
society react to the behavior; Kwan, 2016). It should be noted that this current study still remains 
speculative about why people from interdependent cultures tend to be more punitive than those 
from independent cultures. Although these listed contributors may come into play, future research 
is required to clarify the underlying mechanisms.

These findings address a few important gaps in the literature. First, expanding the criminal 
justice literature, we suggest that the well-established relationship between causal attribution and 
punitive decisions would be a better description of people from some cultural backgrounds than 
others. This may be a bit of a blind spot in the research world because most of the research comes 
from researchers and participants in Western cultures (Rad et al., 2018).

Second, the question of how people from different cultures perceive rehabilitation policies 
has been understudied, despite the fact that rehabilitation is a critical strategy in most justice 
systems around the globe (Cullen & Gendreau, 2000; MacKenzie, 2001; Weiner et al., 1997). 
The findings here provide an early step in understanding cultural differences in perceptions of 
rehabilitation.

Third, this study revealed that culture shapes people’s perception of offenders’ likelihood of 
reintegration even after the offender had been presumably punished as much as the participant said 
was appropriate and undergone the rehabilitative programs. That is important because it may pro-
vide the theoretical basis to understand the potentially different policies and strategies to promote 
offenders’ reintegration in different societies. For example, many rehabilitative programs in indi-
vidualistic cultures such as the United States and the United Kingdom focus heavily on the offend-
ers’ deficits rather than their strengths (Burnett & Maruna, 2006; Fox, 2014). This may be driven 
by the perception that the causal contributors to the offenders’ past crimes (thus their deficits) still 
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play a role in their reintegration success. Future research should investigate if any societal-level 
differences in reintegration support and policies can be accounted for by cultural differences.

Fourth, these findings bring up a possibility that the concept of justice itself may differ across 
cultures. For example, people in independent cultures might see justice systems as more fair if 
those systems react to offenders in a way that reflects the causal reasoning of crimes. This study 
further questions if professionals in the justice system would leverage causal reasoning any dif-
ferently compared to naïve individuals. We found that the more the offenders seemed unmallea-
ble, that is, when their crimes were dispositionally attributed, when they committed severe 
crimes, and when they had a prior criminal record, participants supported rehabilitation less. 
However, these offenders may be those who need greater rehabilitative effort, and professionals 
may consider various elements of criminal acts in a different manner than naïve individuals when 
determining their reactions. This may create a gap between what is needed to be delivered by the 
justice system and what naïve individuals perceive as fair.

Limitations

This study has limitations that are worth addressing in future research. First, the scenarios we 
used did not highlight situational causes of people’s behavior. The scenarios also did not prompt 
participants to consciously reflect on the causes of people’s behaviors before making their judg-
ments. This could be important because previous studies have found that Asians make similar 
attributions as Americans, that is, predominantly infer dispositional, rather than situational, con-
tributors, in the absence of salient situational cues (Choi & Nisbett, 1998; Di et al., 2021; Masuda 
& Kitayama, 2004; Miyamoto & Kitayama, 2002; Norenzayan et al., 2002). Consistent with this, 
we only found the predicted cultural differences in attributions in limited cases, such as when the 
offenders had a prior criminal record in Studies 2A and 2B (Supplementary Section 8), despite 
the fact that European Americans indeed scored as more independent and less interdependent 
than Asians/Asian Americans (Supplementary Section 5A).

Even though we found that these similar attributions can be used differently depending on 
people’s cultural backgrounds, there is a valuable empirical question here. If we prime people 
to consider the causal reasoning behind offenders’ behaviors (especially situational factors), 
would that make interdependent people focus more on situational attributions and incorporate 
them into their punitive judgments compared to independent ones? Although there have been 
no systematic examinations on this, some studies offer initial support for this hypothesis. One 
study found that when people were led to think of the dispositional and situational causes of 
others’ behaviors, interdependent participants relied on situational attributions more in their 
judgments of blame than independent participants (Park & Smith, 2023). When the external 
forces on the protagonist’s behavior were clearly made salient (e.g., someone engaged in a 
fraudulent act due to their supervisor’s request or financial pressure), Chinese perceived the 
protagonist as less immoral than when the situational forces were weak (Wong-On-Wing & 
Lui, 2007, 2013).

Second, across all studies, participants first reported their responses to the offenders (e.g., 
punishment, rehabilitative support), then causal attributions. This order might make people feel 
the need to rationalize their punitive decisions through their causal reasoning. The need for ratio-
nalization for one’s decision is stronger with Americans rather than with Asians (Hoshino-
Browne, 2012; Hoshino-Browne et al., 2005), which may explain the greater alignment between 
causal attribution and punitive reactions among European Americans in this study.

Third, studies have questioned the use of self-report scales to measure cultural differences, 
especially given that the East-West differences in interdependence often did not emerge using 
these scales (Heine et  al., 2002; Oyserman et  al., 2002; Talhelm, 2019). Most self-construal 
scales use broad relationship terms, like “others,” but tight social ties in interdependent cultures 
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may be limited to close relationships (English et al., 2023). Although the studies here found con-
verging evidence of cultural differences in independence versus interdependence using the tradi-
tional scales, having more accurate self-report measures of interdependence might reveal more 
insights into the role of culture in causal attributions and criminal justice.

Finally, our study focused on Asians/Asian Americans and European Americans. We did this 
because it allowed us to build on earlier studies that have contrasted Western and East Asian 
cultures. However, it would be valuable to expand the research to many other collectivistic cul-
tures, such as Latin American, Middle Eastern, and African cultures, as well as more cultural 
groups within the United States (Al-Zahrani & Kaplowitz, 1993; de Oliveira & Nisbett, 2017; 
Lin et al., 2023; Trierweiler et al., 2005). Since the specific characteristics of interdependence 
can vary (Adams et al., 2012; Krys et al., 2022), the reduced reliance on causal attribution that 
we found with Asians/Asian Americans may show different patterns in other interdependent 
groups.

Conclusion

Together, these findings suggest that culture shapes how people ascribe blame and punishment, 
how they think about rehabilitation, and how they estimate the chances that offenders will be able 
to re-enter society. Causal attribution for immoral behaviors and crimes is one of the most-stud-
ied mechanisms in how people make those decisions. Yet the results here suggest that cultures 
differ in how they use causal attribution. These findings suggest a new line of research that chal-
lenges the most common models of punitive decision-making and support for rehabilitation.
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