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psychologists, under the headings of persuasion and attitude change. Here we will restrain the investigations to simple instantiations of these categories, using numerical estimates and giving only limited cues that might allow differentiating the value of the different opinions. Numerical estimates allow a precise evaluation of the way the various opinions involved are taken into account in establishing a final estimate.



Abstract This paper aims at checking the cross-cultural validity of well-know findings concerning the way people integrate communicated information. In a first experiment, a Japanese and a French population weighted the advices they were given in similar ways. In a second experiment, both populations showed some evidence of bias towards their own answer relative to an advice. In both experiments, participants were more prone to choose one of the possible answers than to average over them. By replicating what had been previously found only in Western populations, these findings contradict some cross-cultural predictions.



Mechanisms used in evaluating opinions



Introduction Should you take your umbrella when leaving for work this morning? The weather forecast is good, but these clouds look quite menacing. Should you sell your shares in TransGear Inc.? Some experts say they will rise, but others predict a sudden drop. In everyday life we often have to rely, at least in part, on the opinions of other people. However, more often than not, these opinions are not in full agreement with each other. They may even openly clash, or they can contradict something you already thought. To deal with all these cases, we must be able to assess the value of the different pieces of information at our disposal, perhaps to reject some of them, before making our decisions. This paper will focus on the cases in which only two opinions are involved. They can either both come from some other people and pertain to a matter that we have no knowledge of; or an opinion can be given by someone else and be compared to our own. Broadly construed, this kind of phenomena has been extensively studied by social



Several mechanisms designed to deal with these situations have been proposed. The first is the weighting heuristic (Yaniv, 1997). It is used when the quantitative estimates given are accompanied by a range of certainty. For example, one might predict that the chances that it rains tomorrow are of 50%, and give a range of 40 to 60%. Since it has been observed that confidence is correlated with accuracy (see Yaniv, Yates, & Smith, 1991), it is possible to use the size of the interval as a clue to the accuracy of the estimate. This is what the weighting heuristic does: it weights the different estimates by the relative size of the related interval: the wider the interval of an estimate, the smaller its weight. Other mechanisms are involved when one’s own opinion is involved in the process. In this case, the more robust finding is the self-other effect: it is a general bias to discount the other person’s opinion and to stick with one’s initial estimate (Harvey & Fischer, 1997; Lim & O'Connor, 1995; Yaniv, 2004; Yaniv & Kleinberger, 2000); see also (Mercier & Van der Henst, 2005). For a personal estimate of 0, and a communicated estimate of 100, the average final estimate will be around 30. This bias seems to depend on the distance separating one’s original opinion from the one that is
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communicated: as the distance increases, the discounting of the other’s opinion also increases; this has been dubbed the distance effect (Yaniv, 2004). In a reanalysis of the literature on the topic, Soll and Larrick, (submitted) claim that the classic way to look at these effects is misleading. Averaging the results of all the subjects gives the idea that most people provide a final estimate at around one third of the distance between their original estimate and the one that was given by someone else. However, the individual data indicates that only a few people actually apply this strategy: most people either choose frankly to go for one of the estimates – the choosing strategy – or just average between the two – averaging strategy. In their paper, Soll and Larrick discuss the two strategies and argue that the use of the averaging strategy is generally the most normative/rational one. They conclude that people use the choosing strategy too often.



Cross-cultural considerations The weighting heuristic, the self-other effect and the preference for the choosing strategy seem to be quite robust results. However a major concern could be raised regarding these studies: all of them were conducted with Western type populations. Would we observe the same effects in populations with a widely different cultural setting? Over the past few years experimental cross-cultural psychology has made very surprising discoveries showing differences in the way even very basic cognitive mechanisms, such as perception, are put to work by various populations (Lehman, Chiu, & Schaller, 2004; Nisbett & Miyamoto, 2005; Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan, 2001). The most studied contrast, between Easterners and Westerners, is fully relevant here: the cross-psychological literature can give us plenty of reasons to expect discrepancies between these two populations on the topic at hand. The points where the greatest differences could be predicted are the preference for choosing instead of averaging and the self-other effect. In the former case, a wealth of literature in anthropology, sociology, history and now in experimental psychology stresses the importance for Easterners of finding a “middle way” (Lloyd, 1990; Nakamura, 1964/1985). To give a taste of the experimental evidence, in the study 3 of Peng and Nisbett (1999) participants were presented with a scenario in which two persons were in conflict. Chinese participants were inclined to find a “middle way” by taking into account both opinions in their judgment when American participants tended to side decidedly with one of the characters (see also Briley, Morris, & Simonson, 2000). In the present context, it might be predicted that Easterners would be more prone to use the averaging strategy than Westerners. This tendency to look for a “middle way” could also bear on the self-other effect, in which case a decrease in its strength could be predicted among Easterners. A lessening (or even a reversal) of this effect could also be expected on the grounds that Easterners tend to be more collectivistic than Westerners, and so



should take the other’s opinion more into account1 (e.g. (Triandis & Suh, 2002) but see (Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002). Peng and Nisbett (1999) also argued that Easterners are not so put out by contradiction as Westerners are. It is thus possible that Easterners do not see the opinion of the other as clearly contradicting their own, even if they are far apart. That would lead to an attenuation of the distance effect. If it is possible to predict some cross-cultural variation, one might also find it justified to stick with the standard stance of cognitive psychology and favor a more universalist view. The weighting heuristic is a highly valuable tool that yields good results in a broad range of situations, thus it has good reasons to be widely shared (Yaniv, 1997). The self-other effect may have a sound evolutionary rationale, and the product of an adaptation present everywhere (Mercier & Van der Henst, 2005). We don’t have the space here to evaluate the strength and the precise predictions of the classic and the cross-cultural views: the point is that it would be premature to count on the universality of all the mechanisms previously found only among Western populations before some cross-cultural studies have been performed. The present study is to be thought of as a first step in this direction. Since we don’t make fine cross-cultural predictions, it is possible to take two populations that may not be the ‘purest’ instances of the Western and Eastern cultural types: Japanese and French. The first experiment that we carried out aimed to measure the effect of the weighting heuristic alone. This experiment is a necessary prerequisite before studying the self-other effect since if any difference is to be found in the way Japanese and French people apply the weighting heuristic, it might then be used to explain away any difference observed in the strength of the self-other effect. Moreover and as already stated, the purported preference for the ‘middle way’ among Easterners might lead one to expect a different distribution of the answers, with more Japanese people using the averaging strategy and less the choosing strategy.



Experiment 1 Method The aim of this first experiment is to check that the two populations under study use the weighting heuristic in a similar way. To do so, we used an experimental paradigm close to that of Yaniv (1997). Participants were given booklets with instructions and questions. The instruction went as follows2,3: In this experiment, you will have to imagine that you are traveling in a foreign country. You have very limited knowledge of this country, and you would like to know more 1



Insofar as this other is construed as belonging to the in-group. All the excerpts from the material are translated from French. 3 A note on the translations from French to Japanese: all the materials were first written in French, then translated into Japanese, and then back-translated into French. All discrepancies were resolved and the texts were checked again. 2
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about its history. To do so, you ask French [Japanese] people who have lived in this country for quite a long time to answer your questions. Below you will find the answers of these different persons to your questions. These answers are two dates between which the person who answered thinks the event happened. Here is an example: The question you have asked: In what year did event X happen? The answers you obtained: Person 1: 1896-1904 Person 2: 1920-1960 Depending on the questions, the number of answers can be different. Your task will be to try to estimate the date in which you think the event happened by taking into account the different answers that were given. You will have to provide a precise answer and two dates between which you think the event happened. Fifteen sets comprising a question and its answers were included in each booklet. Each question was related to a different event (event A to O). Twelve of these questions were used to study different mechanisms, and we won’t use them here4. The three relevant questions had two person answering them and the answers were designed so that one of them would be precise (interval width: 8 years) and the other imprecise (interval width: 40 years). The midpoints of the two intervals were 40 years apart, and they were scattered in the last two centuries among the three questions. So for example, one of the informants could answer ‘18961904’ (precise answer), and the other ‘1920-1960’ (imprecise answer). For them not to be confounded with the actual answer of the participant, the answers given to the participants will be called ‘advice’ thereafter. The experiment was run in classrooms with undergraduates in business and economic science (Japan, N=122; France, N=123)5.



Results and discussion In order to know whether participants are effectively using a weighting heuristic we have to compute the answers predicted by that heuristic, and see if it gives a better account of the subjects’ results that the default strategy of simply averaging between the given advices6. As defined by Yaniv (1997) the weighting heuristic assigns weight inversely related to interval width so that the result is drawn towards the more precise answers (the result is the center of mass of the weighted answers). Once we have the results predicted by the weighting heuristic and by simple averaging, we calculate the normalized error to evaluate the fit between the prediction and the participant’s answer. The 4



Thus they can be considered here as fillers preventing subjects from establishing a simple answering strategy. 5 In both experiments the only results kept were those of participants that were of Japanese (French) nationality and who had Japanese (French) as their mother tongue. 6 The results predicted by averaging and by weighting are computed using the midpoints of each of the two intervals given to the participant.



normalized error is |a – p|/w where a is the answer of the participant, p is the answer predicted by the strategy whose fit we wish to measure, and w is the width of the participant’s answer; By taking the width into account, this measure allows us to pool the data from all the questions together (see Yaniv, 1997). In both populations, the fit of the weighting heuristic was superior to that of averaging: 0.64 for weighting and 0.81 for averaging in Japan, 0.77 for weighting and 1.11 for averaging in France (small numbers indicate a better fit). Both differences are statistically significant using paired t tests (Japan: t(121)=3.66, p 
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