
Cross-Cultural Descriptions of Untrustworthiness: Relational v.s. Dispositional 
Kartolo A., Kwantes C.T., Burr C., Erdelyan A., Mcculloch J., & Ng P.

Fundamental Attribution Error The Current Study Results & Discussion 

An individual’s tendency to attribute 

observed behaviours to dispositional 

factors than situational factors. 

Cross-cultural research has shown that individuals who are immersed in

individualistic cultures are more susceptible to the fundamental attribution error

compared to individuals in collectivistic cultures (Morris & Peng, 1994; Peng &

Knowles, 2003).

Individualistic Culture:  Dispositional  Situational 

Collectivistic Culture:   Dispositional  Situational 

Hypothesis: Individuals in individualistic cultures are more likely to describe

untrustworthiness with dispositional values, while those in collectivistic cultures

are more likely to focus on relational attributions in the descriptions of

untrustworthiness.

Method: Archival Data from the International 

Trustworthiness Study

Participants: Undergraduate students

150: Canada

107: Taiwan

Material: Open-ended responses to the 

question: “In your opinion, what qualities or 

characteristics make a person seem 

‘untrustworthy’? Please list all of the qualities 

or characteristics you think of ”

Procedure and Data Analyses: Responses 

were coded in their original languages. Ratios 

of how frequently dispositional and relational 

responses were calculated. Ratios were 

compared using dependent t-tests.

Contrary to the hypothesis, no differences between
national samples were found in frequencies of
dispositional and relational descriptors of
untrustworthiness. In both samples, the proportion of
dispositional attributions occurred significantly more
often than relational attributions for all participants
(Canada: t(149) = -4.10, p < .001; Taiwan: t(102) = -
6.20, p < .001). It is possible that respondents’ frame of
reference may have been members of outgroups, and
this, in turn, may have affected their descriptions of an
untrustworthy person. Rather than the fundamental
attribution causing difference in descriptions of
untrustworthiness, the ultimate attribution error
(Pettigrew, 1979), where dispositional causes of negative
behavior are ascribed more to out-group than in-group
members, may be at work overriding specific cultural
differences with respect to FAE.

 Dispositional factors 

 Situational factors

Observers are more likely to explain an 

individual’s behavior as result of their 

personality or an individual trait rather 

than the environment or situation the 

person is immersed in (Ross, 1977).

Method & Analyses

Typical Descriptions of 

Untrustworthiness

Typical dispositional descriptions associate 

untrustworthiness with personal characteristics, 

such as selfish, greedy, and dishonest. 

Typical relational descriptions of 

untrustworthiness: “... talking behind the back 

of others,” and “... tell people entrusted 

secrets.”  0
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