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Abstract

Cultures diVer in their emphasis on the two core functions of communication, conveying information and maintaining the relation-
ship. Because answering machines primarily serve the former function, their use may show cultural diVerences. Leaving a message is cog-
nitively more taxing for Japanese than Americans, as indicated by poorer performance on a secondary task (Study 1). This performance
decrement reXects that Japanese allocated more cognitive resources to tailoring the message to the recipient, consistent with their culture’s
higher emphasis on relationship goals. Such cross-cultural diVerences were not restricted to the laboratory situation. Although equally
likely to own an answering machine, Japanese reported a higher rate of hanging up when reaching an answering machine than Americans
(Study 2). The diYculties that Japanese experience when leaving a message on an answering machine are partly due to the lack of feed-
back channel. Theoretical implications are discussed.
© 2005 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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Have you ever made a large request over an answering
machine? Did you worry about how the recipient of your
message would feel and react? And did you suddenly Wnd
yourself being cut oV by the time limit of the answering
machine? If you are Japanese, this may sound more famil-
iar to you than if you are American. The present studies
address this possibility. In all cultures, communication
serves informational as well as social-relational functions.
However, interdependent cultures put more emphasis on
the relational function of communication than independent
cultures (Scollon & Scollon, 1994, 1995). This is likely to
impose higher attentional demands on interdependent com-
municators, in particular in situations that lack the feed-
back channels crucial to monitoring the other’s responses.
Leaving a message on an answering machine is a common
exemplar of such communication situations and we expect,
and Wnd, that interdependent communicators Wnd the use
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of answering machines more demanding than independent
communicators.

Culture and communication practices

How people relate to each other is culture dependent
(Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett, 1998; Markus &
Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1989). Members of independent
cultures view themselves as bounded entities mainly deWned
by their internal attributes, whereas members of interde-
pendent cultures view themselves as dependent on the rela-
tionship between self and others (Markus & Kitayama,
1991). Persons with an independent self-construal are
assumed to be motivated to express themselves, whereas
persons with an interdependent self-construal are assumed
to be motivated to enhance their relatedness to others.
These diVerent social orientations are reXected in diVerent
communication practices (Becker, 1986; Kim, 1993, 1994;
Kim & Wilson, 1994). For example, Scollon and Scollon
(1994, 1995) suggested that there are two key functions to
communication: one is to convey the information, and the
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other is to maintain the relationship through the act of
communication. While both are relevant in all cultures,
American culture places more emphasis on the informa-
tional function of communication, whereas Japanese cul-
ture places more emphasis on its relational function. In
addition, Kim and her colleagues (Kim, 1993, 1994; Kim
et al., 1996; Kim, Sharkey, & Singelis, 1994; Kim & Wilson,
1994) suggested that whereas people with independent self-
construals tend to place more emphasis on outcome-
oriented aspects of the communication, such as clarity and
eVectiveness, people with interdependent self-construals
tend to place more emphasis on other-oriented aspects of
the communication, such as avoiding hurting the hearer’s
feelings and minimizing imposition. Furthermore, Japanese
attention to the relational function is reXected not only in
communication practices but also in language use, in par-
ticular the use of honoriWcs (e.g., Ide, 1982). Japanese
speakers have to attend to the hierarchy and intimacy
between the interlocutors to decide, for example, which
verb to use when they describe the interlocutors’ behavior.

Empirical Wndings are consistent with the high emphasis
on relational aspects in Japan. Kitayama and Ishii (2002)
used a modiWed Stroop task in which the emotional tone
and the meaning of the word had either negative or positive
valence. Whereas the emotional tone of the spoken word
interfered more with Japanese participants’ performance,
Americans’ performance was more disrupted by the mean-
ing of the spoken word. If Japanese listeners place emphasis
on maintaining the relationship, they may constantly pro-
vide feedback to the speaker to indicate their attentiveness
to the relationship. In support of this conjecture, White
(1989) observed that backchannels (i.e., listener responses,
such as “uh-huh” and “yeah”) are displayed more fre-
quently by Japanese than by American listeners.

In addition, Holtgraves and Yang (1992) and Ambady,
Koo, Lee, and Rosenthal (1996) observed that Americans
adjust the politeness of their response to the content of the
message, whereas Koreans adjust the politeness of their
response to the relationship. For example, Koreans’ polite-
ness strategies were inXuenced by the relationship with the
receiver of the message (e.g., boss, peer or subordinate),
whereas Americans’ politeness strategies were inXuenced by
the content of the message (e.g., whether it was good or bad
news; Ambady et al., 1996).

Cultural diVerences in answering machine communication

These conjectures and Wndings suggest cultural diVer-
ences in the use of answering machines. Answering
machines are communication devices that deprive the
speaker of backchannel responses from the recipient of the
message, thus making it diYcult to monitor the relational
aspects of the communication (Kogo, 1993). To compen-
sate for the lack of backchannels, speakers may need to
allocate attentional resources to mentally simulate the
recipient’s likely responses, resulting in a more complex
task (for a review see, Krauss & Chiu, 1998). Given cultural
diVerences in the emphasis on the relational function of
communication, Japanese speakers may therefore Wnd it
more taxing to leave an important message on an answer-
ing machine than American speakers.

Study 1 tests this possibility in a dual-task paradigm and
assesses if leaving a message on an answering machine
interferes more with Japanese than Americans’ perfor-
mance on a concurrent secondary task. If so, we may fur-
ther expect that Japanese speakers are more likely to avoid
the use of answering machines in daily life. Study 2 tests
this prediction and further examines the factors that make
it diYcult for Japanese to leave a message on an answering
machine.

Study 1

For the reasons discussed above, we predict that leaving
a message on an answering machine presents a more
demanding cognitive task for Japanese than for American
speakers. While all speakers need to attend to conveying the
intended message, Japanese speakers may need to allocate
more attention to the relational aspects of the communica-
tive act than American speakers. If so, leaving a message on
an answering machine should interfere more with the per-
formance of Japanese than of American speakers on a con-
current task.

To test this hypothesis, we asked Japanese and Ameri-
can participants to leave a message on an answering
machine while working on a concentration test. We com-
pared their test performance while leaving a message to a
baseline measurement, thus controlling for possible cultural
diVerences in task performance. The key hypothesis holds
that leaving a message results in a more pronounced perfor-
mance drop for Japanese than for American speakers, rela-
tive to baseline.

To obtain direct evidence for cultural diVerences in par-
ticipants’ attention to their relationship with the recipient,
we asked participants to call either a professor or a peer
and coded the content of each message. According to
Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory, speakers
who pose a request to others can use several politeness
strategies, which serve to protect face. One of them is to
emphasize the closeness between the speaker and the hearer
(positive politeness) and another is to minimize the per-
ceived imposition on the hearer (negative politeness). Based
on Holtgraves and Yang’s (1992) Wndings, we hypothesized
that Japanese become more positively polite when they call
their peer but more negatively polite when they call their
professor. In either case, they need to spend cognitive
resources on tailoring the message to the recipient.

Method

Respondents
Participants were 36 American undergraduates (16 male

and 20 female) from the University of Michigan and 41
Japanese undergraduates (20 male and 21 female) from
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Kyoto University. They participated in the experiment for
partial class credit.

Procedure
Participants participated individually. They were told

that the study was about telecommunication style, and that
the experiment addressed how well people could communi-
cate while engaging in a dual task.

Participants Wrst worked on a concentration test (the d2-
task, described below) to provide a baseline measurement.
Next, they were given the scenario shown in Appendix A
and instructed to imagine that they were in the described
situation. After reading the scenario and just before placing
the call, participants were given the following passage:

Just before you place your call, you remember that your
professor (classmate) is not at the lab today. Therefore,
you realize that you are about to call your classmate
(professor).

Before you make your call, please take a moment to
imagine the classmate (professor) you are about to call.
When you see your classmate (professor) clearly before
your mind’s eye, place your call.

Half of the participants were instructed to call their
classmate, and the other half were instructed to call their
professor. This information was provided after the scenario
to prevent participants from reading the scenario diVeren-
tially carefully depending on whether they were to call their
classmate or professor.

Then, participants put on a headset and sat in front of
the computer. After they dialed the number, they started to
work on the d2-task on the computer while talking on the
phone through the headset. All calls were connected to an
answering machine. Both their message and their perfor-
mance on the d2-task were recorded. Finally, participants
rated the closeness of their relationship with the other per-
son (0D extremely distant to 6D extremely close) and the
relative power of the other person (0Dmuch less power than
you to 6Dmuch more power than you).

All instructions and stimuli were translated into Japa-
nese by a Japanese bilingual and then back-translated by
another Japanese bilingual into English. The original
English instruction and the back-translated version were
compared, and we ensured there were no substantial dis-
crepancies between them.

The concentration test: d2

The d2-test is a standardized test for measuring selective
attention and mental concentration (Brickenkamp & Zill-
mer, 1998). It presents the letters d or p with one, two, three,
or four dashes on the computer screen, one at a time.
Respondents are to press the d-key for every letter d
accompanied by two dashes (i.e., “d, ‘d’, and d”), and to
press the k-key for any other combination of dashes or let-
ters (e.g., “d’, “d”, “p, or ‘p’). Participants Wrst worked on
20 practice trials and, if they had no questions, proceeded
to work on 50 more trials which served as a baseline perfor-
mance measure. Each letter automatically disappeared if
participants did not respond within 1500 ms. If a partici-
pant did not respond within this time frame, a value of
1500 ms was assigned.

Message coding

Based on politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987),
each message was coded for its positive, and negative
politeness on 7-point rating scales (0Dnot at all to 6D very
much). Positive politeness was deWned as phrases or sen-
tences that implied closeness or attempted to bring about
closeness (e.g., small talk, jokes, informal greetings, and
oVers or promises to reciprocate); negative politeness was
deWned as phrases or sentences that indicate the requester’s
awareness of the imposition or attempts to minimize the
imposition (e.g., asking for forgiveness, indicating reluc-
tance, and giving reasons for the request). Coders were
familiarized with the concepts of politeness theory, and
instructed to take all components of the message into
account when making judgments.

Two bilingual coders, one Japanese and one American,
were trained. One bilingual coder was a Japanese male, who
was brought up in an American school in Japan and had a
college degree from a US university, and the other bilingual
coder was a Japanese female, who had studied at a US uni-
versity for three years. These two bilingual coders coded the
American and Japanese messages, while two nonbilingual
coders coded messages generated in their respective coun-
try. Overall, three coders rated American messages, and
three coders rated Japanese messages. The coders were Wrst
trained in the coding procedure by coding pretest messages.
The coders then coded the messages independently.

Results

Manipulation check
Participants perceived their professor to have marginally

more power over them (MD4.50) than their peer (MD4.02),
F(1,69)D2.95, p <.10. There were no cultural diVerences in
these perceptions. The relatively small diVerence presumably
reXects that both the professor and the peer had control over
participants’ outcomes in this scenario. In addition, Japanese
perceived the relationship to be marginally closer (MD4.51)
than Americans did (MD4.11), F (1,69)D2.88, p< .10, inde-
pendent of the receiver’s status.

Performance
Correctness of the message. Participants had to convey six
points (marked in the scenario, see Appendix A). Each
point was coded as correctly conveyed (value of 2), men-
tioned but not correctly conveyed (1), or not mentioned at
all (0). As expected, both Japanese (MD 10.07 out of 12
possible points) and Americans (MD 9.58) conveyed the
messages correctly to the same degree, F (1, 69)D2.32, n.s.
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d2-performance. The baseline measurement showed no cul-
tural diVerence in the accuracy of participants’ responses,
F < 1, but an unexpected main eVect of culture on response
time: Japanese participants responded faster than Ameri-
cans, F (1, 69)D3.90, p < .06. To control for this diVerence,
participants’ speed during baseline performance was used a
covariate in the analysis of d2-performance.

As expected, leaving a message on an answering machine
did diVerentially aVect the performance of Japanese and
American participants. As shown in Table 1, Japanese took
longer to respond (MD 928 ms) than Americans did
(MD869 ms), F (1, 68)D7.89, p < .01, partial �2D .10. More-
over, Japanese were marginally less accurate (MD .71) than
Americans were (MD .77), F (1,68)D 2.98, p < .09, partial
�2D .04. Thus, even though Japanese participants took
more time, they still made more errors—an observation
that contrasts sharply with their faster speed, and equally
good performance, at baseline. This supports our hypothe-
sis that making a request on an answering machine is a
more demanding task for Japanese than Americans, pre-
sumably because Japanese need to allocate more attention
to the relational aspects of the communicative act. If so, we
should Wnd that Japanese speakers are more likely to tailor
their message to the recipient than American speakers.
Next we address this issue.

Evidence for message tailoring
Politeness. The overall inter-rater reliability (� coeYcient)
for the coding of politeness was .86 for Japanese messages
and .71 for American ones. The means of the three coder’s
ratings were used as the measures of negative and positive
politeness.

As expected, we obtained a signiWcant triple-interaction
of politeness type, power, and culture, F (1, 69)D5.77,
p < .05, partial �2D .08, shown in Fig. 1. Decomposition of
this interaction shows that Japanese as well as American
participants expressed more positive politeness when they
called their peer rather than their professor,
F (1, 69)D26.89, p < .0005, partial �2D .28, for the simple
eVect of power. Conversely, they expressed more negative
politeness when they called their professor rather than their
peer, F (1, 69)D39.34, p < .0005, partial �2D .36, for the sim-
ple eVect of power. More important, this adjustment of

Table 1
d2-task performance

(+) p < .10; (¤¤) p < .01. SigniWcance tests of the actual performance con-
trol for baseline performance.

Americans Japanese p

Response time (ms)
Baseline performance 642 605 +
Actual performance 869 928 ¤¤

Accuracy rate
Baseline performance .92 .93 n.s.
Actual performance .77 .71 +
politeness strategies was more pronounced for Japanese,
F (1, 37)D41.95, p < .0005, partial �2D .53, than for Ameri-
cans, F (1,32)D12.14, p < .005, partial �2D .28, for the sim-
ple interactions of politeness type and power within the
respective culture. This diVerence in message tailoring is
consistent with the assumption that Japanese participants
needed to spend more cognitive resources on tailoring the
message than American recipients, resulting in the observed
diVerences in d2-performance.

Number of reasons given. In addition, speakers may spon-
taneously add reasons to legitimate their request when
they care about the feelings of the receiver. In fact, when
making speciWc requests (“Look up the address on the
website” and “Send them by Fedex”), Japanese partici-
pants justiWed their request with more reasons (MD 1.29)
than did American participants (M D .75), F (1, 69)D
11.29, p < .001. Typical reasons given were, “Because I
don’t know the address” or “Because I need them by the
day after tomorrow.”

The number of “ahs”. Moreover, if leaving a message is a
more diYcult task for Japanese, we may expect more
pauses which need to be Wlled with utterances like “ah.”
Indeed, Japanese messages included more “ahs” (MD7.34)
than American messages (MD 3.97), F (1, 69)D 13.24,
p < .001.

Length of message. Additional eVorts to justify one’s
requests may lead Japanese to use more words and spend
more time on the message. We found in fact that, in general,
Japanese left longer messages (MD 48.44 s) than did Ameri-
cans (MD37.83 s), F (1,69)D 13.65, p < .001. Moreover,
message length was signiWcantly correlated with the
amount of message tailoring, rD .29, p < .05, calculated by
subtracting the amount of positive politeness from negative
politeness in the professor condition and by subtracting the
amount of negative politeness from positive politeness in
the peer condition.

Fig. 1. Ratings of negative and positive politeness by culture and power.
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Mediation analysis
If the observed cultural diVerences in the drop of concur-

rent d2-performance are due to Japanese participants’
higher attention to relational aspects of the communica-
tion, message characteristics should relate to d2-perfor-
mance. Empirically, this is the case. Using message length
as a global indicator of message tailoring, the data indicate
that accuracy on the d2 decreased, rD¡.38, p < .005, and
reaction time increased, rD .28, p < .05, with message length.
Thus, those who spent more time on tailoring their mes-
sages showed lower performance on the d2-task. More
important, mediation analyses (shown in Fig. 2) indicate
that the observed cultural diVerence in d2-performance is
signiWcantly mediated by message length, Sobel testD1.97,
p < .05 (Sobel, 1982), as expected on theoretical grounds.

Discussion

In sum, we used a dual-task paradigm to assess whether
leaving a message on an answering machine is a more
demanding task for Japanese than for American speakers.
We found that Japanese and Americans were equally likely
to correctly convey the content of a relatively complex mes-
sage. Doing so, however, interfered more with Japanese
than with American participants’ performance on a con-
current concentration test. This presumably reXects that
Japanese participants needed to allocate more attention to
the relational aspects of the communicative act than Amer-
ican participants, consistent with the communicative prac-
tices of their culture (Scollon & Scollon, 1994, 1995).
Supporting this interpretation, Japanese participants
showed more pronounced message tailoring than American
participants by adjusting the form of politeness to the type
of relationship. In addition, Japanese participants added
more legitimizing explanations to their request and their
messages contained more pause Wllers, consistent with the
assumption that formulating their messages required more
attention. These diVerences resulted in a pronounced diVer-
ence in message length, with Japanese speakers leaving
longer messages than American speakers. Finally, using
message length as a global indicator of message tailoring,
we found that message length signiWcantly mediated the
observed cultural diVerence in participants’ performance
on the concurrent concentration test.

These experimental data suggest that the messages left
on answering machines in Japan may often be longer than
the messages left on answering machines in the United
States. If so, we may expect that Japanese answering
machines are designed to accommodate longer messages.
To explore this possibility, we compared answering
machines manufactured in Japan and the United States and
found that answering machines made by Japanese compa-
nies oVered a longer time limit for each incoming message
than those made by American companies.1 This observa-
tion suggests that the cultural diVerence in message length,
observed under laboratory conditions in Study 1, is suY-
ciently common to have entered the design of answering
machines in the respective countries.

Study 2

The Wndings of Study 1 suggest that leaving a message
on an answering machine presents a more demanding task
for Japanese than for American callers. If this observation
extends to daily life, Japanese may be more likely than
Americans to avoid the use of answering machines. To
address this possibility, we conducted an Internet survey.
We asked respondents if they owned an answering
machine, how often they use it, and how often they hang up
when they reach answering machines. In addition, we

1 We analyzed reviews of answering machines manufactured by Japa-
nese (Sony, Casio, Panasonic, and Uniden) and American (AT&T, Radio
Shack, Bell South, Southwestern, and GE) companies (Consumer Reports,
1999, 2000). One American answering machine was excluded from the
analysis because it did not set a time limit for individual incoming messag-
es, apart from total recording capacity. This resulted in a total of 7 Japa-
nese and 10 American answering machines available for analysis. The time
limit for each message served as the dependent variable and the total re-
cording time, which may reXect the capacity of the machine, as a covariate.
As expected, answering machines made by Japanese companies oVered a
longer time limit for each incoming message (M D 4.22 min) than those
made by American companies (M D 2.52 min), F (1, 14) D 10.54, p < .01.
Fig. 2. Message tailoring mediates cultural diVerences in d2-task. Note. Reaction time during baseline performance was included in the regressions to con-
trol for cultural diVerences in baseline performance.

Message Length  

Culture d2-task RT

.39** .26** 

(.30**) .20+ 



Y. Miyamoto, N. Schwarz / Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 42 (2006) 540–547 545
explored which aspects of using an answering machine may
make it diYcult for Japanese to leave a message. To do so,
we asked respondents to report in an open-response format
what they disliked most about answering machines.

Method

Respondents
American undergraduates at the University of Michigan,

randomly chosen from the student directory, and Japanese
undergraduates at Kyoto University, registered for the psy-
chological subject pool, received e-mail asking them to par-
ticipate in an international survey on telecommunication
style. Those who agreed to participate accessed the website
and completed the survey. Two to four months later, all
students received a second e-mail asking those who did not
Wll out the survey to do so. The response rates were 17.80%
(47/264; 22 males, 23 females, 2 unspeciWed) for the Ameri-
can and 29.12% (53/182; 11 males, 42 females) for the Japa-
nese sample. Although not representative, these samples
represent comparable groups of undergraduates at large
selective universities.

Questionnaire
To compare the use of answering machines across cul-

ture, we asked respondents (i) whether they owned an
answering machine, (ii) if they did, how often they used it
during a typical week, and (iii) how often they hang up
when they reach an answering machine. Finally, respon-
dents were asked to report what they dislike most about
answering machines, in an open-response format.

Procedure
Respondents Wlled out the survey on the website. They

were told that they might skip any questions that they did
not want to answer. It took about 5 min to complete the
survey.

Results and discussion

A majority of the Japanese (86.79%) as well as American
(88.64%) students owned answering machines, �2 (1)D .08,
n.s.. However, American owners of an answering machine
reported that it was more often turned on (MD5.90 days a
week) than did Japanese owners (MD2.30 days a week),
F (1, 84)D23.05, p < .001. Most strikingly, Americans
reported hanging up about half of the time they reached an
answering machine (MD51.15 out of 100 calls), whereas
Japanese reported hanging up more than four out of Wve
times when reaching answering machines (MD85.74 out of
100 calls), F (1, 98)D54.17, p < .001.

Respondents also reported what they dislike most about
answering machines. Each response was coded for whether
the reason pertained (i) to informational (e.g., “people
sometimes don’t check it” or “I cannot be sure whether the
message was conveyed to the person.”) or (ii) relational
aspects (e.g., “It is hard to sound personal on the answering
machine” or “It is hard to speak because there are no
responses.”). Thirty-eight Americans and 45 Japanese who
responded to this question were included in this analysis.

A logistic regression was performed with culture as a
between-subject variable and type of communication func-
tion (informational vs. relational) as a within-subject vari-
able. As shown in Fig. 3, 31.58% of the Americans listed
informational aspects as disadvantages of answering
machine, whereas only 17.78% of the Japanese did so. Con-
versely, 57.78% of the Japanese listed relational aspects as a
disadvantage, whereas only 36.84% of the American
respondents did so. A planned contrast corresponding to
the interaction of culture and informational versus rela-
tional function conWrmed the reliability of this pattern,
WaldD 6.50, dfD1, p < .05.

Further analysis of the relationship related answers
showed that 22.20% of the Japanese mentioned the lack of
a feedback channel as a disadvantage (e.g., “I cannot tell
the reaction of the receiver.”), whereas none of the Ameri-
can respondents did. The examples of other relational dis-
advantages listed by participants were that communication
tends to be one-directional (11.11% of Japanese and none
of Americans), and that answering machines are imper-
sonal (8.89% of Japanese and 21.05% of Americans).

General discussion

In combination, our studies indicate that Japanese Wnd it
more diYcult than Americans to leave a message on an
answering machine. Although all speakers need to attend to
the informational as well as social-relational aspects of
communicating, Japanese cultural practices put a stronger
emphasis on the relational aspects than American cultural
practices (Scollon & Scollon, 1994, 1995). Accordingly, our
Japanese participants cited the lack of verbal and nonver-

Fig. 3. Percentage of reasons for disliking answering machines by culture
and type of communication function.
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bal backchannel responses as a major disadvantage of
answering machines, whereas none of the American partici-
pants mentioned this aspect (Study 2). To compensate for
the lack of backchannels, Japanese speakers may need to
allocate cognitive resources to simulate the recipient’s likely
reaction (for a review see, Krauss & Fussell, 1996). As a
result, leaving a message on an answering machine is a
more taxing task for Japanese speakers, as reXected in our
Japanese participants’ poorer performance on a concurrent
concentration test (Study 1). It is therefore not surprising
that Japanese callers use their answering machines less
often, and are more likely to hang up when they reach one,
than American callers (Study 2). When our Japanese partic-
ipants left a message under laboratory conditions, they
were more sensitive to the nature of the relationship as
reXected in more pronounced message tailoring (Study 1).
This tailoring took more time and resulted in longer mes-
sages. Mediational analyses showed that tailoring, as
indexed by message length, mediated the cultural diVerence
in participants’ performance on the concurrent concentra-
tion test (Study 1). Finally, answering machines produced
in Japan accommodate these longer messages by providing
more time per message, suggesting that the observed diVer-
ence is not limited to our laboratory study. Throughout,
these observations are consistent with the assumption that,
although communication requires attention to informa-
tional as well as relational aspects in all cultures, American
culture places more emphasis on the former, whereas Japa-
nese culture places more emphasis on the latter.

Our interpretation traces the decline of Japanese partici-
pants’ concurrent task performance to the cognitive
demands of tailoring the message to the recipient. On the
other hand, Kim (2002) observed impaired performance of
Asian Americans on an anagram task when they had to
report their thinking process out loud, whereas the perfor-
mance of European Americans was not aVected. This Wnd-
ing is sometimes assumed to indicate that any form of
speaking out loud is more demanding for Asians, perhaps
because of higher habitual attention to the social context. If
so, Japanese participants’ performance impairment in
Study 1 may not be limited to answering machine commu-
nication. Alternatively, Kim’s (2002) Wnding may be limited
to performance situations where speaking out loud can
provide insight into a possibly faulty reasoning process,
giving rise to evaluation apprehension.

Addressing the conceptual alignment between communi-
cators, Pickering and Garrod (2004) recently suggested that
dialogue communication is qualitatively diVerent from
monologue communication. According to their analysis,
conceptual alignment between partners can be achieved
automatically, without requiring much cognitive eVort, in
dialogues, but not in monologues. Our Wndings suggest that
the same may hold for relational alignment. When speakers
are deprived of the backchannels available in personal
communication, alignment requires simulation of the recip-
ient’s likely response, disrupting what may otherwise be a
largely automatic process. Future research may fruitfully
address this possibility by exploring the impact of relational
alignment on secondary task performance under mono-
logue and dialogue conditions.

In closing, it is worth noting that our research also sug-
gests a possible source of cross-cultural misunderstandings.
Our Wndings indicate that Japanese speakers Wnd a lack of
backchannel feedback from the recipient more disturbing
than American speakers do. Unfortunately, they may
encounter this lack of feedback even in face-to-face com-
munication with Americans, because American listeners
generally provide less feedback than Japanese listeners
(White, 1989). Hence, Japanese may sometimes Wnd speak-
ing to Americans akin to talking to an answering machine,
resulting in strained conversations that are, in part, due to
diVerences in communication practices rather than a lack of
language proWciency. Future research may fruitfully
address this possibility.
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Appendix A. Scenario used in the Study 1

Please think of the most respected professor from whom
you are taking a class this semester and a classmate of your
own gender.

Imagine that you are an undergraduate student working
with this professor on a thesis paper. Your research turned
out well and you are invited to present your study at a con-
ference in San Francisco. You are now at the airport and
about to take the plane. Then, you suddenly notice that you
left some important charts that you use in your presentation
on your oYce desk. You remember that your professor or
your classmate is at the lab, and you decide to call the lab
and to ask either of them to send those charts to the “San
Francisco International Conference Center.” Since you do
not know the address of the conference center, you have to
ask the person to search for its address on the conference
website. You are going to present on the day after tomor-
row, so those charts have to be sent as soon as possible by
Fedex. In addition, if you reach an answering machine, you
also have to ask the person to call you back at the Holiday
Inn Hotel to conWrm that your message was received.

To summarize, the things you have to convey to the per-
son are,

1. the charts are on your oYce desk,
2. send it to “San Francisco International Conference

Center,”
3. search for its address on the Conference website,
4. it should reach you by the day after tomorrow,
5. it should be sent by Fedex,
6. if you reach an answering machine, also tell the recipient

to call you back at the Holiday Inn Hotel to conWrm that
your message was received.
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Do not look back at this scenario when you place your
call. If you reach an answering machine, please leave a mes-
sage on it within 45 s.
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