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Cross-cultural studies have shown that Asians exhibit less accessibility to episodic memo-
ries than Euro-Americans. This difference is often attributed to differential cognitive and
social influences on memory retention, although there have been no empirical data con-
cerning the underlying mechanism. Three studies were conducted to examine encoding
and retention processes that may underlie the cultural difference in episodic recall. While
Asians recalled fewer personal event episodes than Euro-Americans across different reten-
tion intervals, the two groups showed similar forgetting functions over time (Study 1).
Asians also recalled fewer episodes of fictional events than Euro-Americans when the
retention interval was kept to a minimum (Study 2). Finally, Asians perceived fewer dis-
crete episodes than Euro-Americans when reading events in a narrative text (Study 3). Col-
lectively, these findings suggest that the cultural difference in episodic recall may not be a
mere consequence of memory retention but culture-specific perceptual processing and
encoding. They have great theoretical, developmental, and clinical relevance.

� 2009 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Episodic memory refers to the conscious recollection of
specific events that took place at a particular time and
place in the past, involving such information as what
(event content), where (location), and when (temporal
occurrence; Tulving, 2002). In laboratory research, episodic
memory is typically assessed by first presenting partici-
pants with some information such as words, photos, epi-
sodes, or objects and later testing their memory for the
presented information. In recent decades, there is an
increasing interest in the study of episodic memory in real
life contexts, examining memory for unique personal expe-
riences from an individual’s life, namely, autobiographical
memory (Nelson & Fivush, 2004; Pillemer, 1998).

Cross-cultural research has consistently demonstrated
cultural differences in the accessibility of episodic mem-
ory. When recalling autobiographical memories from early
childhood or across the lifespan, Europeans and European
. All rights reserved.
Americans show greater abilities to access specific, one-
moment-in-time episodes than Asians and Asian Ameri-
cans (MacDonald, Uesiliana, & Hayne, 2000; Mullen,
1994; Wang, 2001; Wang & Conway, 2004; Wang, Conway,
& Hou, 2004; Wang & Ross, 2005). Even among preschool-
ers, when asked to recount recent personal experiences
(e.g., one thing the child did recently that was special
and fun), Euro-American youngsters are better at recalling
episodic events and their details (e.g., ‘‘getting a new toy”)
than their Korean and Chinese peers, who tend to recall
more non-episodic or generic information (e.g., ‘‘playing
with toys every day”) (Han, Leichtman, & Wang, 1998;
Wang, 2004; 2006a).

The mechanism underlying the cultural differences is
intriguing as it mirrors and can further shed light on an
enduring issue in memory research: Is memory accessibil-
ity shaped by factors acting at encoding, post-encoding
remembering, or re-encoding (Alba & Hasher, 1983; Bart-
lett, 1932; Conway, 2005)? Most extant explanations for
the cultural differences in episodic recall have focused on
cognitive and social factors that may operate on post-
encoding memory retention (Wang, 2006b; Wang & Ross,
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2007). It is proposed that for Euro-Americans, given their
cultural emphasis on individuality and autonomy, cogni-
tive processes and resources may be channeled into the
retention of discrete event memories (e.g., ‘‘being elected
as class president”) that are necessary ingredients of a un-
ique individual identity. For Asians, in contrast, their cul-
tural emphasis on relatedness may motivate individuals
to retain generic knowledge (e.g., ‘‘going to church every
Sunday”) that often implies social conventions and an indi-
vidual’s relation to significant others and the community.
Social practices may further reinforce these differential
retention processes, whereby frequent, elaborate memory
sharing, which has been proved critical in facilitating epi-
sodic remembering (Nelson & Fivush, 2004), is more often
observed among Euro-American children and adults than
among Asians (Mullen & Yi, 1995; Rimé, Corsini, & Her-
bette, 2002; Wang, 2006a). Consequently, Euro-Americans
show greater retention of and accessibility to event epi-
sodes than Asians (see Wang & Ross, 2007). Following this
proposal, Asians and Euro-Americans may not be different
in the encoding of episodic event information. Instead, gi-
ven the limited cognitive resources and social rehearsal
that Asians devote to memory retention, they may show
a faster forgetting rate or greater memory decline as the
temporal distance from the event to be remembered in-
creases and thus less recall of event episodes over time,
when compared with Euro-Americans.

There are no cross-cultural data to date, however, con-
cerning episodic memory retention and the related forget-
ting function. On the other hand, recent evidence from
cognitive psychology and neuropsychological research
has highlighted the critical role of perceptual processes in
episodic remembering. Memories are shown to be normal
consequences of perception and are stored as outcomes of
perceptual analysis (Squire, 1995; Zacks & Swallow, 2007).
There is also substantial evidence indicating that Asians
and Euro-Americans often engage in distinct perceptual
processes that reflect their cultural orientations and prac-
tices (e.g., Leung & Cohen, 2007; Nisbett & Miyamoto,
2005; Wu & Keysar, 2007). There is thus an intriguing pos-
sibility that Asians and Euro-Americans may differ in the
amount of episodic information they perceive and encode
in the first place, rather than employing differential cogni-
tive and social strategies during memory retention. Alter-
natively, both encoding and retention processes may be
different across cultures and together they lead to different
group outcomes in episodic memory recall. Three studies
were conducted to test these hypotheses.
1 One Asian failed to take part in Recall 1 and 2 Asians and 5 Euro-
Americans failed to take part in Recall 2. There was no significant difference
in any measure between participants who continued to participate and
those who did not.

2 For other research purposes, each episode was categorized as either
‘‘personal”, if it focused on the participant’s own roles and actions, or
‘‘social”, if it focused on social interactions or group activities. The two
types of episodes yielded identical patterns of results, consistent with
previous findings that cultural differences in the accessibility of episodic
memories are independent of memory content (Wang, 2006c; Wang &
Ross, 2005).
2. Study 1

Study 1 used a diary method to examine episodic mem-
ory retention and forgetting function in Asians and Euro-
Americans. The daily diary entry would assimilate the
amount of episodic information being encoded, and de-
layed recalls would reveal the effect of retention intervals.
If cultural difference in episodic recall is a result of differ-
ential cognitive and social influences on memory retention,
the cultural difference would be likely to emerge only at
delayed recalls and to increase with the retention interval
lengthened, and Asians would show a steeper forgetting
function than Euro-Americans. On the other hand, if cul-
ture-specific processes take place at the initial encoding
stage, then cultural difference should be observed in diary
entries and remain constant across retention intervals.

2.1. Method

2.1.1. Participants
Twenty-one Asian (13 females; mean age = 20.57 years;

16 Chinese, 1 Vietnamese, 1 Indian, and 3 information
unavailable) and 20 European American (11 females; mean
age = 20.75 years) students at Cornell University partici-
pated in the study and each received $50. Asian partici-
pants on average moved to the US at age 6.68.

2.1.2. Procedure
Participants completed a daily diary for a week, starting

from a Monday through Sunday. They were asked to list at
the end of each day all the events that happened to them
during that day and briefly describe each event in two or
three sentences. In a written instruction, it was empha-
sized that the events must be specific, one-time episodes
that contained unique aspects (e.g. receiving an award,
having an argument with roommate), and that participants
should not include general descriptions of daily routines.
To ensure the daily record, participants turned in the daily
diary on the following day (Diary recall). After the comple-
tion of the 7-day diary recording, when participants came
to the laboratory to turn in their last diary, they received
a surprise memory test. They were asked to recall as many
events as they could that happened to them during the
previous week, give a brief written account of each event,
and report the day of the week on which each event took
place (Recall 1). Then, a week later, participants received
another surprise memory test when they came to the lab-
oratory to complete a payment form. Again, they were
asked to recall as many events as they could that happened
to them during the week of diary recording (Recall 2).1 For
Recalls 1 and 2, the day of the week on which each recalled
event took place (e.g., Monday) was determined by the tem-
poral information participants provided and by comparing
their memory descriptions with their diaries.

2.2. Results and discussion

The number of event episodes participants recalled as a
function of culture and retention interval for each day of
dairy recoding is illustrated in Fig. 1.2 For Diary recall, A
2(culture) � 2(gender) � 7(day) mixed ANOVA showed a
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Fig. 1. Results of Study 1: mean recall as a function of culture and retention interval for each day. Error bars indicate standard errors of the mean.
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main effect of culture, F(1, 37) = 7.48, p = .01, g2
p = .17,

whereby Euro-Americans recalled a greater number of epi-
sodes in their diaries across all seven days than did Asians.
In addition, a main effect of gender showed that females
(Ms = 7.56, 7.72, 6.84, 7.00, 7.00, 6.64, 6.32) recalled more
episodes than did males (Ms = 4.94, 4.76, 4.71, 4.18, 4.94,
4.35, 4.76), F(1, 37) = 7.67, p = .009, g2

p = .17. No other effects
neared significance.

The same pattern of results was obtained for Recall 1,
whereby Euro-Americans recalled a greater number of
event episodes than did Asians across all seven days of
the previous week, F(1, 36) = 10.41, p = .003, g2

p = .22, and
females (Ms = 3.13, 2.79, 3.21, 3.67, 4.42, 4.42, 4.67) re-
called more episodes than did males (Ms = 1.71, 2.53,
2.35, 2.12, 3.12, 3.41, 3.18), F(1, 36) = 4.58, p = .04,
g2

p = .11. In addition, a main effect of day emerged, F(6,
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Fig. 2. Results of Study 1: mean recall as a function of culture and retention inter
the mean.
31) = 4.71, p = .002, g2
p = .48, whereby participants recalled

a greater number of episodes from the later than the earlier
days of the week, Fs > 4.70, ps < .04, g2

ps > .11.
At Recall 2, Euro-Americans again recalled a greater

number of episodes across all seven days than did Asians,
F(1, 30) = 4.51, p = .04, g2

p = .13. There were no other main
effects or interactions.

To further examine the forgetting function in the two
culture groups, the number of episodes participants re-
called across the seven days was combined for respective
retention intervals. As shown in Fig. 2, although Euro-
Americans recalled a greater number of episodes than did
Asians at all time points, F(1, 29) = 6.34, p = .02, g2

p = .18,
trend analyses revealed similar linear forgetting functions
in the two groups, F(1, 34) = 63.91, p < .0001, r2 = .26,
b = �.49 for Euro-Americans, F(1, 38) = 55.04, p < .0001,
l 2laceRll 1a

Euro-American
Asian

val combined across the seven days. Error bars indicate standard errors of
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r2 = .40, b = �.62 for Asians. There was no significant Cul-
ture � Interval interaction, suggesting that the forgetting
function did not differ between the two groups and that
cultural difference in recall remained constant as the
retention interval was lengthened. In addition, in both cul-
tures females (Ms = 49.04, 26.83, 17.70) recalled more epi-
sodes at all time points than did males (Ms = 32.71, 18.41,
12.57), F(1, 29) = 5.57, p = .03, g2

p = .16. Within the Asian
sample, there was no significant correlation between the
age of moving to the US and the number of episodes re-
ported at Diary recall, r = .08, p = .72, Recall 1, r = .01,
p = .98, or Recall 2, r = �.27, p = .26.

Thus, Asians recalled a smaller number of specific epi-
sodes at the initial diary recall than Euro-Americans. The
cultural difference persisted following a one-week and a
two-week retention interval, with similar forgetting func-
tions observed in the two culture groups. The findings sug-
gest that cultural difference in episodic recall may not arise
during memory retention due to differential cognitive and
social influences, but may instead lie at the stage of infor-
mation encoding such that Asians might perceive and en-
code less episodic information from their daily
experiences than Euro-Americans.

Notably, however, diary recall took place at the end of
each day and thus might not reflect the actual outcome
of memory encoding. Specifically, events occurring early
in the day would be recalled after a delay of possibly
12 h or even longer. Culture-specific information process-
ing, be it social or cognitive, might take place during this
initial retention period important for memory consolida-
tion. Perhaps Euro-Americans were more likely than Asians
to reflect on or share with others the events that happened
during the day before they completed their diary, and the
greater amount of rehearsal would have contributed to
their greater diary recall. In addition, given their cultural
emphasis on individuality, Euro-Americans might be more
motivated than Asians to pay attention to and remember
events that happened to them (Wang & Ross, 2007). An-
other possibility, although highly unlikely, is that there
might be cultural differences in individuals’ daily experi-
ences, such that Euro-Americans might experience more
discrete, unique episodes on a daily basis to remember
when compared with Asians. Thus, to conclude that cul-
tural difference in episodic remembering indeed takes
place at the perceptual and encoding stage when event
information is registered, differential recall between
groups should be observed even when the retention inter-
val is kept to a minimum and when variations in the to-be-
remembered material are controlled.
3. Study 2

Study 2 examined the recall of event episodes using a
fictional story as the to-be-remembered material. This en-
sured that the recall task was equivalent between groups
and of no direct personal relevance. A recall test immedi-
ately following the study phase and a short filler task
was employed to keep the retention interval to a mini-
mum. This helped to eliminate possible differential cogni-
tive and social processes between groups during a
retention interval, such as the frequency of rehearsal, and
to measure most proximately the amount of information
perceived and encoded in long-term memory.

3.1. Method

3.1.1. Participants
Ninety-five Asian (50 females; mean age = 20.33 years;

64 Chinese, 13 Korean, 6 Indian, 3 Pakistani, 3 Vietnamese,
and 6 from other East and South-East Asian cultures) and
128 European American (85 females; mean age = 20.08
years) students at Cornell University participated in the
study for partial course credit or a small gift. An additional
9 participants (5 were not of Asian or European descent, 4
reported having read the test material elsewhere) were not
included in the study. Asian participants on average moved
to the US at age 4.30.

3.1.2. Procedure
Participants were tested in small groups of 1–4 and

were asked to read a narrative text entitled, ‘‘DK’s Travel
Diary”. It was adapted from a web personal diary about a
writer’s 4-day visit to London, including a series of distinct
episodes (e.g., getting sick from eating bad food; meeting
with friends and family; giving a lecture). All original
names of places and people were replaced. Following the
reading, participants worked on a filler task of anagrams
for 5 min and were then asked, without warning, to recall
the Diary. To assimilate the diary recall in Study 1, it was
emphasized to the participants that they should list all
specific, one-time event episodes from the Diary and
briefly describe each episode in two or three sentences.

3.2. Results and discussion

The number of specific episodes participants recalled
was counted, excluding descriptions with only general ac-
counts (e.g., ‘‘DK is a man”; M = .22) and those inaccurate
in key aspects of an event (e.g., major activities, main char-
acters involved; M = 1.42). The agreement between two
independent coders was 96%.

A 2(culture)� 2(gender) ANOVA on the number of epi-
sodes recalled yielded main effects of culture, F(1,
219) = 6.05, p = .01, g2

p = .03, and gender, F(1, 219) = 6.12,
p = .01, g2

p = .03. As shown in Fig. 3, Euro-Americans re-
called a greater number of episodes from the Diary than
did Asians. And consistent with the findings in Study 1, fe-
males (M = 5.26) recalled more episodes than did males
(M = 4.18). There was no significant Culture � Gender
interaction. Some participants reported having been to
London (N = 67), and the same pattern of results was ob-
tained when they were excluded from analysis. Within
the Asian sample, there was no significant correlation be-
tween the age of moving to the US and the number of epi-
sodes recalled, r = .11, p = .31.

Thus, with an immediate recall test and with the to-be-
remembered material kept constant, Euro-Americans re-
called a greater number of specific episodes than did their
Asian counterparts. This result is consistent with and fur-
ther extends the findings of Study 1 for the recall of per-
sonal event episodes. In particular, the use of the
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Fig. 3. Results of Study 2: mean recall as a function of culture. Error bars
indicate standard errors of the mean.
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immediate recall test helped to eliminate the potential
influence of culture-specific retention processes and al-
lowed a close assessment of information encoded in mem-
ory. Together, results from the first two studies suggest
that the cultural difference in episodic memory may
indeed occur during the early stage of remembering, at
perceptual and encoding processes. Nevertheless, given
that the studies examined information encoding only
through recall, this conclusion can be further substantiated
by directly examining perception.

4. Study 3

One important perceptual mechanism concerns event
segmentation, an ongoing naturally occurring perceptual
process by which people parse a continuous stream of
activity into discrete meaningful events (Newtson, 1976;
Zacks & Swallow, 2007). Recent research in perceptual
psychology and cognitive neuroscience has indicated that
event segmentation is an automatic component of percep-
tual encoding that makes memory for everyday events
possible. When processing information presented in mov-
ies or narrative texts, people spontaneously identify event
boundaries on the basis of physical and social cues as well
as semantic knowledge about the organization of events
and their parts. The resulting discrete event segments
form the units of memory encoding and thus determine
what people remember. They further scaffold structured
representations of the events in long-term memory,
which is facilitative for later retrieval (Zacks, Speer, Vettel,
& Jacoby, 2006; Zacks & Swallow, 2007). There is substan-
tial evidence for the memory consequences of event seg-
mentation (see Zacks & Tversky, 2001). Patterns in
perceptual encoding, including both event segments and
their organizational structure, are later preserved in mem-
ory (Zacks, Tversky, & Iyer, 2001). Impaired event seg-
mentation, as in dementia of the Alzheimer type and
healthy aging, directly contribute to memory deficits
(Zacks et al., 2006).

There are good reasons to expect cultural differences in
event segmentation. Research by Nisbett and colleagues
has shown that Asians often engage in holistic perceptual
processes, attending to relationships and similarities
among objects and events, whereas Westerners tend to en-
gage in analytic perceptual processes, focusing on salient
features of individual objects and events (Nisbett &
Miyamoto, 2005; Norenzayan, Choi, & Peng, 2007). Impor-
tantly, it may be an oversimplification to assume that the
holistic-analytic division is strictly cultural and that each
group only engages in one type of processes. Recent find-
ings suggest that people in different cultures may all en-
gage in holistic processing, especially during the early
phase of perception, and that Western schooling may con-
tribute to the development of the analytic processing style
above and beyond cultural influences (Chua, Boland, &
Nisbett, 2005; Ventura et al., 2008). Nevertheless, there is
considerable evidence from a variety of tasks for cultural
differences along the holistic-analytic division (but see
Chua et al., 2005 and Rayner, Li, Williams, Cave, & Well,
2007, for both cultural differences and similarities based
on eye movement measures). For instance, Asians are bet-
ter at detecting relationships between events (covariation
detection task; Ji, Peng, & Nisbett, 2000), experience great-
er difficulty in separating objects from their surroundings
(Framed-Line Test; Kitayama, Duffy, Kawamura, & Larsen,
2003), and pay more attention to relationships in the field
(scene perception task; Masuda & Nisbett, 2001), when
compared with Euro-Americans.

Pertaining to event segmentation, conceivably, the
holistic processing of information in Asians may lead them
to view different objects and events as interrelated. As a re-
sult, they may perceive fewer discrete episodes in a contin-
uous flux of information and thus segment the information
by way of larger chunks. In comparison, Euro-Americans,
attending to salient properties of individual objects and
events, may analytically segment the information into a
greater number of small units. Study 3 tested the hypoth-
esized cultural effect on event segmentation in processing
narrative texts. The ‘‘DK’s Travel Diary” from Study 2 was
employed.
4.1. Method

4.1.1. Participants
Sixty Asian (39 females; mean age = 22.40 years; 39

Chinese, 5 Korean, 6 from other East and South–East Asian
cultures, and 10 information unavailable) and 54 European
American (37 females; mean age = 20.15 years) students at
Cornell University participated in the study for partial
course credit or a small gift. An additional 4 participants
(2 were not of Asian or European descent, 2 reported hav-
ing read the test material elsewhere) were not included in
the study. Asian participants on average moved to the US
at age 13.76.

4.1.2. Procedure
Participants were tested in small groups of 1–4 and

were asked to read ‘‘DK’s Travel Diary” presented in one
paragraph of narrative text. Following the procedure of
prior research on event segmentation (Newtson, 1976;
Zacks & Swallow, 2007), participants were asked to seg-
ment the text into meaningful events, inserting a segmen-
tation mark ‘‘\” wherever, in their judgment, one
meaningful event ended and another event began.



0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

20

naisAnaciremA-oruE

N
um

be
r o

f s
eg

m
en

ts

Fig. 4. Results of Study 3: mean event segments as a function of culture.
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Table 1
Prototypical examples of event segmentation.

Asian
... \March 6th. A long talk with my brother Pete over breakfast this

morning about family history and our parents’ elopement and
marriage – all of these things fascinating to us and not so to our
spouses and deadly boring to our children, and that’s why you hang
out with your siblings. \Came back upstairs and took a shower
which is a confusing experience here. One should not be irked by
such a small thing, one should focus on larger spiritual things, but
English plumbing is in its early experimental stage, I believe. Lots of
pipes and tubes and faucets and gizmos, but you get the water
going out of the shower head and the temperature keeps changing.
And tiny adjustments of the faucets produce vast temperature
swings. A man hates to spend 15 min taking a shower, for crying out
loud. \My niece Becky came over, who lives an hour from London
and owns a glassware shop. It’s odd to be related to somebody with
that accent, who refers to motorways lifts and pronounces bath
bawth. But then she comes from the southern branch of the family
that fled the winter and took off for Florida forty years ago. They
have their own odd accents and they’re all Baptists. \Pete and I
went to a play ‘‘The Wonderland” in the afternoon, and then had
supper with the British wing of the family tonight. (At an Italian
restaurant.) Except Pete was going to a football game. He is, for
reasons none of us can understand, a passionate soccer fan and is
going to take the Tube out to a distant suburb and sit quietly in the
stands among drunken burly obscene men. \March 7th....

Euro-American
... \March 6th. A long talk with my brother Pete over breakfast this

morning about family history and our parents’ elopement and
marriage —— all of these things fascinating to us and not so to our
spouses and deadly boring to our children, and that’s why you hang
out with your siblings. \Came back upstairs and \took a shower
which is a confusing experience here. One should not be irked by
such a small thing, one should focus on larger spiritual things, but
English plumbing is in its early experimental stage, I believe. Lots of
pipes and tubes and faucets and gizmos, but you get the water
going out of the shower head and the temperature keeps changing.
And tiny adjustments of the faucets produce vast temperature
swings. A man hates to spend 15 min taking a shower, for crying out
loud. \My niece Becky came over, who lives an hour from London
and owns a glassware shop. It’s odd to be related to somebody with
that accent, who refers to motorways lifts and pronounces bath
bawth. But then she comes from the southern branch of the family
that fled the winter and took off for Florida forty years ago. They
have their own odd accents and they’re all Baptists. \Pete and I
went to a play ‘‘The Wonderland” in the afternoon, \and then had
supper with the British wing of the family tonight. (At an Italian
restaurant.) \Except Pete was going to a football game. He is, for
reasons none of us can understand, a passionate soccer fan and is
going to take the Tube out to a distant suburb and sit quietly in the
stands among drunken burly obscene men. \March 7th....
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4.2. Results and discussion

The number of event segments participants made as a
function of culture is illustrated in Fig. 4. A 2(cul-
ture) � 2(gender) ANOVA yielded a main effect of culture,
F(1, 110) = 8.01, p = .006, g2

p = .07. As predicted, Euro-Amer-
icans segmented the text into a greater number of discrete
events than did Asians. No other effects neared signifi-
cance. A few participants reported having been to London
(N = 29), and the pattern of results remained the same
when these participants were excluded from analysis.
Within the Asian sample, there was no significant correla-
tion between the age of moving to the US and the number
of segments made, r = �.17, p = .21.

Inspection of the segmentation further indicated that,
consistent with prior research (Zacks & Swallow, 2007;
Zacks et al., 2006), participants, regardless of culture,
tended to encode event segments in hierarchical structures
such that fine-grained events were nested within larger
coarse-grained events. For both groups, general temporal
features of the narrative (e.g., the date of activity) were of-
ten marked, which might be associated with coarse bound-
aries for larger events the participants found natural and
meaningful. Changes in characters’ spatial location and
goals were further marked, which might indicate fine
boundaries for smaller events the participants found natu-
ral and meaningful. Cultural differences primarily occurred
in the number of fine boundaries participants identified in
the narrative. Table 1 presents examples of event segmen-
tation by culture.

This study is the first to examine event segmentation
across cultures. Consistent with the holistic versus analytic
perceptual characteristics in Asians and Euro-Americans
(Nisbett & Miyamoto, 2005; Norenzayan et al., 2007),
Asians tended to perceive objects and events as intercon-
nected and thus parse a continuous stream of information
into large but a modest number of chunks, whereas Euro-
Americans tended to focus on distinct aspects of objects
and events and thus segment activity into a greater num-
ber of discrete episodes. Given that perceptual segmenta-
tion forms a basis for later memory such that ‘‘access to
the past reflects segmentation of the present” (Zacks &
Tversky, 2001; Zacks et al., 2006, p. 466), the smaller num-
ber of event segments in Asians result in a smaller number
of units of memory encoding and can further anchor less
recall of long-term episodic memory, when compared with
Euro-Americans.

One intriguing question arises from the findings. Since
Asians perceive and encode fewer events by segmenting
the information into large chunks, will they then perceive
and encode and, subsequently, remember more details
per event than Euro-Americans? The set-up in Studies 1
and 2, where participants were instructed to recall as many
events as they could and to briefly describe each (i.e., they
provided only the central aspects of the events), did not al-
low answering this question. One may speculate, however,
that any possible advantage of Asians in remembering de-
tails within an event will dissipate over the long term as
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the peripheral details of the event deteriorate and the cen-
tral aspects persist. As illustrated in the equation for a sim-
plified case, f R[A(a + a0) + B(b + b0)] = A(a) + B(b), a Euro-
American individual perceives and encodes two distinct
events from a stream of information, A and B, including
their central aspects, a and b, and peripheral details, a0

and b0. Overtime, as a function of remembering (f R), the
central aspects of the two events are likely to be consoli-
dated and retained while the peripheral details decaying
and forgotten. In contrast, an Asian individual perceives
and encodes one event from the information,
f R[A(a + a0 + B)] = A(a), where event B is now a peripheral
part of event A. Overtime, only the central aspects of event
A are likely to remain. Indeed, in studies where partici-
pants were instructed to recall as many details as they
could about a past event or story and the number of details
recalled was the unit of analysis, Euro-Americans tended to
report more episodic details than Asians. These results
have been attributed to effective processing of significant
event information and to elaborate rehearsal and memory
sharing in Euro-Americans (Wang, 2006a; Wang, 2008;
Wang & Ross, 2005, Study 2).
5. General discussion

This research provides the first empirical evidence con-
cerning how cultural differences in episodic memory
emerge and persist in the processes of perception, reten-
tion, and recall. Findings of the three studies suggest that
the differing recall of episodic events between Asians and
Euro-Americans may not be a mere consequence of mem-
ory retention with differential cognitive and social influ-
ences. Instead, the processes of perceptual analysis and
encoding may be an important mechanism that gives rise
to this difference. Asians recalled fewer personal event epi-
sodes than Euro-Americans regardless of retention inter-
val, and the two groups showed similar forgetting
functions over time (Study 1). The cultural difference was
also observed with a fictional story as the to-be-remember
material in an immediate recall test (Study 2). Culture-spe-
cific encoding was further supported by the finding that
Asians perceived a smaller number of discrete events than
Euro-Americans when processing a continuous stream of
activity (Study 3). Thus, compared with Euro-Americans,
Asians are not more forgetful; they may simply see the
world as made up of fewer discrete events and, as a result,
remember fewer episodes.

Cognitive theories suggest that cognitive and social fac-
tors (e.g., personal schemas, social norms) may act at
encoding, post-encoding remembering, or retrieval pro-
cesses to shape the accessibility of memories (Alba &
Hasher, 1983; Bartlett, 1932; Conway, 2005). The current
studies show that a cross-cultural approach that investi-
gates cultural effects on different stages of remembering
can help to disentangle the various processes and their
underlying mechanisms. Importantly, the findings do not
rule out differential retention processes across cultures
that may contribute to group differences in episodic mem-
ory recall over the long term (see Wang & Ross, 2007). In
Study 1, memory retention was examined following one-
week and two-week intervals. It is possible that cognitive
and social factors that influence memory retention take ef-
fect after longer delays. For instance, the social practices of
memory sharing may continue to shape memory accessi-
bility months or even years after the events took place
(Nelson & Fivush, 2004). Further research with memory
tests at additional retention intervals and longitudinal de-
signs will help to delineate this issue.

The finding of cultural difference in event segmentation
is particularly provocative. It may reflect the chronic acces-
sibility of different processing styles across cultures.
According to the dynamic constructivist approach pro-
posed by Hong and colleagues (Hong & Mallorie, 2004;
Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martinez, 2000), social institu-
tions (e.g., family, school) and practices (e.g., childrearing,
discourse) reinforce frequent use of certain constructs that
are adaptive to the cultural milieu. Consequently, these
constructs may attain chronic accessibility and remain
readily available to cultural members for information pro-
cessing and sense-making. On the other hand, situational
characteristics may temporarily render these constructs
more or less accessible. Research using priming techniques
has shown that when cued for one cultural orientation or
another, people tend to display strong biases on social
and cognitive tasks consistent with the primed culture
(e.g., Gardner, Gabriel, & Lee, 1999; Miyamoto, Nisbett, &
Masuda, 2006; Ross, Xun, & Wilson, 2002; Wang, Shao, &
Li, in press). It will be fruitful in future studies to examine
the effect of cultural priming on temporary accessibility of
a processing style for event segmentation and the related
memory outcomes, which will help to corroborate the cur-
rent findings of differential encoding processes across
cultures.

Interesting gender differences emerged such that com-
pared with males, females recalled more personal event
episodes at different retention intervals (Study 1), as well
as more episodes from a fictional story in an immediate re-
call test (Study 2). These findings are consistent with prior
work showing that women are better able to access epi-
sodic memories than men (Davis, 1999; Herlitz & Rehn-
man, 2008; Mullen, 1994; Rubin, 2000). Females,
however, did not differ from males in event segmentation
of a narrative text (Study 3). This suggests that gender dif-
ference in episodic memory may not be an exact parallel of
cultural difference in episodic memory. The current find-
ings of gender differences only in retention and recall but
not in perceptual segmentation appear to support the so-
cial-interactionist view that, because women more fre-
quently engage in memory sharing than men and parents
more frequently engage in memory sharing with their
daughters than with their sons, this interactive history
may help women and girls better organize, represent,
and retrieve episodic events than men and boys (Davis,
1999; Fivush & Buckner, 2003; Mullen, 1994).

This research provides original insight into the basic
cognitive mechanisms underlying cultural influences on
episodic remembering. It further has important theoretical,
developmental, and clinical implications. The production
of episodic autobiographical memory, or autobiographical
memory specificity, has received a great deal of attention
in the past two decades. In ontogeny, this ability appears
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to be a normal developmental outcome such that older
children are better at recalling specific events than youn-
ger children (Drummond, Dritschel, Astell, O’Carroll, & Dal-
gleish, 2006; Han et al., 1998), and memory specificity
declines with aging (Addis, Wong, & Schacter, 2008; Le-
vine, Svoboda, Hay, Winocur, & Moscovitch, 2002). On
the other hand, the lack of the ability, often referred to as
overgeneral memory (OGM), is strongly associated with
psychopathology in both children and adults (Hermans,
Raes, Philippot, & Kremers, 2006; Williams et al., 2007). Re-
search has consistently shown that when asked to provide
specific instances from one’s life, patients such as those
with depression, schizophrenia, and PTSD experience great
difficulty in accessing discrete episodes and tend to re-
trieve instead generic information (Williams & Broadbent,
1986; Williams et al., 2007). The underlying processes for
OGM are not entirely clear, although research has shown
that reduced memory specificity is linked to an avoidant
coping style in regulating negative affect (Hermans, Defr-
anc, Raes, Williams, & Eelen, 2005; Williams et al., 2007).
The current findings shed light on these issues by suggest-
ing that OGM may not be a mere result of deficits in epi-
sodic memory retention or accessibility, and that
individuals of different ages and in pathological versus
normal states may engage in differential perceptual pro-
cessing of ongoing activity that influences later memory.
Further research is required to test this proposal. Another
intriguing question for future research is to examine the
implications of cultural difference in episodic remember-
ing for psychopathology, coping, and affect regulation in
different populations.
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