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Abstract
Holistic thinking involves four subconstructs: causality, contradiction, attention to 
the whole, and change. This holistic perspective varies across Eastern–Western cul-
tures and genders. We theorize that holistic thinking reduces three domain-specific 
risk-taking behavioral intentions (ethical, financial, and health/safety) directly and 
indirectly through enhanced risk-taking attitudes. Our formative theoretical model 
treats the four subconstructs of holistic thinking as yoked antecedents and frames 
it in a proximal context of causes and consequences. We simultaneously explore 
the direct and indirect paths and test our model across cultures, genders, and the 
combination of the two. For the entire sample (N = 531), holistic thinking nega-
tively relates to risk intentions via enhanced risk perceptions. Across cultures, the 
indirect paths prevail among Chinese people (n = 284), and both direct and indirect 
paths triumph for Americans (n = 247). Across genders, the indirect paths exist for 
females, whereas the negative direct path (risk-raking attitudes → behavioral inten-
tions) succeeds for males. Across cultures and genders, holistic thinking negatively 
relates to American males’ ethical risks the most but Chinese males’ financial risks 
the least. Risk-taking perceptions are negatively related to Chinese males’ ethical 
risks the most, but Chinese people’s (males/females) financial risks the least. Cau-
sality and change are vital for all contexts, attention to the whole for all males and 
Chinese males, and contradiction for Americans and all females. Holistic thinking 
has limits and is less robust than risk-taking perceptions in reducing risky behav-
ioral intentions. Our practical implications help people make ethical, healthy, and 
wealthy decisions.

We presented portions of this paper at the International Convention of Psychological Science 
(ICPS), in Paris, France, on March 7–9, 2019.
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The difference between genius and stupidity is that genius has its limits.

Albert Einstein (1879–1955)

Introduction

In China, Sanlu Group (三鹿集团), a state-owned enterprise and one of the largest 
dairy producers, adulterated infant formula with a toxic industrial compound called 
melamine to boost protein content in nutrition tests. This 2008 food safety scandal 
caused kidney damage, six fatalities, and 300,000 affected babies, creating a devas-
tating blow to the dairy industry. China executed Yujun Zhang and Jinping Geng for 
producing and selling melamine-laced protein powder. Sanlu’s former chairwoman, 
Wenhua Tian, received a life sentence. Several former Sanlu executives served 5- to 
15-year prison terms. More than 100 foreign brands, considered more trustworthy 
than Sanlu, quickly gained 50–80% of the infant formula market (Huang, 2014).

Corruption involves risky decisions under uncertainty (Kahneman, 2011). Enron 
rewarded executives using long-term shareholder value. The bottom-line men-
tality caused astute, wealthy, and creative executives to take risks, apply mark-to-
market accounting, and trump stock price to $90.75 per share at its peak, pleasing 
Wall Street. Fortune mistakenly recognized Enron as “America’s Most Innovative 
Company” from 1996 to 2001. CEO Jeffrey Skilling (Harvard MBA) gained $132 
million. The top management team obtained $282.7 million. Consequently, corrup-
tion destroyed Enron, Arthur Andersen, and 110,000 employees’ careers. Enron’s 
founder, Kenneth Lay, died of a heart attack before sentencing. CEO Jeffrey Skilling 
served in prison for 12 years, and CFO Andrew Fastow served for 6 years. It was not 
the lack of intelligence (brains) but the lack of wisdom (virtue) that caused corrup-
tion (Tang & Chen, 2008). Did greedy Samlu and Enron executives apply holistic 
thinking to identify their ethical, financial, and health/safety attitudes, behaviors, and 
consequences to prevent scandals (BBC News, 2009)?

Risk-takers have high creativity (Xu et al., 2022). Creative thinkers become dis-
honest (Gino & Ariely, 2012). Dishonesty can lead to greater creativity (Gino & 
Wiltermuth, 2014). Innovative thinkers challenge the status quo and create timely 
ideas by putting old things in new combinations and new ideas in old combinations 
(Grant, 2016). Multinational enterprises (MNEs) rely on employees’ creativity to 
improve productivity and global competitiveness (Amabile, 1998; Amabile et  al., 
2002; Gu et al., 2015; Jiang et al., 2019). Research suggests that non-conformists, 
risk-takers, rule-breakers, and original thinkers share several common traits—crea-
tivity and dishonesty (Gino & Ariely, 2012; Gino & Wiltermuth, 2014). We could 
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not retrospectively investigate executives’ decision-making, unfortunately. How-
ever, we could select university students as a proxy (Fisman & Miguel, 2007) to 
investigate their cognitive thinking processes and risky decision-making. Here is 
our rationale. Experimental subjects are like the general population (Exadaktylos 
et  al., 2013). Laboratory findings replicate managers’ behavioral intentions using 
surveys (Chen et al., 2014). Although students do not have actual work experience, 
they will become future managers and policymakers. This study fills the void and 
helps future managers avoid corruption and risky ethical, financial, and health/safety 
decision-making.1

We theorize that holistic thinking helps individuals make ethical, financial, and 
health/safety decisions. Following the theory of planned behavior (TPB), attitudes, 
subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control predict behavioral intentions and 
actual behaviors (Ajzen, 1991; Kish-Gephart et al., 2010). Attitudes predict behav-
iors when there is a high correspondence between attitudes and behavioral options. 
The risk-taking attitudes and behavioral intentions (Weber et  al., 2002) may vary 
across cultures and genders (Spencer-Rodgers & Peng, 2018).

This study selects decision-makers’ deep-rooted personal values (holistic think-
ing) as a lens. We establish a formative theoretical model and treat the four sub-
constructs (causality, contradiction, attention to the whole, and change) as yoked 
antecedents of the latent holistic thinking construct. We frame the latent construct 
in the immediate-proximal context (cause-and-effect relationship), leading to risk-
taking behavioral intentions directly and indirectly via their risk-taking attitudes. 
We select risk-taking attitudes and behavior intentions and focus on three domain-
specific risk-taking domains: ethical, financial, and health/safety (Blais & Weber, 
2006; Weber et  al., 2002). We argue that holistic thinking may curb risk-taking 
intentions directly and indirectly via their heightened awareness of their risk-taking 
attitudes. Chinese people in emerging markets tend to take more financial risks than 
their American counterparts (Bloomberg, 2016; Tang, 1992). There are differences 
in risk-taking and corruption across genders and cultures (Tang et  al., 2018b, c). 
Following our opening stories, Sanlu in China and Enron in the USA, we collected 
data from Chinese and American students and tested our model across moderators.

Our formative structural equation theoretical model (SEM) involves university 
students’ holistic thinking, risk-taking attitudes, and behavioral intentions (Nisbett 
& Masuda, 2003). We simultaneously explore the direct and indirect paths for the 
whole sample and across moderators. We ask the following: which subconstructs 
significantly define holistic thinking in the risk-taking contexts? Does holistic think-
ing reduce risk-taking intentions directly and indirectly through risk-taking atti-
tudes? Are there differences across cultures, genders, and the combination (Brands 
et al., 2022)? Who will benefit from holistic thinking and risk-taking attitudes the 
most (the least) regarding ethical, financial, and health/safety risks? Our discover-
ies offer novel insights into these questions and help people improve their decision-
making processes and maximize utility and ultimate serenity, providing practical 
implications for scholars and practitioners in business ethics.

1 We thank Editor-in-Chief Allan K. K. Chan and two anonymous reviewers for their constructive feed-
back, insightful suggestions, and excellent recommendations.
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Theory and hypotheses

Prospect theory

Prospect theory suggests that a rational decision-maker prefers the prospect that 
offers the highest expected utility (Kahneman & Tversky, 1984). The formation 
of the problem, the norms, and the decision-maker characteristics influence their 
decision frame. Prospect theory frames decisions under risk in the “gains–losses 
domain” and “high-low probability” and posits the fourfold pattern of preferences. 
This theory involves risk-aversion in the domain of gains and risk-seeking in the 
realm of losses under the context of high probability (the certainty effect) and risk-
seeking in the region of gains and risk-averse in the domain of losses under the con-
dition of low probability (the possibility effect).

Following prospect theory, we explicitly incorporate individuals’ decision-maker 
characteristics—fundamental values and cognitive functions—holistic thinking 
and risk-taking attitudes. We treat these specific characteristics as a lens through 
which decision-makers frame critical concerns (risk-taking behavioral intentions) in 
the proximal (causes and consequences) context at the individual level (males vs. 
females) and distal context at the country level (China vs. the USA) to maximize 
their expected utility and ultimate serenity (Tang, 2021). Weber et al. (2002) exam-
ined domain-specific risk-taking attitudes and behavioral intentions across ethical, 
financial, and health/safety domains. We theorize that individuals may adopt the 
risk-seeking orientation in some domains but the risk-aversion approach in others, 
revealing within-subjects differences, which may vary across contexts (cultures and 
genders). Figure 1 illustrates our overarching theoretical model. We introduce our 
significant constructs in the sections below.

Holistic thinking

Holistic thinking style vs. analytical thinking style This study selects Choi et  al.’s 
(2007) Analysis-Holism Scale (AHS). Those with high AHS scores judge similar-
ity based on overall similarity than on rules. Individuals with high holistic thinking 
consider a more significant amount of information in causal reasoning than those 
without holistic thinking. The naïve dialecticism scale (Spencer-Rodgers et  al., 
2004) includes change, contradiction, and holism (Chen et  al., 2012), predicting 
cross-cultural differences in the ambivalence of self-concept and self-esteem and 
within-cultural differences (Choi et al., 2007).

On the one hand, holistic thinking is not a direct or indirect measure of intelli-
gence, depicts a nonlinear and constantly changing view, and makes people spread 
out their attentive resource allocation. This holistic thinking style reflects how indi-
viduals use their executive cognitive functions, consider cause-and-effect relation-
ships, and evaluate the consequences of their decisions and actions. Holistic thinkers 
see complex interconnectedness in the context and reconcile contradictions to find 
inner truth (Choi & Nisbett, 2000; Masuda & Nisbett, 2001; Monga & John, 2006; 
Nisbett et  al., 2001). Easterners find intricate relationships among all elements. 



1 3

Holistic thinking and risk‑taking perceptions reduce…

Thus, it is essential to incorporate holistic thinking to enhance creativity in man-
agement education (Karakas, 2011). However, very little research has focused on 
the literature on holistic thinking’s impacts on ethical, financial, and health/safety 
decision-making (Preisz, 2019).

On the other hand, the analytical thinking style portrays a linear, stable, and 
separate view of the world and concentrates their attentive resource allocation cor-
responding to the current demand. Analytic thinking represents the opposite of 
holistic thinking. Westerners consider the universe has many independent objects 
(Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2004). We theorize that holistic thinking may impact peo-
ple’s ethical, financial, and health/safety decision-making. We introduce holistic 
thinking’s four components—causality, contradiction, attention, and change below 
(Choi et al., 2007).

Causality Causality infers the relationship between cause and effect. All actions 
have consequences. Chinese people explain the same events using contextual fac-
tors, whereas Americans explain events by invoking presumed traits, abilities, or 
individual characteristics (Choi & Nisbett, 1998; Morris & Peng, 1994).

Contradiction Contradictory propositions can be right at the same time. One may 
pursue a compromised middle ground. In tai chi, , yin and yang’s notion reveals 
deep meaning in the Asian culture. The black and white coexist—one cannot sepa-
rate the yin and yang by cutting through the center origin of the tai chi.

Fig. 1  Our theoretical model of holistic thinking, risk-taking attitudes, and risk-taking behavioral intentions



 J. Chen et al.

1 3

Attention to the whole Chinese consider individuals as a part of a giant and com-
plex social organism. Confucius’ (551–479 BC) five constant virtues elaborated 
obligations between emperor and subject, parent and child, husband and wife, older 
brother and younger brother, and friend and friend. Chinese see more covariance 
between two arbitrary objects than Americans (Ji et al., 2000). Similarly, the Japa-
nese make 70% more statements about the environment’s background than Ameri-
cans (Masuda & Nisbett, 2001).

Change A state of constant change reflects a non-static phenomenon. Chinese are 
more likely than Americans to predict the shift and reversal trends of the current 
state (Tang et al., 2018a). One proposition may eventually transform into its oppo-
site, the principle of change. Holistic thinking reflects the combination of these four 
closely related constructs. However, no empirical research has investigated the holis-
tic thinking construct using a formative theoretical model. Therefore, we know very 
little about these four subcomponents’ relative contributions to the overall latent 
holistic thinking construct (cf. Tang et al., 2018b) (Fig. 1).

We summarize our review of the literature here. Ji et al.’s (2000) cross-cultural 
study explored how people pick two items from three options—train, bus, and 
tracks. Asians choose the train and tracks (trains run on tracks, sharing a functional 
relationship). In contrast, Westerners choose the train and bus (the same abstract 
category of vehicles). Westerners are analytic, pay attention to the objective and 
the categories it belongs to, and use rules to understand their behavior. Supervisors 
who engage in holistic thinking and have integrative complexity are likely to display 
paradoxical behaviors and increase subordinates’ proficiency, adaptivity, and proac-
tivity (Zhang et al., 2015). High holistic thinkers maintain higher ambivalence and 
consider employee creativity more stable than low holistic thinkers (Zhang et  al., 
2022).

Among 10,017 randomly selected individuals in 28 provinces, Chinese believers 
of native Taoism and Buddhism exhibit more sustainable HOPE (Help Ourselves 
Protect the Environment) than other religions (Mo et al., 2022). Coexisted for more 
than 2000  years with Confucianism, Taoism advocates the unity of heaven and 
humankind (天人合一) and believes in karma (actions decide future destiny, 因果
报应).2 Most believers of Taoism and Buddhism are vegetarians, respect the five 
precepts, and refrain from killing nature’s animals. Killing living creatures leads to 
rebirth in hell (Badiner, 2012). Karma involves causality and change, reflecting two 
essential components of holistic thinking.

During an economic crisis, Nissan, a Japanese-owned (non-unionized) automo-
bile manufacturing plant in the USA, maintained full employment and cut costs 
simultaneously, i.e., a challenging example of contradiction. How did they do that 
in a crisis? In Chinese, the phrase crisis has two components: 危机—danger and 
opportunity. Nissan reduced employees’ regular 40-h workweek to a 30-h work-
week yet paid them for 35 h of work (Laws & Tang, 1999), creating an excellent 

2 Here is a common expression: what goes around comes around. One shall not mistreat others and liv-
ing creatures. Following Merriam-Webster, if someone treats other people badly he or she will eventually 
be treated badly by someone else.
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compensation strategy (Gerhart, 2023) and strong justice perceptions (Al Halbusi 
et  al., 2022; Özbek et  al., 2016; Tang et  al., 2000). This strategy helped reduce 
Nissan’s costs and keep employees’ jobs. Nissan and its employees suffered a lit-
tle, tightening their belts together. Without job loss, satisfied employees rejected the 
union. UAW 3 organizers closed the office in Smyrna, Tennessee,4 and returned to 
Detroit, Michigan. Nissan’s actions crafted a win–win solution, reflecting causality 
and change. At the same time, other unionized corporations in the USA experienced 
significant layoffs or plant closings, resulting in the permanent loss of rare talents to 
competitors. Not paying attention to the whole had dire consequences at the organi-
zational level. Holistic thinking is different from collectivism (Triandis et al., 1988).

In a recent ERP (event-related potentials) study, holistic thinking individuals have 
higher insight performance in the adverse effect condition than in the positive affect 
context. However, analytic thinking participants showed better insight performance 
in the positive affect domain than in the negative situation (Li et al., 2015, 2022). 
The bullwhip effect examines the amplification of demand variability along supply 
chains. A significant negative relationship exists between a holistic versus analytic 
thinking orientation subdomain and the bullwhip effect (Brauch & Größler, 2022). 
Only the reported use of specific details is negatively related to the bullwhip effect. 
In marketing, holistic thinkers attribute negative consumption experiences to the 
retailer; analytic thinkers attribute them to the manufacturer (Yoon, 2013). Holis-
tic thinkers are not responsive to nine-ending prices ($0.99 vs. $1.00) (Tu & Pull-
ing, 2018). Other studies examined holistic thinkers and drama movies, culture, and 
decisions (Bacha-Trams et al., 2018; Nisbett & Masuda, 2003; Popham et al., 2011; 
Xia et  al., 2021). Thinking about love, people typically focus on a long-term per-
spective, promoting holistic thinking and creative thoughts. Thinking about sexual 
encounters, individuals pay attention to the present, enhancing analytic thinking 
(Förster et  al., 2009). People automatically activate these processing styles when 
they consider love or encounter sex.

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused critical concerns regarding vaccine safety 
and health. Faasse et  al. (2016) found that people in pro- and anti-vaccination 
groups apply more risk-related and causation words and fewer positive emotion 
words than the control group. Anti-vaccine comments used more analytical think-
ing, lower authenticity, more body and health references, and a higher percentage of 
work-related words than the pro-vaccination and more money references than those 
in the control group. Pro-vaccine comments are more authentic and related to family 
and social processes and anxiety. Following our literature review, holistic thinking 
impacts individual, organization-industry, and country-global-level decision-making 
(Tang, 2021).5 We now turn to domain-specific risk-taking attitudes and risk-taking 
behavioral intentions.

3 International Union of United Automobile, Aerospace, and Agricultural Implement Workers of Amer-
ica.
4 Tennessee adopted a right-to-work (RTW) statute in 1947 and is one of the 27 Right-to-Work states.
5 Russian’s invasion of Ukraine significantly impacted the economy, food, gas, and oil supply chain, and 
individuals’ survival, health, safety, humanity, and peace at the local, regional, and global levels.
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Domain‑specific risk‑taking attitudes and risk‑taking intentions

Following the theory of planned behavior (TPB), we apply Weber et  al.’s (2002) 
domain-specific risk-taking (DOSPERT) scale to measure the risk-taking attitudes 
and risk-taking behavior intentions, covering risks in five domains: ethical, financial, 
social, health/safety, and recreational decisions (Blais & Weber, 2006). Risk-taking 
attitudes measure individuals’ evaluation of each behavior’s riskiness. Risk-taking 
intentions reflect participants’ likelihood to engage in domain-specific risk activities. 
Hanoch et  al. (2006) suggested that using multilevel analyses, within-participant 
variation in risk-taking across the five dangerous domains is about seven times as 
large as the between-participant variation. Great domain specificity of risk within 
individuals exists: bungee jumpers have high risk-taking behaviors in the recrea-
tional field but exhibit moderate risks in the financial domain, illustrating within-
subject differences across domains. Since recreational activities (e.g., bungee jump-
ing and skydiving) have not been widely available to the population in China, we 
delete the social and recreational aspects. We focus exclusively on ethical, financial, 
and health/safety risk-taking attitudes and behavioral intentions appropriate for Chi-
nese and American samples of our study.

Holistic thinking, risk‑taking perceptions, and risk‑taking intentions

We simultaneously explore the direct and indirect paths using our SEM model 
(Fig. 1). Holistic thinking adopts the big-picture orientation and enhances awareness 
of positive and negative consequences. Contradiction and change result in ambiva-
lence (an inherent enemy of risk). Ambivalence encourages individuals to quit risk-
taking behavior in the health/safety domain (smoking) (Choi et al., 2007). Holistic 
thinking differentiates two national groups (Americans vs. Koreans) and two sub-
groups within a culture. It predicts cross-cultural differences in the ambivalence of 
self-concept and self-esteem and within-cultural differences in the two dependent 
variables (Choi et al., 2007). Directly, holistic thinking curbs risk-taking intentions 
(Path 1).

Following the TPB (Ajzen, 1991), specific risk-taking attitudes predict specific 
risk-taking behavioral intentions. Indirectly, holistic thinking influences risk-taking 
attitudes by enlarging potential risks and making them saliently aware of the dan-
gers. High holistic thinkers overestimate risk, have a heightened awareness of risk-
taking perceptions, and curb risk-taking preferences. Risk-taking perceptions medi-
ate the relationship between holistic thinking and risk-taking intentions (indirect 
paths, paths 2 and 3: holistic thinking → risk perceptions → risk intentions).

Hypothesis 1: Holistic thinking negatively relates to risk-taking intentions (Path 1).
Hypothesis 2: Holistic thinking positively relates to risk-taking perceptions (Path 2).
Risk-taking perceptions negatively relate to risk-taking intentions (Path 3).
Hypothesis 3: When we combine Paths 2 and 3, the mediation effect exists.
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Moderators

Culture For Westerners, the universe consists of many independent objects (Spen-
cer-Rodgers et al., 2004). For Easterners, intricate relationships among all elements 
exist. Holistic thinking restrains emotions, surprises, and impulsivity, reducing 
risk-taking intentions (Loewenstein et al., 2001; Wang et al., 2021; Weber & Hsee, 
1998). East Asians are holistic, attend to the entire field, assign causality to it, make 
little use of categories and formal logic, and rely on dialectical reasoning. West-
erners are analytic, pay attention to the objective and the groups it belongs to, and 
use rules to understand their behavior. Researchers have explored the differences in 
decision-making between holistic thinking cultures (Hong Kong Chinese) and ana-
lytic cultures (European Canadians) (Li et al., 2018).

In a study of product and process creativity, Chinese and American attribute cues 
such as breakthrough, surprise, and potential to creativity. However, cues related to 
easy to use, feasible, and for a mass-market contribute to most Chinese’s assessment 
of creativity but not to Americans. Chinese people judge creativity using a much 
wider bandwidth of cues beyond novelty than their American counterparts (Loewen-
stein & Mueller, 2016).

In China, compared to wheat growers in the north, rice growers in the south rely 
more heavily on holistic thinking due to a higher demand for water and labor (Tal-
helm et al., 2014). Following the cushion hypothesis, Chinese people are more likely 
to receive financial help from relatives and have a higher risk-taking orientation than 
their American counterparts in this domain (Weber & Hsee, 1998). The danger is 
real, but the meaning resides in its context (Tang et al., 2008). In a 20-country study 
involving 3600 investors, China ranked second behind India’s investor love of money 
(Bloomberg, 2016). Greed is bad for one’s financial health (Authers, 2016). People 
in emerging markets are more likely to take financial risks because they all want to 
be rich fast. Due to Chinese people’s greedy desires and financial aspirations, moral 
and ethical norms have deteriorated significantly in recent decades (Leung, 2008), 
leading to unethical behavioral intentions and dishonesty.

Holistic thinking may reduce impulsivity. Impulsiveness, behaviors with little or 
no forethought, excites risk-taking behaviors (Wilson & Gilbert, 2008). Brazilians 
are more holistic than Americans and Chinese, include more context, sort objects 
by relationship rather than by category, and vary their emotions based on the back-
ground (De Oliveira & Nisbett, 2017). A drama movie differentially activates holis-
tic and analytical thinkers’ brains (Li et al., 2018). Analytical thinkers focus on more 
minor details during movie viewing and are more distinctive than holistic thinkers. 
In summary, the immediate and omnibus contexts shape, mold, and impact individu-
als’ thinking styles and risk-taking attitudes and behaviors. Contexts matter.

Gender Weber et al., (2002) developed the domain-specific risk-attitude scale and 
suggested that “women appeared to be more risk-averse in all domains” (p. 263), 
revealing gender differences (Brands et al., 2022). Following prospect theory, males 
have higher risk-taking behaviors than females (Byrnes et  al., 1999; Nicholson, 
2005). Males take more risks and have increased dishonesty and risk tolerance lev-
els than females (Tang & Chen, 2008; Tang & Chiu, 2003). Males are more likely to 
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take ethical risks than females. Chinese people (males) are more likely to take finan-
cial risks than their American counterparts (Bloomberg, 2016). Due to the lack of 
empirical evidence, we explore our formative theoretical model across moderators 
(cultures, genders, and cultures*genders) on an exploratory basis and do not propose 
complex and specific hypotheses.

Reflective vs. formative measurement models

In a reflective model, we treat subconstructs (observable items) as imperfect reflec-
tions of the underlying latent construct. The direction of the relationship flows from 
the latent construct to the subconstructs (indicators-items). In a formative model, we 
consider subconstructs as distinct perspectives, defining characteristics, or formative 
indicators of the latent construct. The direction of the relationship moves from sub-
constructs to the latent construct and outcome variables. We develop a parsimonious 
formative theoretical model following suggestions in the literature.

Methods

Sample

Following Institutional Review Board’s protocols, we recruited undergraduate 
university students in psychology who participated in our study for course credits 
and obtained their written consent. We assured their confidentiality and debriefed 
participants regarding the purpose of this study. We obtained cross-sectional data 
(N = 531) from 284 Chinese undergraduates (male = 48.6%, age = 19.91, SD = 1.48) 
on the East Coast and 247 American students on the West Coast (male = 38.5%, 
age = 20.16, SD = 1.72). There was no significant difference in age between the 
Chinese and American samples (t =  − 1.79, p > 0.10) (whole  sampleage = 20.02, 
SD = 1.60; overall male = 43.9%) (see Table 1).

Measures

Holistic thinking We translated the original scales to Chinese using the translation-
back-translation procedure. Small sample sizes and model complexity result in a 
poor fit between the theoretical model and empirical data. It is necessary to have 
three items for each construct. We adopted the Analysis-Holism scale (Choi et al., 
2007) and selected the top three items with the highest factor loadings. We list 
sample items below. Everything in the universe is somehow related to each other 
(causality). When a disagreement exists among people, they should search for ways 
to compromise and embrace everyone’s opinions (contradiction). It is more impor-
tant to pay attention to the whole than its parts (attention to the whole). Not every 
phenomenon in the world moves in a predictable direction (change). We applied a 
7-point Likert-type scale with strongly disagree (1), neutral (4), and strongly agree 
(7) as anchors. We framed the latent construct of holistic thinking in the proximal 
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context of two unused items of causality. We listed these two items: “Any phenom-
enon has many causes, although some of the reasons are not known.” “Any phenom-
enon entails numerous consequences, although some of them may not be known.” 
We used these items as a control and set the tone in framing the latent construct 
of holistic thinking (Gentina et al., 2018a, b). The overall latent construct leads to 
risk-taking behavioral intentions directly and indirectly via risk-taking attitudes. We 
treat gender as the proximal context and cultures (China vs. the US) as the omnibus 
context at the country level.

Risk‑taking perceptions and risk‑taking intentions We adopted the domain-specific 
risk-taking scale (Blais & Weber, 2006) with ethical, financial, health/safety, recrea-
tional, and social risks. To reduce model complexity, we deleted the recreational and 
social risks. We offer a sample item for these constructs: taking some questionable 
deductions on your income tax return (ethical), betting a day’s income at the horse 
races (financial), and engaging in unprotected sex (health/safety). For risk-taking 
perceptions, individuals evaluated each behavior’s riskiness on a 7-point scale rang-
ing from not risky at all (1) to extremely risky (7). Participants rated the likelihood 
of engaging in these behaviors for risk-taking intentions using a 7-point scale with 
extremely unlikely (1) to extremely likely (7). We deliberately used different anchors 
to avoid common method variance (CMV).

Results

Common method variance (CMV) We adopted Harman’s single-factor test to check 
the CMV (Podsakoff et al., 2003). We identified 60 items of interest in this study, 
used exploratory factor analysis (EFA), and identified 16 factors with an eigenvalue 
greater than one (total variance explained = 65.40%). Factor 1 explained 12.98% 
(< 50%) of the variance. These findings suggested no concerns for CMV, offering us 
the confidence to test our theoretical models.

Theoretical model

Table 2, Model 1, and Fig. 2 show an excellent fit (N = 531; χ2 = 237.118, df = 45, 
p < 0.001, χ2/df = 5.269, IFI = 0.913, TLI = 0.872, CFI = 0.912, RMSEA = 0.090, 
SRMR = 0.051). Causality (path = 0.51, p < 0.001), contradiction (0.09, p < 0.05), 
and change (0.32, p < 0.001) significantly defined holistic thinking (boldface arrows 
and regression weights), but attention to whole was not (0.05, p > 0.05). The holistic 
thinking was negatively but non-significantly related to risk-taking intentions (Path 
1 = -0.05, p > 0.05). Holistic thinking was significantly related to risk-taking per-
ceptions (Path 2 = 0.19, p < 0.001) which, in turn, was significantly and negatively 
related to risk-taking intentions (Path 3 =  − 0.48, p < 0.001). Our results supported 
Hypotheses 2 and 3 but not Hypothesis 1.

We employed the bootstrap procedure, selected 2000 bootstrap samples, and cal-
culated the bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals. A path is significant if the 95% 
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confidence intervals do not cover zero (0). Our sample size was sufficient for the 
whole sample but small for subgroups across moderators (multiple-group confirma-
tory analyses, MGCFAs). Table 2 shows our results for the whole sample (N = 531) 
and subsequent MGCFAs. For the whole sample, our data (Path 1 [− 0.087, 0.032]; 
Path 2 [0.058, 0.190]; Path 3 [− 0.487; − 0.298]) supported original findings. Holis-
tic thinking is associated with reduced risk-taking intentions via high risk-taking 
attitudes awareness.

The ethical (0.81), financial (0.62), and health/safety (0.82) components con-
tributed to the latent construct of risk-taking attitudes. The ethical (0.71), financial 
(0.55), and health/safety (0.62) risks contributed to the latent construct of risk-tak-
ing intentions. All correlations among the four subconstructs (causality, contradic-
tion, attention to whole, and change) were significant but lower than 0.80, showing 
no construct duplication or redundancy.

Amos offers pairwise parameter comparisons for comparing direct paths. For 
example, Fig. 2’s Path 3 (− 0.48) was significantly stronger than Path 1 (− 0.05) 
(z = 5.759, p < 0.001). The standardized total impact of holistic thinking on 
risk-taking intentions was − 0.145, reflecting the combination of Paths 1 (direct 
path) and Paths 2 and 3 (indirect paths). We provide a brief interpretation of 
the standardized total impact: when the holistic thinking construct increased by 
one standard deviation, the risk-taking preferences decreased by 0.145 standard 
deviations. The standardized total impact of risk-taking perceptions on risk-tak-
ing intentions was − 0.483, reflecting the direct path (Path 3). That is, when risk-
taking perceptions increased by one standard deviation, the risk-taking behav-
ioral intentions decreased by 0.483 standard deviations, illustrating a profound 

Fig. 2  Results of our theoretical model, the whole sample
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impact. Both holistic thinking (− 0.145) and risk-taking perceptions (− 0.483) 
were associated with reduced risk-taking preferences. The latter was more 
robust than the former. Amos provides the standardized total effects of various 
constructs on variables. However, there is no comparison across different stand-
ardized total effects.

Across cultures

China Table 2 shows all paths for our MGCFAs across various moderators. Model 
2 shows an excellent fit between our model and data across cultures (China vs. the 
US). Figure 3 shows the differences in paths across cultures. For the Chinese sam-
ple (n = 284), causality (0.62, p < 0.001) and change (0.23, p = 0.009) significantly 
formulated holistic thinking. Contradiction and attention to the whole offered non-
significant contributions to the latent construct. The direct path (Path 1) was not sig-
nificant (− 0.08, p = 0.293). For the indirect paths, a positive Path 2 (0.22, p < 0.002) 
and a negative Path 3 (− 0.49, p < 0.001) were both significant, supporting Hypoth-
eses 2 and 3.

The USA Only causality (0.37), contradiction (0.15), and change (0.39) robustly 
contributed to holistic thinking (n = 247). Both the direct path (Path 1 =  − 0.16, 
p = 0.031) and the indirect paths were significant (Path 2 = 0.18, p = 0.013; Path 
3 =  − 0.45, p < 0.001). Results supported Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3.

Comparing these two samples, our Path 1 was significant in the American sample 
(− 0.16) but non-significant in the Chinese model (− 0.08). The difference between 
the two was non-significant (z = 1.107 < 1.96). Interestingly, causality’s contribu-
tion to holistic thinking is more robust for the Chinese sample (0.62) than for the 
American sample (0.34) (z = 5.180, p < 0.001), empirically validating the literature 
in a brand-new revelation. The total standardized effect of holistic thinking on risk-
taking intentions (direct + indirect) was slightly more substantial in the American 
group (− 0.235) than in the Chinese group (− 0.189). The reverse was true—the total 
effect of risk-taking perceptions on risk-taking intentions was slightly more robust 
in the Chinese sample (− 0.491) than in the American model (− 0.446). Hence, the 
culture (country) is a moderator.

Across genders

Male Fig. 4 shows our results across genders. For males (n = 233), causality (0.49) 
and change (0.38) defined holistic thinking. The direct path (Path 1, Hypothesis 
1) was non-significant (− 0.06). For the indirect paths, Path 2 was non-significant 
(0.14, p < 0.10). Path 3 was significant (− 0.48), supporting Hypothesis 2 partially.

Female For females (n = 298), causality (0.53), contradiction (0.14), and change 
(0.28) formulated holistic thinking. The direct path (Path 1) was non-significant 
(− 0.05). Path 2 reached significance (0.22, p < 0.10), and Path 3 (− 0.43) was sig-
nificant. Our additional bootstrap procedure suggested a new finding. In this unique 
incident, Path 2 has strengthened from a marginally significant level (< 0.10) to a 
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A: China 

B: The US 

Fig. 3  Results of our theoretical model, MGCFA across cultures.
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A: Males 

B: Females 

Fig. 4  Results of our theoretical model, MGCFA across genders.
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significant level (Table  2) (confidence intervals [0.052, 0.267]). Our results sup-
ported Hypotheses 2 and 3 but not Hypotheses 1.

Interestingly, there was no difference in causality’s contributions to holistic think-
ing between males (0.49) and females (0.53) (z = 0.638, p > 0.05). The total effect 
of holistic thinking on risk-taking intentions was slightly more substantial among 
females (− 0.142) than males (− 0.133). The total effect of risk-taking perceptions 
on risk-taking intentions was slightly stronger for males (− 0.477) than females 
(− 0.435). Gender has a minor impact on our model.

Across cultures and genders

Chinese males We have carefully curated Fig.  5, revealing our results across cul-
tures and genders. For Chinese males (n = 138), causality (0.61), attention (0.12), 
and change (0.27) formulated holistic thinking. Path 1 was not significant (0.02). 
The indirect paths were significant (Path 2 = 0.25; Path 3 =  − 0.52) (Table 2). Data 
supported Hypotheses 2 and 3 but not Hypothesis 1.

Chinese females For Chinese females (n = 146), only causality (0.64) and con-
tradiction (0.16) defined holistic thinking. The direct path was non-significant 
(Path 1 =  − 0.16), and the indirect paths were significant (Path 2 = 0.17 and Path 
3 =  − 0.40), supporting Hypotheses 2 and 3 but not Hypothesis 1.

American males For American males (n = 95), causality (0.31) and change (0.46) 
made significant contributions to holistic thinking. Only Path 1 (− 0.29) and Path 3 
(− 0.41) were significant. Results supported Hypothesis 1. We partially supported 
Hypothesis 2.

American female For American females (n = 152), causality (0.37), contradic-
tion (0.18), and change (0.30) defined holistic thinking. Path 1 was not significant 
(− 0.07) and the indirect paths were significant (Path 2 = 0.29; Path 3 =  − 0.45), sup-
porting Hypotheses 2 and 3.

Holistic thinking’s relationship with reduced risk-taking intentions was much 
more potent for American males (− 0.29) than Chinese males (0.02) (z = 2.398, 
p < 0.05). Holistic thinking was more significantly related to risk-taking perceptions 
for American females (0.29) than American males (− 0.10) (z = 2.642, p < 0.01). We 
illustrate a strong moderator (cultures*genders).

Who will benefit from holistic thinking and risk‑taking perceptions the most/
least?

Table  3 provides the standardized total effects of holistic thinking on risk-tak-
ing intentions (direct + indirect) in descending order as follows: American males 
(− 0.247), Chinese females (− 0.233), American females (− 0.198), and Chinese 
males (− 0.107) (Table 3). Standardized total effects of risk-taking perceptions on 
risk-taking intentions in descending order were Chinese males (− 0.522), American 



1 3

Holistic thinking and risk‑taking perceptions reduce…

A: Chinese Male 

B: Chinese Female 

Fig. 5  Results of our theoretical model, MGCFA across cultures*genders.
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C: American Male 

D: American Female 

Fig. 5  (continued)
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females (− 0.450), American males (− 0.412), and Chinese females (− 0.401). Pair-
wise parameter comparisons showed non-significant difference between Chinese 
males (− 0.522) and Chinese females (− 0.401) (z = 1.126 < 1.96). The path from 
risk intentions to ethical risks for American males was significantly stronger (the 
highest = 0.90) than that for American females (the lowest = 0.61) (Fig. 5) (z = 2.108, 
p < 0.05), demonstrating a significant gender difference among Americans.

We describe the highest and the lowest impacts overall: for three subconstructs, 
holistic thinking has the most significant relationship with reduced ethical risk-tak-
ing intentions (− 0.222) for American males but the most negligible association with 
lowered financial risk-taking intentions (− 0.039) for Chinese males. Risk-taking 
perceptions have the most potent association with reduced ethical risk-taking inten-
tions (− 0.415) for Chinese males but the least significant relationship with finan-
cial risk-taking preferences for Chinese (females and males), Chinese females, in 
particular (− 0.163). Holistic thinking and risk-taking perceptions had the weakest 
association with reduced financial risk-taking intentions for Chinese males.

Discussion

Theoretical contributions

 In this study, we explore a formative model of holistic thinking. We theorize that 
holistic thinking is directly associated with reduced risk-taking behavioral intentions 
and indirectly via risk-taking attitudes. Our results offer the following discoveries. 
First, we turn to the holistic thinking construct. The correlations among these four 
subconstructs are significant but smaller than 0.80, revealing no construction dupli-
cation. Various subconstructs contribute to the latent construct independently.

Table 3  Standardized total impact of holistic thinking and risk-taking attitudes on risk-taking behavioral 
intentions across cultures*genders

Sample size, Chinese/male = 138, Chinese/female = 146, American/male = 95, American/female = 152
For Holistic thinking and Risk-taking attitudes, we highlight the largest standardized total impact in bold-
face and the smallest in boldface and italic

Variable Holistic thinking Risk-taking attitudes

Chinese American Chinese American

Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female

Subconstructs of risk-taking behavioral intentions
  Ethical -.085 -.146 -.222 -.122 -.415 -.251 -.370 -.276
  Financial -.039 -.095 -.169 -.144 -.190 -.163 -.282 -.328
  Health/safety -.052 -.162 -.132 -.129 -.254 -.277 -.221 -.294



 J. Chen et al.

1 3

Two subcomponents—causality and change—are consistently related to the 
holistic thinking latent construct for the whole sample and across all three mod-
erators, demonstrating a long-term perspective and the change orientation. In our 
MGCFAs, contradiction robustly relates to holistic thinking among the Chinese 
sample (cultures), the female sample (genders), the Chinese female sample, and the 
American female sample (cultures*genders). Attention to the whole is significantly 
related to holistic thinking for Chinese males. In short, all four subconstructs make 
various robust contributions to the latent holistic thinking construct depending on 
the contexts (moderators).

Second, we explore the direct and indirect paths. Holistic thinking directly relates 
to decreased risk-taking behavioral intentions. This direct path (holistic thinking 
→ risk intention) prevails for American (cultures) and male American students 
(cultures*genders). The indirect paths (holistic thinking → risk attitudes → risk 
intention) triumph for the whole sample, the Chinese and American samples (cul-
tures), Chinese males, and American females (cultures*genders). Different compo-
nents of holistic thinking (antecedents) are related to high awareness of risk-taking 
attitudes, which, in turn, is related to reduced risk-taking preferences. The contexts 
matter. For the direct path (risk attitudes → risk intention), risk-taking perceptions 
are consistently and strongly related to reduced risk-taking intentions across all anal-
yses. Holistic thinking and risk attitudes are related to reduced risk intentions.

Third, considering our analyses across cultures and genders, holistic thinking is 
related to reduced risk-taking intentions, with the most powerful bond for American 
males’ ethical risks but the least for Chinese males’ financial risks. However, risk-
taking attitudes–perceptions have the strongest connection with minimized ethical 
risks for Chinese males but the weakest relationship with financial risks for Chinese 
females. Holistic thinking and risk-taking attitudes are differently related to the over-
all reduction of risk-taking intentions. American males have the strongest link from 
risk-taking behavioral intentions to ethical risks, whereas American females have 
the weakest, illustrating robust gender differences. This ethical concern corresponds 
to our opening story about Enron’s corruption in the USA. Holistic thinking strongly 
correlates with reduced ethical risks for American males, whereas risk-taking per-
ceptions–attitudes (awareness) are associated with curbed ethical risks for Chinese 
males.

In summary, we make significant contributions to the literature regarding the 
intricate mechanisms of holistic thinking, risk-taking perceptions, and risk-taking 
behavioral intentions across cultures, genders, and the combination of the two. 
Essential subconstructs contribute to the holistic thinking related to reduced ethi-
cal, financial, and health/safety risks directly and indirectly via higher awareness of 
risk attitudes. Following the theory of planned behavior, there are strong relation-
ships between attitudes and behavioral intentions. In most cases, attitudes positively 
predict behavioral intentions. Since we frame risk-taking attitudes and behavioral 
intentions in the context of holistic thinking, the relationships between attitudes and 
behavioral intentions are negative in our theoretical model and across moderators. 
Although holistic thinking and risk attitudes can potentially reduce risk intentions, 
directly and indirectly, they have limits across different domain-specific risks.
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Metaphorically, money is a tool and a drug (Lea & Webley, 2006). For Enron 
executives, money served as a drug. We may label “ethical” or “financial” risks as 
money-related risks. Both ethical and financial risks are related to money, directly 
and indirectly. Money is the universal language that everyone understands globally. 
The love of money construct (Tang & Chiu, 2003; Tang et al., 2018b, c) has several 
subconstructs—factors rich, motivator, important, and power: most people want to 
be rich. Money is a motivator. Money is important. Finally, money is power (Lem-
rová et al., 2014). CEOs’ ethical leadership (greed) trickles down from the top ech-
elon to subordinates via leader–member exchange (LMX) (Al Halbusi et al., 2022). 
Holistic thinking is associated with the most reduced ethical risks for American 
males but the least financial risks for Chinese males.

In a 20-country study (Authers, 2016; Bloomberg, 2016), China, in the emerging 
markets, ranked second for investors’ love of money behind India. The USA ranked 
fifth. Most people want to keep up with the Joneses. Watching other people get rich 
quickly in the emerging markets causes most to get upset because high love-of-
money individuals compare their income with the rich. When money is a drug, they 
want more to get the same level of “high.” Putting them in the losses domain is not 
an acceptable option. Gamblers risk winning, trying to get all the lost money back.

Nobel laureates Kahneman and Deaton (2010) proclaimed additional income 
beyond $75,000 improves life evaluation but not emotional well-being. Scholars 
and MNEs must keep gross domestic product, gross national income, and human 
development index sustainable and protect the profits, people, the planet, and peace, 
which may affect individuals’ ethical, financial, and health/safety risks. Our find-
ings provide novel and robust implications and offer real hope that we may help 
future Chinese and American employees, managers, and executives reduce ethical 
and financial risks in decision-making.

Our discoveries support the notion decision-makers select their deep-rooted per-
sonal values or cognitive executive functions (holistic thinking) and frame critical 
concerns in the immediate-proximal context at the individual level and distal-omni-
bus context at the country level to maximize expected utility and ultimate serenity 
(Tang, 2021). MNEs must focus on ethical leadership and enhance corporate moral 
values to excite honesty and creativity (Al Halbusi et al., 2022; Tang & Liu, 2012). 
Future scholars must explore these intricate and interesting issues empirically.

Practical contributions

Please recall that in emerging markets, China ranked the second highest in investors’ 
love of money (Bloomberg, 2016). Hsee and Weber (1999) used the cushion hypoth-
esis to explain Chinese people’s risky financial, social borrowing, and business 
investment throughout the economy: Chinese people rely on families and friends for 
financial needs and emergencies. Our discoveries add fuel to the fire of this debate. 
In our model, holistic thinking and risky attitudes have limits in reducing male Chi-
nese people’s high financial risks. We offer value-added contributions beyond the 
cushion hypothesis. In this article, our models have provided precise mechanisms on 
how and why holistic thinking and attitudes cannot reduce Chinese people’s risky 
decisions. For Chinese males, holistic thinking has the most negligible impact on 
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reducing financial risks. However, risk-taking attitudes have the most potent effect 
on reducing  ethical intentions. Ethical and financial risk-taking choices are in dif-
ferent domains. Risk-taking perceptions are more potent than holistic thinking in 
reducing financial risk-taking behavioral intentions.

The difference between genius and stupidity is that genius has its limits. Some 
attributed this quote to Albert Einstein. According to one source, people assigned 
credits to Alexandre Dumas, published in French (circa 1865). “One thing that hum-
bles me deeply is to see that human genius has its limits while human stupidity does 
not.” Our research supports the notion that holistic thinking has its limits.

Our results show holistic thinking’s two robust subconstructs—causality and 
change. Causality infers the cause-and-effect relationships in our lives. Decision-
makers’ actions at one point in time impact their future outcomes and destiny—cau-
sality. The situational/environmental context changes over time. Chinese Taoism 
and Buddhism have focused on karma (因果报应). Karma reflects (causality and 
change) and helps religious believers actively avoid unethical behaviors, refraining 
from killing nature’s animals. Killing leads to rebirth in hell (Badiner, 2012).

We suspect that Samlu and Enron executives failed to apply holistic thinking’s 
causality and change in their decision-making. Executives’ actions at one point dam-
aged the public trust, creating ethical, financial, and health/safety consequences, 
leading to execution, death, and incarceration in China and the USA. The Chinese 
government sacked (but not charged) the mayor, party boss, and other city officials. 
Some Chinese parents considered these two executed in the Sanlu scandal scape-
goats for this state-owned enterprise.

Our stories in China and the USA reflect karma—executives’ actions led to con-
sequences—a sense of causality. Individuals must consider not only the immedi-
ate contexts but also distal-omnibus contexts in the future. It takes time to see the 
consequences of the actions—the change. The bottom-line mentality, making money 
for themselves, and the lack of wisdom (virtue) lead to dire consequences, killing 
infants, damaging lives, and disrupting people’s careers.

Following the results of our analyses across the combination of cultures and gen-
ders, researchers and practitioners may consider different interventions (training 
programs) for males and females and people in different cultures to enhance their 
decision-making in ethical, financial, and health/safety domains. We offer additional 
practical and policy implications below:

First, holistic thinking could be an essential component of business ethics training 
for all students and business students, benefiting American males the most. Second, 
beyond holistic thinking in reducing dishonesty, mindfulness-based stress reduction 
(MBSR) training, rooted in Buddhism, curbs dishonesty directly and indirectly via 
reduced greedy desires—the love of money (Gentina et al., 2021). Third, to reduce 
Chinese males’ financial risks, educators may want to help them evaluate their deep-
rooted avaricious monetary values and offer MBSR training programs to curb their 
love of money, greed, aspirations, desires, and risky financial decisions. Business 
students will become future managers and executives in China and the USA. Fourth, 
universities and MNEs apply holistic thinking and MBSR training as a part of their 
mission/corporate social responsibility (CSR), helping decision-makers and con-
sumers make ethical decisions.
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Finally, “the love of money is the root of all evils” (1 Timothy 6: 9–10) (Tang 
& Chen, 2008). “No one can serve two masters. You cannot serve God and mam-
mon” (Matthew 6: 24). When researchers yoke God (religiosity) and mammon 
(love of money) as two antecedents of a latent construct (performance or humane 
contexts), males reduce their dishonesty by omission. In contrast, females increase 
their honesty by commission. The rich get richer. Religions help native Taoism and 
Buddhism believers in China engage in sustainable environmental behaviors, HOPE 
(Mo et al., 2022). Therefore, incorporating all different religions, spirituality (God), 
and diverse practices may help reduce dishonesty and increase honesty in decision-
making. Training initiatives and resources help citizens crystalize cognitive thinking 
skills, set new priorities, and avoid dire consequences (destruction of corporations, 
public trust/health, brand equity, reputation, executions/death, and incarcerations). 
The rich get richer (Chaudary et al., 2022; Tang, 2021).

We ask the following question in a broader context: can average citizens apply 
holistic thinking in a real-life situation and resist the temptation (e.g., Enron CEO’s 
$132 million)? According to the US Census Bureau, the median household income 
in “2020” was $67,521. How many lifetimes does it take for a median-income citi-
zen to make $132 million? Assuming employees have a 40-year career life, our sim-
plified calculations suggest that it takes 48.87 lifetimes to earn $132 million.6 Enron 
executives paid attention to the highest expected utility and threw holistic thinking 
and ethics out of the window. Avaricious executives engaged in dishonesty deliber-
ately. Corruption was not an accident. Enron’s CEO, CFO, and Sanlu’s executives 
(without integrity, virtue, and wisdom) served “mammon” and consequently their 
“prison terms.” The costs outweigh the financial gains. The poor get poorer.  Our 
study supports the Matthew Effect (Merton, 1968).

To cope with the COVID-19 pandemic, individuals must follow the CDC and 
health authority guidelines, obey the laws and orders, wear masks, and get vaccine 
shots, which may help ordinary citizens to survive in this highly challenging era but 
may also have its limits.7 Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, we ask the critical ques-
tion here: “What’s Important Now (WIN) (Holtz, 2006)? Our data demonstrate that 
holistic thinking and risk-taking attitudes have minor impacts on health/safety risk 
behavioral intentions. As of August 7, 2022, 589.219 million people have contracted 
the COVID-19 virus. Among them, 6.436 million have died. There is a realm of 
time where the goal is not to have but to be” (Heschel, 1951, p. 3). We hope previ-
ous research on the differences in pro- and anti-vaccination groups (Faasse et  al., 
2016) and our present study  may provide new perspectives in understanding and 
helping people cope with future pandemics and other diseases and save lives.

MNEs’ policymakers must develop corporate ethical cultures (Tang et al., 2018c), 
enhance holistic thinking and risk-taking attitudes, and reduce risk-taking intentions. 
Research in behavioral decision-making suggests that in the heat of the moment, 
preventing avaricious individuals and employees from falling into a trap is more 

6 $132,000,000/$67,521 = 1,954.95 years; 1,954.95 years/40 years = 48.87 lifetimes.
7 The 79-year old President Joe Biden, fully vaccinated with two COVID Booster shots, was tested posi-
tive for COVID-19 on Thursday July 21, 2022. From a White House balcony, Biden said, “Keep the 
faith, it’s going to be okay.” Thus, vaccine has its limits.
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manageable than fighting against the temptation when individuals have already 
fallen deeply into a slippery slope (Ariely & Loewenstein, 2006; Sutarso et  al., 
2018). The World’s Most Ethical Companies achieved a 4.88% ethics premium in 
2018 (Ethisphere, 2018). It pays to be ethical. Following the Matthew effect, the rich 
get richer. Thaler (2018), the 2017 Nobel Prize winner, “nudges” people to make 
better choices and become happy, healthy, and wealthy in their lives.

Limitations and future research

Our cross-sectional design did not provide a definite cause-and-effect relationship 
among our constructs. We recruited undergraduate volunteers from the subject pool 
for course credit and did not randomly select participants and countries. Weber 
et al.’s (2002) domain-specific risk-taking scale measures risk-taking attitudes and 
behavioral intentions in ethical, financial, and health/safety domains. They tested 
items using undergraduate students and dealt with students’ matters (cheating on 
tax ethical, betting on horse racing-financial, engaging in unprotected sex) and may 
have limited impacts on others. There are several critical concerns.

First, these risk-taking behaviors do not involve much money and do not signifi-
cantly impact other people’s money, financial resources, and lives (moral hazard, 
Pavlou et  al., 2007). Thus, risk-taking in itself may not be that socially problem-
atic. Second, researchers must be careful in extrapolating these items to signifi-
cant issues violating essential social norms and values, e.g., taking $100 million in 
kickbacks, bribery, corruption, laying employees off for personal gains, and selling 
company secrets. Finally, we measured only behavioral intentions, not actual behav-
iors. Researchers must conduct laboratory experiments to verify our robust findings, 
identify different constructs, and explore other cultures.

Scientists may use a longitudinal design and collect data multiple times, i.e., 
holistic thinking (Time 1), risk-taking perceptions (Time 2), risk-taking intentions 
(Time 3), and actual behaviors (Time 4). Future researchers may empirically explore 
additional constructs (the love of money attitude) across various cultures, religions, 
countries, and moderators and generalize our findings to other contexts. Schol-
ars may frame holistic thinking in different contexts (e.g., the love of money) and 
develop multiple-level theoretical models across cultures (Tang et al., 2018b).

Conclusion

Our novel formative theoretical model offers the following innovative discoveries. 
For the whole sample, the indirect paths prevail—holistic thinking relates to reduced 
risk-taking intentions via heightened risk-taking perceptions. Across cultures, indi-
rect paths successfully exist among Chinese people, and direct and indirect paths 
triumph for Americans. Causality contributes more strongly to holistic thinking for 
the Chinese sample than the American sample. Across genders, holistic thinking 
relates indirectly to females’ minimized risk-taking intentions, whereas risk-taking 
perceptions relate to diminished males’ risk-taking intentions. Across cultures and 
genders, holistic thinking links to reduced American males’ ethical risks the most, 
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but Chinese males’ financial risks the least. Risk-taking perceptions’ most vital link-
age is related to curtailed Chinese males’ ethical risks but least to Chinese people’s 
(males and females) financial risks. Holistic thinking significantly connects to more 
curbed American males’ risk-taking intentions than Chinese males.

Further, holistic thinking’s linkage to risk-taking perceptions is much more robust 
for American females than American males. Among four subconstructs, causality 
and change consistently and robustly contribute to the holistic thinking latent con-
struct than the other two subconstructs—contradiction and attention to the whole, 
across various contexts. Risk-taking perceptions are more forceful than holistic 
thinking in linking to diminished risk-taking intentions across contexts. However, 
both holistic thinking and risk-taking perceptions have limits. Following monetary 
wisdom, decision-makers select their deep-rooted values and cognitive functions 
(holistic thinking, risk perceptions) and frame critical concerns (risk intentions) 
in a proximal-immediate context (causes and consequences) at the individual level 
and distal-omnibus context at the country level (China vs. the USA) to maximize 
expected utility and ultimate serenity. Our research on holistic thinking offers inno-
vative theoretical and practical implications; helps people avoid dishonesty; nudges 
them to make ethical, healthy, happy, and wealthy decisions; and enhances their 
decision-making at the individual, organization-industry, and country-global levels.
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