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Humans are a cultural species, constantly navigating a complex web of culturally
bound practices, norms, and worldviews. This article provides a brief overview
of the relatively young field of cultural psychology, which investigates the many
ways psychology and culture interweave with one another. Highlighting the
cultural nature of the human species, it draws upon research on cultural evolution,
enculturation, and developmental processes. This review further summarizes a
number of cultural differences in how people perceive the self, and the behavioral
consequences that follow from these differences, in the domains of internal and
external attribution styles, motivations for self-enhancement, approach/avoidance,
primary and secondary control, as well as motivations for distinctiveness and
conformity. Additionally, the review discusses research on the intersection of
culture and emotion, as well as cultural differences in cognition, perception, and
reasoning.  2010 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. WIREs Cogn Sci 2010 1 254–266

We are members of a highly cultural species,
depending critically on cultural learning in

virtually all aspects of our lives. Whether trying to
woo a mate, protect our kin, forge a political alliance,
or enhance our social standing—goals pursued by
people in all cultures—we do so in culturally bounded
ways. In all our actions, we rely on ideas, values,
strategies, feelings, and goals that are shaped by our
cultural experiences. To be sure, regularities exist
across humans from all cultures with respect to many
psychological phenomena, but at the same time there
remain many pronounced differences (for a review see
Norenzayan and Heine1).

Although psychologists have been studying
culture at least since Wilhelm Wundt2 published his
ten volume work ‘Elements of Folk Psychology’ in
1921, the study of cultural psychology has had its
most impactful influence on mainstream psychology
over the past 20 years. Around 1990, several seminal
books and papers emerged that articulated how
cultural experiences were central to, and inextricably
linked with, psychological processing.3–6 Since then,
much empirical research has demonstrated the cultural
foundation of many of the psychological phenomena
that had hitherto been viewed largely as invariant
across the species.
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HUMANS AS A CULTURAL SPECIES

A defining characteristic of humans is that they engage
in cultural learning, acquiring information from
conspecifics through social transmission.7 Cultural
learning is not a uniquely human characteristic, as
many diverse species show evidence for cultural
learning, such as rats,8 pigeons,9 and guppies.10 In
some species, such as chimpanzees11 and orcas,12

the degree of cultural learning is quite substantial.
Although humans are not unique for engaging
in cultural learning, no other species has shown
the capacity to learn from conspecifics as well as
humans.13

Humans are the only species that demonstrates
evidence for substantial cultural evolution.14,15 Cul-
tural learning in humans is of high enough fidelity that
cultural information tends to accumulate over time (a
process known as the ratchet effect16), whereby cul-
tural ideas are learned by an individual, subsequently
modified, and the modified ideas are then learned
by others, ad infinitum. Given open communication
among individuals, this evolution tends to accelerate
over time because of the growing number of ideas
that can be modified or connected.17,18 Thus, humans
are born into vastly complex cultural worlds, with
experiences that vary widely between cultures. As
people are continually learning and being influenced
by the shared ideas that make up those worlds, under-
standing human psychology means that one must also
consider the kinds of cultural information that people
encounter in their daily lives.
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Cross-Cultural Generalizability of
Psychological Findings
The cultural nature of humans makes it challenging
to draw conclusions about psychological universals.
Many psychological phenomena vary significantly
across cultural contexts, and emerge at different lev-
els of universality.1 On the one hand, pronounced
cultural variance has been identified in such funda-
mental psychological phenomena as perceptions of
fairness (e.g., Henrich et al.19), approach-avoidance
motivations (e.g., Lee et al.20), preferences for formal
reasoning (e.g., Norenzayan et al.21), and the need
for high self-esteem (e.g., Heine et al.22). At the same
time, there are many key psychological phenomena
for which varying degrees of universality have been
compellingly established, such as facial expressions
of emotions (e.g., Ekman et al.23), sex differences in
violence (e.g., Daly and Wilson24), several aspects of
mate preferences (e.g., Buss25), and the structure of
personality (e.g., McCrae et al.26).

A major obstacle for assessing universality is
the limited nature of the psychological database. A
recent review of all papers in the top journals in
six disciplines of psychology from 2003 to 200727

found that 96% of the samples were from Western
countries, with 68% coming from the US alone;
further, the vast majority of samples were that of
college students. Thus, psychologists cannot know
whether many phenomena are universal because the
database covers a restricted range of cultural contexts.
Further complicating the situation, the data from
American college students are frequently outliers in
the context of the data from other cultures28—that
is, the database not only represents a narrow slice of
humanity, it is also a highly unrepresentative slice.
Cultural psychology seeks to expand this database,
although thus far, many of its efforts have been
limited to comparisons between East Asian and North
American college students.

ENCULTURATION

People come to think in different ways across cultures,
as their experiences differ in many ways from the
moment they are born. For example, whereas it is
most common for young American infants to sleep
on a crib in a separate room from their mothers,
this arrangement was not observed in any other
society studied in a survey of 100 societies around
the world.29 In approximately two-thirds of societies
infants sleep in the same bed as their mothers,
and in the majority of other cases infants sleep in
the same room as their mothers but on a different

bed.30,31 Likewise, American mothers chat with their
babies in a different way than do Japanese mothers,
with American mothers being more likely to elicit
‘happy vocals’ and Japanese mothers being more likely
to soothe ‘unhappy vocals’.32 Similarly, Canadian
mothers were shown to communicate nouns more
effectively to infants, whereas Chinese mothers were
more effective at communicating verbs.33

Cultural variation in the experiences of infants
and children is paralleled by cultural variation in many
psychological processes. One domain in which this is
clearly evident is in attachment styles. Whereas the
most common attachment style among Americans
is the secure attachment (approximately 62% of
mother–child relationships34), in Northern Germany
the most commonly found attachment style is the
avoidant attachment (approximately 48%35), and
among children reared in Israeli kibbutzim, it is
the anxious-ambivalent style that is most commonly
found (approximately 50%36). Furthermore, in some
cultural contexts, researchers have not been able to
identify all of the three attachment styles.37,38 It
has even been questioned whether the assumptions
underlying attachment theory (particularly the notions
of dependence and autonomy) make sense in some
non-western contexts.39

Because cultural information is acquired as
children are socialized, it follows that cultural
differences in psychological processes should become
more pronounced with age and socialization. Aside
from phenomena delimited by an early sensitive
window for their acquisition (see Johnson and
Newport;40 Minoura41), adults should differ more
in their ways of thinking across cultures than should
children. Evidence for such trends has emerged in
several domains. For example, cultural differences in
the tendency to make nonlinear predictions of the
future become more pronounced in magnitude with
age,42 as do cultural differences in social loafing.43

On the other hand, cultural variation in visual
illusions such as the Muller–Lyer illusion is at least as
pronounced among young children as it is among older
adults, suggesting that there may be an early sensitive
window in which the visual system is organized with
respect to these illusions.44

THE SELF
Cultural psychology maintains that the process of
becoming a self is contingent on people interact-
ing with and seizing meanings from their cultural
environment—a process that lends itself to consider-
able between-culture variation in self-concepts. The
impact of cultural experiences on the self-concept can
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be seen in studies that ask people to freely describe
themselves using the Twenty Statements Test.45 Such
studies reveal that people from various individualis-
tic cultural contexts, such as Australia, Canada, and
Sweden, tend to describe themselves most commonly
with statements that reflect their inner psychologi-
cal characteristics, such as their attitudes, personality
traits, and abilities. In contrast, people from var-
ious collectivistic cultural contexts, such as Cook
Islanders, Native Americans, Puerto Ricans, Indians,
Africans, and various East Asian populations, show a
relatively greater tendency to describe themselves by
indicating relational roles and memberships that they
possess (see Heine,46 for a review). Such cultural dif-
ferences are already evident among kindergarten-aged
children.47

These different response patterns in self-
descriptions suggest at least two different ways that
people might conceptualize their selves. One way is
that the self can largely derive its identity from its
inner attributes—a self-contained model of self which
Markus and Kitayama4 labeled an independent self-
concept. These attributes are assumed to reflect the
essence of an individual in that they are viewed as
stable across situations and across the lifespan, per-
ceived to be unique (in that no one else is expected to
have the same configuration of attributes), and viewed
as significant for regulating behavior. A second way
people can conceptualize themselves is to view the self
as largely deriving its identity from its relations with
significant others—this model is termed an interde-
pendent self-concept.4 With this view of self, people
recognize that their behavior is contingent upon their
perceptions of other’s thoughts, feelings, and actions,
they attend to how their behaviors affect others, and
consider their relevant roles within each social con-
text. The interdependent self is not so much a separate
and distinct entity, but is connected with a larger
social unit.

This distinction in self-concepts has been related
to a wide variety of different psychological processes,
such as motivations for uniqueness (e.g., Kim and
Markus48), agency (e.g., Morling et al.49), emotional
experiences (e.g., Mesquita50), relationships (e.g.,
Adams51), self-enhancement (e.g., Heine et al.22), and
reasoning styles (e.g., Nisbett et al.52), and presently
stands as the most fruitful way for making sense
of identified cultural differences in psychological
processes.53 Perhaps this centrality derives from the
universal tension that arises from the fact that every
human is ultimately a distinct individual, unique from
everyone else, yet at the same time, humans are
an ‘ultra-social’ species.14 The conflict between the
pursuit of individual and social goals may ultimately

prove to be the most fundamental aspect in which
cultures differ in their psychology. The question
of why cultures differ in the ways they prioritize
individual and collective goals in the first place is
an important and difficult question that the field is
still exploring (for some thoughts on this matter see
Nisbett54).

Incremental versus Entity Theories of Self
A difference in the nature of the self-concept that
relates to independent and interdependent self-views
is the perceived fluidity of people’s traits and abilities.
One way to consider the self is to view it as arising
from a set of relatively fixed and innate attributes.
This kind of ‘entity theory’55 of self, particularly
likely among those with independent self-concepts,
reflects beliefs that the self is founded on an underlying
stable essence. As people with entity theories get
older, their collection of attributes is viewed to stay
largely the same. A second way of conceiving of the
self is to view it as being malleable, and ultimately
improvable with efforts. This kind of ‘incremental
theory’ of self, more common among people with
interdependent self-concepts, reflects a belief in the
key role of effort underlying one’s abilities and
traits. One’s attributes (e.g., one’s soccer-playing
skill, extraversion, or intelligence) are not viewed as
constant across one’s life, but are perceived to reflect
how hard one has worked on them.56

The theory of self that one embraces is predictive
of the amount of effort one will expend on a related
task. For example, people with more incremental
theories have been shown to respond to failures
by focusing on their efforts and the strategies that
they utilized,57 and by taking remedial courses.58 In
contrast, people with entity theories of intelligence
view their intelligence as a reflection of an underlying
essence that remains largely removed from the efforts
that they make. Rather than increasing effort on
the same task, people with entity theories tend
to respond to failures more by searching for an
alternative task—one that better fits with their innate
talents.59

People from different cultures do appear to differ
in the extent to which they embrace incremental views
of self. Indeed, it appears that North Americans
are less likely to view their selves as incremental
compared with people from some interdependent
cultural contexts, such as Mexicans and Filipinos,60,61

and a number of studies have identified greater
tendencies for East Asians compared with North
Americans to attribute school achievement to efforts,
and not to abilities (e.g., Heine et al.56; Stevenson and
Stigler62).
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Multicultural Selves
If culture shapes the self, how do people from multiple
cultural backgrounds conceptualize the self? There
are two complementary perspectives on this. One
perspective is that multicultural people have multiple
self-concepts that are simultaneously accessible,
and their typical thoughts and responses reflect a
blending of these. Evidence for this can be seen in
that Asian-Americans tend to perform intermedi-
ately on many psychological tasks compared with
European-Americans and Asians in Asia (e.g., Heine
and Hamamura63; Norenzayan et al.64). A second
perspective is that multicultural people sequentially
activate their different self-concepts, depending upon
situation or primes; this perspective is known as
frame-switching.65 There has been much evidence that
multiculturals engage in frame-switching for a variety
of different kinds of psychological processes. For
example, Hong et al.65 primed Hong Kong Chinese
with either Chinese, American, or neutral thoughts by
showing them cultural icons (or neutral images), and
subsequently asked them to make attributions for the
behaviors of computerized images of fish. Participants
primed with American icons made fewer external
attributions for the fish’s behavior than those primed
with Chinese icons, with the attributions of those in
the neutral prime condition falling in between.

To the extent that monocultural people have
different knowledge structures associated with ideas
such as interdependence than they do with ideas such
as independence, people should not require expe-
riences in more than one culture to frame-switch.
Indeed, there have been numerous demonstrations
that people with largely monocultural experiences also
frame-switch in similar ways (see Kühnen et al.66;
Mandel67 for a meta-analysis see Oyserman and
Lee68). For example, whereas much research finds
that East Asians display more pronounced avoid-
ance motivations (i.e., they seek to avoid negative
objects, events, or possibilities) than Westerners (e.g.,
Elliot et al.69; Hamamura et al.70), priming European-
Americans with interdependent thoughts led them to
become more avoidant-oriented as well.20 Nonethe-
less, multiculturals apparently do show more extreme
degrees of frame-switching than do monoculturals,71

suggesting a clearer demarcation in the knowledge
structures of multiculturals regarding ideas such as
independence and interdependence.

MOTIVATION
People’s motivations are grounded in cultural meaning
systems.3,72 Much research has explored how some
key motivations appear differently across cultures.

Motivations for Self-Enhancement and
Self-Esteem
The motivation that has been researched the most
across cultures is the motivation to self-enhance—the
desire to view oneself positively. A great deal of
research from a diverse array of methodologies
reveals that Westerners have a strong need to view
themselves in positive terms. The vast majority
of North Americans score above the theoretical
midpoint of self-esteem scales,73 report unrealistically
positive views of themselves,74,75 and engage in
various compensatory self-protective responses when
confronted with threats to their self-esteem (e.g.,
Steele76; Tesser et al.77).

In interdependent cultural contexts, the evidence
suggests that these motivations are less pronounced.
For example, Mexicans,78 Native Americans,79 and
Fijians80 score much lower on various measures of
positive self-views than do Westerners. Indeed, in
some cultural contexts, most notably East Asian ones,
evidence for self-serving biases is particularly weak
(e.g., Mezulis et al.81). A recent meta-analysis on self-
enhancing motivations among Westerners and East
Asians found significant cultural differences in 30
of the 31 methodologies that were used (the one
exception being comparisons of self-esteem using the
Implicit Associations Test (IAT),82 see Falk et al.83;
Kitayama and Uchida84). The average effect size for
the cultural differences across all studies was d = 0.84.
Furthermore, whereas the average effect size for self-
enhancing motivations was large (d = 0.86) within
the Western samples, these motivations were largely
absent among the East Asian samples (d = −0.02)
with Asian-Americans falling in between (d = 0.33).
Apparently, East Asians demonstrate little motivation
to self-enhance.22

Approach and Avoidance Motivations
Similar to cultural differences in self-enhancement
motivations between East Asians and Westerners,
there are parallel differences in approach and avoid-
ance motivations, suggesting that self-enhancement
and approach motivations might share a common
basis.85,86 Much research finds that, compared with
Westerners, East Asians show relatively more evi-
dence for avoidance motivation (i.e., avoiding negative
events, such as not failing any courses), and relatively
less evidence for approach motivation (i.e., seeking
positive events, such as getting a promotion). Com-
pared with North Americans, East Asians embrace
more personal avoidance goals,69 rate opportunities
to lose as more significant and worthy of attention
than opportunities to win,20 persist more on a task
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after failure and less after success,56,87 and view book
reviews to be more helpful if these reviews contain
avoidance information.88 One account for these cul-
tural differences is that face, ‘the respectability and/or
deference which a person can claim for himself from
others by virtue of the relative position he occupies
in his social network and the degree to which he is
judged to have functioned adequately in that position’
(Ho89 p. 883), is a critical resource in East Asian
cultural contexts, and because face is more easily lost
than it is gained, people habitually attend to avoidance
information.85

Agency and Control
As mentioned above, Dweck et al.90 and Dweck
and Leggett55 discuss implicit theories that people
have regarding the malleability of their selves. In
addition, people also have implicit theories about
the malleability of the world. One can see the world
as something that is fixed and beyond one’s control
to change (entity theory of the world), or one can
view the world as flexible and responsive to one’s
efforts to change (incremental theory of the world).
Those who tend to see the world as malleable and
their selves as stable are more likely to maintain a
sense of primary control,91 in which they strive to
shape existing realities to fit their perceptions, goals,
or wishes. In contrast, those who tend to see the world
as stable and their selves as malleable are more likely
to engage in secondary control strategies, in which
they align themselves with existing realities, leaving
the realities unchanged, but exerting control over their
psychological impact.

In hierarchical collectivistic cultures, such as
in East Asia, the social world remains somewhat
impervious to efforts by a lone individual to change
things (e.g., Chiu et al.92), and people are more
likely to have a flexible and incremental view of
themselves.21,56 When the self is perceived as more
mutable than the social world, it follows that people
would be willing to adjust themselves to better fit the
demands of their social worlds. In contrast, people
from Western cultures tend to stress the malleability
of the world relative to the self,93 and the independent
self is experienced as relatively immutable and
consistent.56,94 This view that the self is an immutable
entity, working within the context of a mutable world,
sustains a perception of primary control.

Much research finds that East Asians and
Westerners differ in their tendencies to pursue primary
and secondary control strategies.95,96 For example,
Morling et al.49 found that Americans were better
able to recall influencing situations than adjusting

ones, whereas Japanese remembered more adjusting
situations than influencing ones. A variety of other
studies have found comparable findings (e.g., Bond
and Tornatzky97; Chang et al.98).

Cultural differences in agency are also evident
in the ways that people make choices. In independent
cultural contexts people are less dependent on the
actions of others than they are in interdependent ones.
People in interdependent contexts should, on average,
be more concerned with the goals of their groups,
and thus be more willing to adjust their behaviors
in order to facilitate the pursuit of these goals.99

Supporting this, Savani, Markus and Conner100 found
that East Indians were slower to make choices, were
less likely to choose according to their preferences,
and were less motivated to express their preferences
in their choices, than were European-Americans.
Iyengar and Lepper101 found that Asian-American
children preferred tasks that were chosen for them by
in-group members or themselves, whereas European-
American children only preferred tasks that they chose
for themselves. Cultural variation in choice-making
does not just differ between those from Eastern and
Western cultural contexts—middle class Americans,
specifically, seem quite unusual in their high desire for
choice.102,103 Further, people from American working
class cultures are less protective of their choices than
middle class Americans.104

Motivations to Fit in or to Stick out
People have competing motivations to fit in with
others or to stick out from a crowd. Solomon
Asch105 most famously documented the motivation
of Americans to conform to a unanimous majority
in his line-comparison studies. This conformity
paradigm has been immensely influential, and it has
been replicated well over 100 times in 17 different
countries. A meta-analysis of these studies revealed
one clear trend: although Americans show a great
deal of conformity in this paradigm, people from
more interdependent cultures conform even more.106

Motivations to fit in appear to be stronger in cultural
contexts that encourage people to maintain strong
relationships with others.

In contrast to a motivation to conform, we
can also consider people’s motivations to stick out
and to be unique. In general, it appears that people
from independent cultural contexts evince a stronger
motivation to be unique. For example,48 found that,
when considering an array of shapes, European-
Americans rated the unusual shapes as more desirable
than the more common ones, in contrast to the
ratings of East Asians. Moreover, when given a choice
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of pens, European-Americans were more likely to
choose a minority-colored pen, whereas East Asians
were more likely to choose a majority-colored pen.
Parallel differences in pen preferences have also been
observed in contrasts of middle class and working class
Americans.107 Likewise, advertisements targeting East
Asians and working class Americans are more likely
to emphasize themes of connection with others than
are advertisements that target middle class Americans,
which are more likely to emphasize uniqueness.48,107

CULTURE AND EMOTION
The relation between culture and emotional experi-
ence has attracted much research interest, most of
which has focused on facial expressions and people’s
subjective reports of their emotions. Charles Darwin
was among the first scientists to propose that cer-
tain emotions, and their facial displays, are human
universals.108 Examining this hypothesis, Ekman and
Friesen109 posed a series of photos corresponding to a
proposed set of ‘basic emotions’ (anger, disgust, fear,
happiness, sadness, and surprise) to participants from
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Japan, and the US, asking
them to match the expressions with emotion terms.
Whereas chance performance would have been 16.7%
correct, participants tended toward 80–90% accu-
racy, regardless of cultural background, indicating
much universality in recognition of the expressions.
Similar results were found with the Fore of New
Guinea, who had very little exposure to Western cul-
ture, and who also judged the expressions similarly
(Ekman et al.23 but see Russell’s110 critique of the
inconsistency of the findings). This evidence, com-
bined with findings that the same facial expressions
that adults make are made by very young infants,111

including those who are congenitally blind (reviewed
in Ekman112), demonstrates that facial expressions
for the basic emotions are innate. There are proposals
that the display of some other emotions, such as con-
tempt, shame, embarrassment, pride, and interest, are
universally recognized enough to justify being added
to this set (e.g., Tracy and Matsumoto113).

While Ekman and colleagues have argued that
the capacity to produce and recognize particular
facial expressions is identical across cultures, cultural
variation is anticipated in the form of ‘display
rules’.114 Display rules are the culturally specific
rules that govern when, how intensely, and what
facial expressions are appropriate in a given situation.
A number of studies and ethnographic accounts
provide evidence that cultures differ in the degree
to which emotions are expressed. For example, in
response to recalled situations in which participants

report feeling the same amount of happiness, Hmong
Americans are less likely to smile than are European-
Americans.115 This notion of display rules suggests
that even though people in different cultures vary
considerably in how strongly they express certain
emotions, it is possible that they are experiencing the
same underlying feelings.

Cultural differences in display rules raise the
question of whether people differ in their emotional
experiences across cultures. One study found that
Americans reported feeling their emotions longer and
more intensely than the Japanese did.116 Similarly, in
a diary study Japanese participants were about three
times as likely as Americans to report that they had not
been feeling any emotions when prompted.47,117,118

These studies suggest that the cultural display rules
governing the relative deamplifying and masking
of emotions in Japan might be leading them to
experience fewer and less intense emotions compared
with Americans.

COGNITION AND PERCEPTION
Although many psychologists view research in
cognition and perception as targeting the most
basic and fundamental psychological processes, cross-
cultural research in these domains reveals striking
evidence for cultural variation. The largest research
program targeting cross-cultural comparisons of
cognition and perception has been the one conducted
by Richard Nisbett and his colleagues.52,54 They
investigated whether a variety of cognitive and
perceptual tasks glossed under the labels of analytic
and holistic thinking varied across cultural contexts,
particularly between North American and East Asian
cultures. Analytic thinking involves a focus on objects,
which are perceived as existing independently from
their contexts, and are understood in terms of their
underlying attributes. These attributes are further used
as a basis to categorize objects, and a set of fixed
abstract rules are used for predicting and explaining
the behavior of them. In contrast, holistic thinking
involves an orientation to the context as a whole.
An associative way of thinking, people attend to
the relations among objects, and among the objects
and the surrounding context. These relations are
used to explain and predict the behavior of objects.
Further, in holistic thinking there is an emphasis
on knowledge that is gained through experience,
rather than the application of fixed abstract rules.
Dozens of studies have demonstrated how cultures
vary in these two ways of thinking (for a review see
Norenzayan et al.119). In general, analytic thinking
is especially common in Western cultures, whereas
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holistic thinking is more normative in the rest of the
world, particularly in East Asia.

Attention to Objects and Fields
A variety of different experimental paradigms have
revealed that Americans and other Westerners
attend less to the background (i.e., are more field
independent) than do people from other non-western
societies, with the likely exception of migratory
foragers. The first evidence for this cultural difference
came from comparisons of Rorschach ink blots, where
European-Americans were found to be more likely
than Chinese-Americans to focus their responses on
a fraction of the card, rather than considering the
entire image.120 Considerably later, using evidence
derived mostly from the Rod and Frame Test and the
Embedded Figures Test, Witkin and Berry121 summa-
rized a wide range of evidence from migratory and
sedentary foraging populations (Arctic, Australia, and
Africa), sedentary agriculturalists, and industrialized
Westerners, and found that only the Westerners and
migratory foragers appeared at the field independent
end of the spectrum. Norenzayan122 found that
Canadians showed less field-dependent processing on
the Group Embedded Figures Test than Chinese, who
in turn were less field-dependent than Arabs.

Further evidence for a greater attention to
objects can be seen in studies where people were
asked whether they have seen a focal object before
in scenes in which the background has been switched.
East Asians’ recall for the objects is worse than it is
for Americans if the background has been replaced
with a new one,123 indicating that they are attending
to the field. Moreover, there appears to be distinct
neural activation associated with these different
attentional styles across cultures. In the Framed Line
Test,124 Westerners tend to do better on absolute
judgments, whereas East Asians are superior on
relative judgments. When asked to make absolute
judgments (the more difficult task for East Asians),
Asian-Americans showed greater activation in regions
of the left inferior parietal lobule and the right
precentral gyrus—regions that are associated with
attentional control. In contrast, European-American
participants showed greater activation in these same
regions when they were asked to make relative
judgments (the more difficult task for Westerners125).
That is, people from both cultural groups showed
increased attentional control when engaged in tasks
not preferred in their respective cultures.

Explaining the Behavior of Others
Given the above cultural differences in attention, one
might expect that Westerners would be inclined to

explain events with reference to properties of the
object, whereas non-westerners would be inclined to
explain the same events with reference to interactions
between the object and the field. A number of classic
studies, initially conducted exclusively with Western
participants, found that when asked to explain the
behavior of others, people tend to largely attend to
the person’s disposition as a means for explaining the
behavior, even when there are compelling situational
constraints available126—a tendency robust enough
to be termed the ‘fundamental attribution error’.127

Much research in non-western cultures, however,
reveals a different pattern. Geertz128 described how
Balinese do not tend to conceive of people’s
behaviors in terms of underlying dispositions, but
see it as emerging out of the roles that they have.
Shweder and Bourne129 found that Indians tended
to eschew trait explanations of others’ behaviors in
favor of explaining their behaviors in descriptive
terms. Building upon this, Miller130 found that
Indians showed evidence for a reverse fundamental
attribution error, or a tendency to favor situational
information over personality accounts. More recently,
several studies conducted with East Asians and
Americans reveal that whereas Americans attend
largely to dispositions, regardless of how compelling
the situational information may be,131 East Asians
are more likely to infer that behaviors are strongly
controlled by the situation than are Americans,21

who are more likely to attend to situational
information,132,133 and are less likely to use trait
adjectives when describing someone’s behaviors.134

Reasoning Styles
Westerners are more likely to group objects based
on categories and rules, whereas people from many
other cultural groups are more likely to group objects
according to similarity or functional relationships. For
example, Ji, Zhang, and Nisbett135 found that Chinese
were more likely to group together objects that shared
functional (e.g., pencil–notebook) or contextual (e.g.,
sky–sunshine) relationships. Americans were more
likely to group objects together if they belonged to
the same category defined by a simple rule (e.g.,
notebook–magazine). Similarly, Norenzayan et al.64

found that Chinese were more likely to group objects
that shared a strong family resemblance, whereas
Americans were more likely to group the same objects
if they could be categorized on the basis of a determin-
istic rule. Norenzayan et al.136 examined classification
among the Mapuche and Sangu subsistence farmers in
Chile and Tanzania, respectively, and found that their
classification resembled the Chinese pattern, although
it was more exaggerated toward holistic reasoning.
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As discussed earlier, there are also pronounced
cultural differences in how people reason about con-
tradiction. A holistic orientation suggests that every-
thing is perceived to be fundamentally connected and
in flux, which suggests that real contradiction might
not be possible. The Aristotelian law of contradiction,
in which ‘A’ cannot equal ‘not A’ is not as com-
pelling if ‘A’ is connected with ‘not A’, and if ‘A’
and ‘not A’ are always changing. This ‘naı̈ve dialecti-
cism’, more common among East Asians, is associated
with a greater tolerance for contradiction compared
with Westerners across a variety of tasks (see Peng
and Nisbett137). The fluid and contradictory nature of
East Asian beliefs also arises in predictions of future
changes. Whereas Westerners tend to make linear
future predictions for change (e.g., if the stock market
has been dropping over the past year it will prob-
ably continue to drop next year), East Asian future
predictions are considerably more nonlinear.138 This
less linear view of the future may be a result of East
Asians perceiving events as having a broader net of
consequences compared with Westerners.139

CONCLUSION

Humans are a cultural species and a rich under-
standing of how humans’ minds operate would be
facilitated by a psychological science that is atten-
tive to people’s cultural experiences. Research in
cultural psychology has grown substantially in the
past two decades, revealing that many key psycholog-
ical processes, some of which were hitherto viewed
as psychological universals, manifest in distinct ways
across cultures. Built on a foundation of theoretical
advances (particularly, ideas of the mutual constitu-
tion of culture and psyche, and the distinction between
independent and interdependent selves) and having
benefited from the application of rigorous experi-
mental methods, the study of culture and psychology
appears more firmly established than at any previous
time in history. However, a limitation of the current
cross-cultural database is that it largely consists of
studies comparing means on self-report scales across

cultures. Such comparisons are often compromised by
a variety of methodological concerns (e.g., Chen and
Stevenson140; Heine et al.141). Moreover, self-report
measures are often assessing what people think that
they do, or are comfortable articulating, rather than
what they really do.142 Behavioral methods hold a
number of advantages over self-report measures in
cross-cultural studies, although they can be more dif-
ficult to conduct and to ensure equivalence across
cultures. Another serious shortcoming of the cultural
psychological database thus far is that a large por-
tion of it consists of comparisons of North American
and East Asian college students. While there have
been good theoretical and methodological reasons
to build on the differences identified between these
groups, much of the world remains largely unexplored
territory. In particular, the role of culture in psycho-
logical functioning should become especially evident
when small-scale societies are studied, which pro-
foundly differ from the industrialized West in terms of
daily activities. Much excellent and influential work
has already been conducted with such groups (e.g.,
Atran et al.143; Henrich et al.19; Levinson144; Segall
et al.145), some of it to make arguments for psycholog-
ical universals (e.g., Barrett and Behne,146; Ekman,23;
Levenson et al.147).

Attention to other cultural samples will likely
uncover psychological phenomena that are less famil-
iar to Western psychologists. For example, the notion
of ‘face’ is far more elaborated and takes on dif-
ferent meanings within East Asia than in the West,
leading to specific, testable psychological predictions
(e.g., Chang and Holt,148; Heine,85; Ting-Toomey149).
Likewise, a type of dialectical thinking that emphasizes
constant change and tolerates apparent contradiction
(distinct from the Hegelian dialectic) probably would
not have been investigated among Westerners, had it
not been first identified among Chinese (e.g., Peng and
Nisbett137). It is very likely that there are many more
such examples in other cultural contexts (e.g., simpatı́a
in Hispanic contexts150), and these phenomena would
stand to greatly advance our understanding of cul-
tural variation and the universality of psychological
processes.
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