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Cultural Psychology
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Introduction

Imagine what it must have been like. About  million years ago, rustling about 
the savannas of East Africa, there lived a family of apes. Th ey had their ape-like 
concerns, struggling to get enough food, avoid the lions, negotiate the power 
hierarchy in their troupe, groom themselves, and take care of their off spring. 
Th eir lives would have looked awfully ordinary if we could see them now, and 
it is doubtful that there would have been any signs of the things that would hap-
pen to their descendants. Some of the descendants of those apes would evolve 
into what we recognize today as the species of chimpanzees and bonobos—
clever apes living in small pockets of the jungles of central Africa. Some of the 
other descendants of these apes would evolve into a species whose members 
have gone on to populate the furthest reaches of the planet, split the atom, paint 
the Sistine Chapel, and invent the iPhone. What factors have determined the 
diff erent trajectories of these biologically similar species? Many of the answers 
to this question have to do with culture.

Humans are a cultural species. Th at is, we depend critically on cultural 
learning in virtually all aspects of our lives. Whether we are trying to manage 
our resources, woo a mate, protect our family, enhance our status, or form a 
political alliance—goals that are pursued by people in all cultures—we do so in 
culturally particular ways (Richerson & Boyd, ). Of course, there are many 
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psychological phenomena that appear similarly across cultures; there are also 
many that reveal pronounced diff erences (for a review see Norenzayan & Heine, 
). Th e point is that all psychological phenomena, whether largely similar 
or diff erent across cultures, remain entangled in cultural meanings. Th e chal-
lenge for understanding the mind of a cultural species is that it requires a rich 
knowledge of how the mind is shaped by cultural learning. Th e fi eld of cultural 
psychology has emerged in response to this challenge. 

Cultural psychologists share the key assumption that not all psychological 
processes are so infl exibly hardwired into the brain that they appear in identical 
ways across cultural contexts. Rather, psychological processes are seen to arise 
from evolutionarily shaped biological potentials becoming attuned to the 
 particular cultural meaning system within which the individual develops. 
At the same time, cultures can be understood to emerge through the processes 
by which humans interact with and seize meanings and resources from them. 
In this way, culture and the mind can be said to be mutually constituted 
(Shweder, ). An eff ort to understand either one without considering the 
other is bound to be incomplete.

Why Is Studying Culture Important for 
Social Psychology?

One important set of questions that social psychologists address concerns 
how people make sense of their social worlds. However, when we use the term 
“people” we immediately have the challenge of determining “which people?” 
Social psychology surely would be a far more straightforward enterprise if the 
phenomena that we studied all emerged in identical ways across all cultural 
contexts. However, it is perhaps not surprising to social psychologists that many 
ways of thinking do importantly vary across cultural contexts, as this chapter 
will reveal, as in many ways culture can be seen as the social situation writ large. 
On the one hand, pronounced cultural variance has been identifi ed in funda-
mental psychological phenomena such as perceptions of fairness (e.g., Henrich 
et al., ), approach-avoidance motivations (e.g., Lee, Aaker, & Gardner, 
), attention (Chua, Boland, & Nisbett, ), preferences for formal rea-
soning (e.g., Norenzayan, Smith, Kim, & Nisbett, b), the need for high 
self-esteem (e.g., Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, ), and moral 
reasoning (e.g., Miller & Bersoff , ). 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 (Ekman, 
Sorenson, & Friesen, ), various mating preferences (Buss, ), sex 
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 diff erences in violence (Daly & Wilson, ), and the structure of personality 
(McCrae et al., ). Some psychological phenomena are manifest in more 
culturally variable ways than others, and it is typically not clear a priori which 
phenomena should be the most similar across cultures. Hence, if we are inter-
ested in assessing the universality of a particular phenomenon it is necessary to 
examine data from a wide array of samples. 

Social psychologists do not always hypothesize about or assess the degree of 
universality in psychological processes, but when they do a major obstacle is 
the limited nature of the database. For example, a recent review of all papers 
published in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology from  to  
(Arnett, ) found that % of the samples were from Western countries, 
with % coming from the United States. Moreover, % of the American sam-
ples (and % of the non-American samples) were done by undergraduates in 
psychology courses at research universities. Similar geographic proportions 
were found for other fi elds in psychology. Curiously, this American dominance 
of psychology is unparalleled by other disciplines—a larger proportion of cita-
tions come from American researchers in psychology than they do for any of 
the other  sciences that were compared in one extensive international survey 
(May, ). Although it remains an interesting question to consider why psy-
chology is more American than other sciences, the biased nature of the data-
base means that oft en we simply do not know whether a given psychological 
phenomenon is universal because it likely has not been investigated in a suffi  -
cient range of cultural contexts (although there are a number of important 
cross-cultural research programs that are exceptions). 

However, what is even more problematic for identifying the universality of 
psychological processes is that the psychological database does not just repre-
sent a narrow sample of the world’s population, it oft en represents an unusual 
sample. Th e results of studies conducted on American undergraduates are fre-
quently outliers within the context of an international database for many of the 
key domains in the behavioral sciences (Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, ). 
Th e available cross-cultural data fi nd that for a number of fundamental psycho-
logical phenomena (such as some visual illusions, decisions in behavioral eco-
nomic games, moral reasoning, self-concept, worldview defense, social 
motivations, analytic reasoning, spatial perception) () people from industrial-
ized societies respond diff erently than those from small-scale societies, 
() people from Western industrialized societies demonstrate more pronounced 
responses than those from non-Western societies, () Americans show yet 
more extreme responses than other Westerners, and () the responses of con-
temporary American college students are even more diff erent than those of 
non-college-educated American adults (Henrich et al., ). We have termed 
samples of American college students “WEIRD samples” (i.e., they are samples 



connections to related fields



of Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic societies), as the 
results from these samples are frequently (but not always) statistical outliers for 
many of the phenomena that psychologists study. 

What do the unusual responses of such WEIRD samples mean for social 
psychologists? Do they mean that we need to avoid studying American under-
graduates? Defi nitely not! Th ere have always been and continue to be many 
good reasons for American researchers to study the most convenient samples 
for them as this allows researchers to test hypotheses about the nature of psy-
chological phenomena, understand how these phenomena relate to each other, 
identify underlying mechanisms, and reveal the situations in which these phe-
nomena occur—that is, studying WEIRD samples is not a problem for most of 
what social psychologists have always been interested in doing (for more dis-
cussion of this point see Mook, ). However, psychologists are oft en inter-
ested in generalizing far beyond their samples and in constructing universal 
theories. Th is goal is hindered when researchers rely solely on a database that is 
limited to a narrow and somewhat unrepresentative slice of human diversity 
(see Norenzayan & Heine, , for methodological strategies for inferring 
universality from data from a limited number of cultures). Hence, to develop a 
universal theory of human nature it is of critical importance that samples other 
than exclusively WEIRD ones are included.

Another reason that the study of culture is important for psychology is that 
it increases our understanding of the nature of the psychological processes 
themselves. For example, take the case of the Mueller-Lyer illusion in Figure .. 
Most likely the line on the left  looks longer than the line on the right. However, 
people who were raised in subsistence environments do not see a diff erence in 
the length of these lines (Segall, Campbell, & Herskiovits, ). Th is instance 
of cultural variation provided a means to understanding why people even see 
this as an illusion. Apparently, being exposed to carpentered corners in the 
early years of life organizes the visual system such that we come to rely on the 
angles of corners to infer relative distance. In the absence of cultural variation 
for this illusion it is quite likely that researchers would not have learned that 
this illusion develops as a function of the environmental input of a carpentered 
world. Similar to how neuroscientists oft en study the cognitive defi cits that 
people with brain injuries have as a tool for discovering what parts of the brain 
are associated with what types of cognitive abilities, cultural psychologists can 
also learn more about particular psychological phenomena by identifying cul-
tures that engage in these phenomena relatively more or less than those in 
another culture. Learning about the minds of people from other cultures better 
helps us understand our own minds. 
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figure .. Th e Mueller-Lyer Illusion.  People who were exposed to carpentered 
corners in their childhood tend to see the left  line as looking longer than the right line, 
which is the nature of the illusion. In contrast, those who were not exposed to 
carpentered corners during their childhood do not see these two lines as an illusion: 
the lines appear the same length to them.

It is for these reasons that cultural psychology has been interested in 
 exploring diff erences in various psychological processes between cultures (see 
Baumeister, , for a discussion of how culture in psychology can also be 
fruitfully studied by considering similarities across cultures). In the following 
sections, I review the evidence for cultural variability in a number of key 
research programs in social psychology.
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Th e Self-Concept

Much cultural psychological research extends from research on the self-concept. 
Th is research has largely focused on distinctions between independent and 
interdependent self-concepts and how these diff erent self-views manifest with 
respect to self-consistency and fl exibility, insider and outsider phenomenologi-
cal experiences, and incremental and entity theories of self. Further, this sec-
tion discusses the psychological experiences of those with multicultural selves.

Independent versus Interdependent Self-Concepts

People are not born with a particular self-concept; rather, the process of becom-
ing a self is contingent on people interacting with and seizing meanings from 
their cultural environments. Because people are exposed to very diff erent cul-
tural experiences around the world, it follows that they will come to develop 
diff erent kinds of self-concepts. As Cliff ord Geertz () famously asserted, 
“we all begin with the natural equipment to live a thousand kinds of life but end 
in the end having lived only one” (p. ). 

Evidence for the cultural foundation of the self-concept comes from a 
 number of sources. For example, many studies have assessed the structure of 
people’s self-concepts by having people freely describe aspects of themselves 
using the Twenty Statements Test (Kuhn & McPartland, ). Such studies 
reveal that people from various Western cultural contexts, such as Australia, 
Britain, Canada, and Sweden, tend to describe themselves most commonly 
with statements that refl ect their inner psychological characteristics, such as 
their attitudes, personality traits, and abilities. In contrast, people from various 
non-Western cultural contexts, such as Cook Islanders, Native Americans, 
Malaysians, Kenyans, Puerto Ricans, Indians, and various East Asian popula-
tions, show a greater tendency, relative to Westerners, to describe themselves by 
indicating relational roles and memberships that they possess (see Heine, , 
for a review). Such cultural diff erences are already evident among kindergar-
ten-aged children (Wang, ), revealing how early cultural experiences come 
to shape the self-concept. 

Th ese diff erent patterns of responses in self-descriptions suggest that there are 
at least two diff erent ways in which people might conceive themselves. One way, as 
evident in the most common responses of Westerners, is that the self can largely 
derive its identity from its inner attributes– a self-contained model of self that 
Markus and Kitayama () labeled an independent self-concept. Th ese attributes 
are assumed to refl ect the essence of an individual in that they are viewed as stable 
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across situations and across the lifespan, they are perceived to be unique (in that no 
on else is expected to have the same confi guration of attributes), they are viewed as 
signifi cant for regulating behavior, and individuals feel obligated to publicly adver-
tise themselves in ways consistent with these attributes. A second way that people 
can conceptualize themselves, as was more common among the responses of those 
from non-Western cultures, is to view the self as largely deriving its identity from its 
relations with signifi cant others; this model is termed an interdependent self- 
concept (Markus & Kitayama, ). With this view of self, people recognize that 
their behavior is contingent on their perceptions of other’s thoughts, feelings, and 
actions, they attend to how their behaviors aff ect others, and they consider their 
relevant roles within each social context. Th e interdependent self is not a separate 
and distinct entity, but is embedded in a larger social group.

Because the self-concept is central to the ways that people process and 
interpret much information (Markus, ), it is perhaps not surprising that 
this distinction in self-concepts (which relates to individualism–collectivism; 
Triandis, ) has been related to a wide variety of diff erent psychological 
processes. For example, cultural variation in independence and interdepen-
dence has been linked to cultural diff erences in motivations for uniqueness 
(e.g., Kim & Markus, ), self-enhancement (e.g., Heine et al., ), feelings 
of agency (e.g., Morling, Kitayama, & Miyamoto, ), kinds of emotional 
experiences (e.g., Mesquita, ), perspectives on relationships (e.g., Adams, 
), and analytic versus holistic reasoning styles (e.g., Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & 
Norenzayan, ). At present, the distinction between independent and inter-
dependent selves stands as the most fruitful way of making sense of many cul-
tural diff erences in psychological processes (Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 
). It is possible that other cultural dimensions will be found that have com-
parable degrees of explanatory power for making sense of cultural diff erences 
in various ways of thinking, but thus far independence and interdependence 
have attracted the most research interest.

Self-Consistency versus Flexibility

Th e idea that people strive to maintain a consistent self-concept has been 
central to many seminal theories regarding the self (e.g., Festinger, ; 
Heider, ; Swann, Wenzlaff , Krull, & Pelham, ); however, much of this 
research has targeted cultural samples in which independent self-concepts 
 predominate. Th is fact matters because the independent self is viewed as a 
 relatively bounded and autonomous entity, complete in and of itself, that is per-
ceived to exist separately from others and the surrounding social context 
(Markus & Kitayama, ). Because independent selves are viewed as similar 
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to objects in that they are viewed as whole, unifi ed, integrated, stable, and invi-
olate entities (Shweder et al., ), core representations of the self tend to 
remain largely uninfl uenced by the presence of others (although situations may 
activate diff erent aspects of the working self-concept; Markus & Kunda, ). 
Th e independent self is experienced as relatively unchanging and constant 
across situations, and people are oft en willing to make rather costly sacrifi ces to 
preserve a semblance of self-consistency (for example, see Freedman & Fraser, 
).

In contrast, for people with interdependent views of self, an individual’s 
relationships and roles take precedence over abstracted and internalized attri-
butes, such as attitudes, traits, and abilities. Hence, a person with an interde-
pendent self who changes situations fi nds himself or herself in new roles bearing 
diff erent obligations, and these should lead to diff erent experiences of the self. 
Indeed, much research with participants from cultures in which interdepen-
dent selves are common reveals less evidence for a self-concept that is consis-
tent across contexts compared with cultures in which independent selves 
predominate. For example, Kanagawa, Cross, and Markus () found that 
Japanese (but not American) self-descriptions varied signifi cantly depending 
on who was in the room when participants completed their questionnaires 
(that the interdependent self is grounded in its immediate context presents a 
real challenge to studying it—in what contexts lies the real interdependent 
self?). Th ese cultural diff erences in consistency have also been observed in peo-
ple’s aff ective experiences: European-Americans show less variability in their 
emotions across situations than do Japanese, Hispanic Americans, and Indians 
(Oishi, Diener, Scollon, & Biswas-Diener, ). It is important to note, 
 however, that whereas the self-concepts among non-Westerners appear more 
variable across contexts than those of Westerners, it is not the case that non-
Westerners have unstable self-concepts. Rather, non-Westerners appear to 
develop a number of stable but context-specifi c self-views that depend on the 
relationships and roles that are activated in a given context, that are as stable 
across time as the self-concepts of Westerners (English & Chen, ). 

Cultural diff erences in self-consistency are also apparent in that East Asians 
endorse more contradictory self-views than Westerners. For example, Chinese 
self-evaluations are more ambivalent (they contain both positive and negative state-
ments) than those of Americans (Spencer-Rodgers, Peng, Wang, & Hou, ). 
Similarly, East Asians tend to endorse contradictory items about their person-
alities; for example, Koreans are more likely than Americans to state that they 
are both introverted and extraverted (Choi & Choi, ), and Japanese were 
more likely than Canadians to endorse both positively worded and reverse-
scored items regarding the Big Five personality traits (Hamamura, Heine, & 



Cultural Psychology



Paulhus, ). Such contradictory self-knowledge is more readily available, 
and is simultaneously accessible, among East Asian participants than among 
Americans (Spencer-Rodgers, Boucher, Mori, Wang, & Peng, ).

Whereas psychological consistency has been linked with well-being among 
Westerners, the benefi ts of being consistent across situations are less apparent 
for East Asians. Suh () found that whereas consistency across situations 
was associated with greater degrees of well-being, social skills, and being liked 
by others for Americans, these relations were far weaker for Koreans. Well-
being and positive feelings about the self do not seem to be as tethered to a 
consistent identity for East Asians as they do for North Americans. 

Th e above studies converge in demonstrating that people from cultures 
characterized by interdependent views of self have weaker tendencies for self-
consistency than do those from cultures characterized by independent views of 
self. However, one alternative perspective is that people with interdependent 
selves have diff erent kinds of consistency needs. For example, although there is 
little evidence that East Asians strive to keep their attitudes and behaviors con-
sistent (Kashima, Siegal, Tanaka, & Kashima, ) or to reduce dissonance to 
the extent Westerners do (Heine & Lehman, ; Hiniker, ), East Asians 
do show some consistency motivations when others are involved. For example, 
Asian-Canadians will rationalize decisions that they make for others even 
though they do not rationalize the decisions that they make for themselves 
(Hoshino-Browne et al., ; also see Kitayama, Snibbe, Markus, & Suzuki, 
). Likewise, Cialdini, Wosinska, and Barrett () found that although 
the intentions of American participants were more consistent with their own 
past behaviors, Polish participants were more likely to be consistent with the 
behavior of others. In sum, people from more interdependent cultures aspire 
for consistency when they consider themselves in relation to others.

Insider versus Outsider Phenomenological Experiences

Self-concepts also vary in terms of the perspective that people habitually adopt. 
On the one hand, people may prioritize their own perspective, thereby making 
sense of the world in terms of how it unfolds for them. Alternatively, people may 
prioritize the perspective of an audience, and attend to the world and themselves 
in terms of how they imagine it appears to others. Cohen, Hoshino-Browne, and 
Leung () refer to these two perspectives as insider and outsider phenom-
enological experiences. In interdependent cultural contexts, in which individu-
als need to adjust themselves to better fi t in with the ingroup, it becomes crucial 
to know how they are being evaluated by others. In independent cultural 
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contexts, in contrast, in which people’s identity rests largely on the inner attri-
butes that they possess, there is a cultural imperative to “know oneself ” and to 
elaborate on their unique perspective.

Th ere is much recent evidence for this cultural diff erence in phenomeno-
logical experiences. For example, Cohen and Gunz () demonstrated that 
East Asians are more likely to recall memories of themselves when they were at 
the center of attention from a third-person perspective than are Westerners. 
Apparently, East Asians’ attention to an audience leaks into and distorts their 
memories of themselves. Similarly, East Asians outperformed Westerners on a 
visual task in which they needed to take the perspective of their partner,  making 
fewer visual fi xations on objects that were not visible to their partner (Wu & 
Keysar, ). Th e perspective of an audience is also made more salient when 
people see themselves in a mirror (Duval & Wicklund, ), and research 
fi nds that the self-evaluations and behaviors of East Asians are less impacted by 
the presence of a mirror (suggesting that they habitually considered themselves 
from the perspective of an audience) than was the case for North Americans 
(Heine, Takemoto, Moskalenko, Lasaleta, & Henrich, ). 

Multicultural Selves

Much cross-cultural research has also explored the self-concepts of those with 
multiple cultural experiences. If culture shapes the self, how do people from 
multiple cultural backgrounds represent the self? Th ere are two complementary 
perspectives on this. One is that multicultural people have multiple self- 
concepts that are simultaneously accessible, and their typical thoughts and 
responses refl ect a blending of these. Evidence for this can be seen in that Asian-
Americans, for example, tend to perform intermediately on many psychologi-
cal tasks compared with European-Americans and Asians in Asia (e.g., Heine 
& Hamamura, ; Norenzayan, Smith, Kim, & Nisbett, b). 

A second perspective is that multicultural people sequentially activate their 
diff erent self-concepts, depending on situation or primes; this perspective is 
known as frame-switching (Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martinez, ). For 
example, in one study Hong Kong Chinese were primed with either Chinese, 
American, or neutral thoughts by showing them cultural icons (or neutral 
images), and were subsequently asked to make attributions for the behaviors of 
computerized images of fi sh (Hong et al., ). Th ose who were primed with 
American icons made fewer external attributions for the fi sh’s behavior than 
those who were primed with Chinese icons, with the attributions of those in the 
neutral prime condition falling in between. Th at is, Hong Kong Chinese some-
times access Western ways of thinking and sometimes they access Chinese ways 
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of thinking. Th is kind of frame-switching is not equally likely for all biculturals; 
people are more likely to frame-switch if they see their dual cultural identities 
as integrated than if they see them in opposition (Benet-Martinez, Leu, Lee, & 
Morris, ), and if they were second-generation as opposed to fi rst-generation 
immigrants (Tsai, Ying, & Lee, ).

Th e existence of frame-switching suggests that people can have multiple 
knowledge structures—that is networks of associated ideas. Activation of one 
part of the network (such as seeing an American icon) facilitates the activation 
of another part of that same network [such as preferring to explain people’s (or 
fi sh’s) behavior in terms of internal dispositions]. Although there is much 
evidence now that multiculturals oft en frame-switch, an obvious question to 
consider is whether such frame-switching eff ects are limited to those with mul-
ticultural experiences? Th e kinds of ideas that have been primed in frame-
switching studies (such as thoughts regarding interdependence, external attri-
butions, cooperation with ingroup members) would seem to be thoughts that 
are accessible to people everywhere, given that humans are such a highly social 
species. If people do have diff erent networks of ideas associated with concepts 
such as interdependence than they do with concepts such as independence, 
then monocultural people should also frame-switch when diff erent knowledge 
networks are activated. Indeed, many studies fi nd that people with largely mon-
ocultural experiences also frame-switch (e.g., Kuhnen, Hannover, & Schubert, 
; Trafi mow, Triandis, & Goto, ; for a meta-analysis see Oyserman & 
Lee, ). For example, whereas much research fi nds that East Asians display 
more pronounced prevention motivations than Westerners (e.g., Elliot, Chirkov, 
Kim, & Sheldon, ), priming European-Americans with interdependent 
thoughts leads them to become more prevention oriented as well (Lee et al., 
). Th at is, interdependent-primed European-Americans showed preven-
tion motivations that were closer to those of nonprimed East Asians than were 
European-Americans who were not primed with interdependence. Th is indi-
cates that the relations between interdependence and prevention motivations 
exist across cultural groups, so that anyone, multicultural or not, who thinks 
interdependent thoughts should also become more prevention oriented. Frame-
switching thus is not limited to multiculturals. Nonetheless, multiculturals do 
show more extreme degrees of frame-switching than do monoculturals 
(Gardner, Gabriel & Dean, ), suggesting that the knowledge networks of 
multiculturals regarding ideas such as independence and interdependence are 
more clearly demarcated than they are for monoculturals. 

Multicultural people appear to diff er from monocultural people in another 
way—they tend to be more creative. When people adapt to diff erent cultural 
environments they need to adopt a fl exible style in how they approach prob-
lems, and this has been shown to be associated with enhanced creativity on a 



connections to related fields



number of diff erent creative tasks (Leung, Maddux, Galinsky, & Chiu, ; 
Maddux & Galinsky, ). Th is is particularly true among those with higher 
levels of identity integration (i.e., those who perceive compatibility between 
their two cultural identities; Cheng, Sanchez-Burks, & Lee, ). 

Motivation

People’s motivations are infl uenced by their cultural experiences. A number of 
key motivations have been found to appear diff erently across cultures, includ-
ing motivations for self-enhancement, approach-avoidance motivations, agency 
and control, motivations to fi t in or to stick out, achievement motivations, and 
motivations for honor. 

Motivations for Self-Enhancement and Self-Esteem 

Much research has focused on people’s motivation for self-enhancement, that 
is, a desire to view yourself positively. Th is research reveals that most Westerners 
desire to view themselves in positive terms. For example, the majority of North 
Americans have high self-esteem (Baumeister, Tice, & Hutton, ), show 
much evidence for unrealistically positive views of themselves (e.g., Greenwald, 
; Taylor & Brown, ), and engage in various compensatory self-protective 
responses when they encounter threats to their self-esteem (e.g., Steele, , 
Tesser, ).

In contrast, however, evidence for self-enhancement motivations is less 
pronounced in many interdependent cultural contexts. For example, Mexicans 
(Tropp & Wright, ), Native Americans (Fryberg & Markus, ), Chileans 
(Heine & Raineri, ), and Fijians (Rennie & Dunne, ) show less evi-
dence for self-enhancement than do Westerners. Evidence for self-serving 
biases is particularly weak in East Asian cultures (e.g., Mezulis, Abramson, 
Hyde, & Hankin, ). A meta-analysis on self-enhancing motivations among 
Westerners and East Asians found signifi cant cultural diff erences in every study 
for  of the  methods that were used [the one exception is comparisons of 
self-esteem using the Implicit Associations Test (IAT); Greenwald & Farnham, 
; see Falk, Heine, Yuki, & Takemura, ]. Whereas the average eff ect size 
for self-enhancing motivations was large (d = .) within the Western samples, 
these motivations were largely absent among the East Asian samples (d = –.) 
with Asian-Americans falling in between (d = .). Apparently, East Asians 
possess little motivation to self-enhance, and in many situations they instead 
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appear especially attentive to negative information about themselves that allows 
for self-improvement (Heine et al., ).

Th ere are a number of alternative explanations that have been off ered to 
account for this cultural diff erence. One possibility is that East Asians are more 
motivated to enhance their group selves rather than their individual selves, and 
comparisons of people’s individual self-enhancing tendencies thus obscure 
their group self-enhancing motivations. However, as of yet, there are no pub-
lished studies indicating that East Asians enhance their group selves more than 
Westerners, whereas several studies fi nd that Westerners show more group 
enhancement than East Asians (see Heine, , for a review). 

A second possibility is that East Asians will self-enhance in domains that are 
especially important to them. Some evidence in support of this alternative account 
has been found using the “Better-than-Average Eff ect” paradigm (e.g., Sedikides, 
Gaertner, & Vevea, , ); however, studies using other methods reveal that 
East Asians are more self-critical for important traits than they are for less impor-
tant ones (e.g., Heine & Renshaw, ; Kitayama, Markus, Matsumoto, & 
Norasakkunkit, ). Th e most extensive meta-analysis on this topic fi nds no 
correlation between self-enhancement and importance for East Asians, r = –., 
in contrast to a positive correlation for Westerners, r = . (Heine, Kitayama, & 
Hamamura, ). Th e “Better-than-Average Eff ect” yields diff erent results from 
other self-enhancement methodologies apparently because of the diffi  culties that 
people have in considering distributed targets (such as the average person) in 
contrast to specifi c targets (such as the self or your best friend; Hamamura, Heine, 
& Takemoto, ; Klar & Giladi, ; Krizan & Suls, ). 

A third alternative account is that East Asians are presenting themselves 
self-critically, but are privately evaluating themselves in a self-enhancing man-
ner (e.g., Kurman, ). Evidence with the IAT measure of self-esteem is 
largely consistent with this account (see Falk et al., , for a review), although 
studies that employ hidden behavioral measures in anonymous situations reveal 
cultural diff erences similar to those that employ questionnaires (e.g., Heine et 
al., ; Heine, Takata, & Lehman, ). Th at the IAT measure of self-esteem 
has thus far failed to show reliable correlations with other implicit or explicit 
measures of self-esteem or external criteria (see Bosson, Swann, & Pennebaker, 
; Hofmann, Gawronski, Gschwendner, Le, & Schmitt, ) makes it dif-
fi cult to evaluate the confl icting results from these studies.

Variation in self-esteem has also been identifi ed across historical periods. 
A meta-analysis from  to  of studies using the Rosenberg () 
self-esteem scale with American college students found that self-esteem scores 
had increased substantially over that time (d = .; Twenge & Campbell, ). 
Th ese increases in self-esteem parallel increases in independence over the same 
time-period (as measured in terms of people’s changing habits of interacting 
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with others and belonging to groups; Putnam, ). Given that independence 
correlates with self-esteem within cultures (e.g., Heine et al., ), it is possible 
that self-esteem has been in increasing in the United States because people are 
living more independent lifestyles.

Approach and Avoidance Motivations

Th ere are also cultural diff erences in approach and avoidance motivations 
between East Asians and Westerners. Given that both self-enhancement and 
approach motivations refl ect concerns about obtaining positive benefi ts for the 
self, and that both self-improvement and avoidance motivations entail attend-
ing to potential costs to the self, it is possible that these motivations might share 
a common basis (Heine, ; Higgins, ). Much research fi nds that, in 
general, East Asians show relatively more evidence for avoidance motivation, 
and relatively less evidence for approach motivation, compared to Westerners. 
For example, compared with North Americans, East Asians embrace more 
personal avoidance goals (Elliot et al., ), rate opportunities to lose as more 
important than opportunities to win (Lee et al., ), persist on a task more 
aft er failure and less aft er success (Heine et al., ; Oishi & Diener, ), 
perform better while attending to weaknesses or losses (Peters & Williams, 
), are motivated more by negative role models (Lockwood, Marshall, & 
Sadler, ), recall events better if they contain avoidance information, and 
consider book reviews more helpful if those reviews contain avoidance infor-
mation (Hamamura, Meijer, Heine, Kamaya, & Hori, ). One account for 
these cultural diff erences is that “face” is a critical resource in East Asian cul-
tural contexts, and because face is more easily lost than it is gained, people 
come to habitually attend to avoidance information (Heine, ). 

Agency and Control 

Th e ways that people attend to their needs and desires are shaped by the theo-
ries that they embrace regarding where they can exert control. As previously 
discussed, Dweck and colleagues (e.g., Dweck & Leggett, ) discuss implicit 
theories that people have regarding the malleability of their selves: namely, 
incremental and entity theories of self. In addition, people also have implicit 
theories about the malleability of the world. For example, we can see the world 
as something that is fi xed and that is beyond our ability to change (an entity 
theory of the world) or we can think of the world as fl exible and responsive to 
our eff orts to change (an incremental theory of the world; Chiu, Dweck, Tong, & 
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Fu, ). To the extent that people have implicit theories that the world is 
malleable but that selves are stable, they should have experiences of control dif-
ferent from people who view their selves as malleable but the world as largely 
impervious to change (Su et al., ). Th ose who tend to see the world as mal-
leable and their selves as stable will be more likely to maintain a sense of primary 
control, in which they strive to shape existing realities to fi t their perceptions, 
goals, or wishes. In contrast, those who are more likely to see the world as stable 
and their selves as malleable will be more likely to engage in secondary control 
strategies. People strive to achieve secondary control by aligning themselves 
with existing realities, leaving the realities unchanged, but exerting control over 
their psychological impact (see Rothbaum, Weisz, & Snyder, ). 

In hierarchical collectivistic cultures, the lone individual is somewhat pow-
erless to exert change on the social world (e.g., Chiu et al., ). Power and 
agency tend to be concentrated in groups (e.g., Menon, Morris, Chiu, & Hong, 
), and thus there are many domains in which people are unable to exert 
much direct infl uence. Likewise, East Asians are more likely to have a fl exible 
and incremental view of themselves (Heine et al., ). When the self is per-
ceived to be more mutable than the social world, it follows that people would be 
quite willing to adjust themselves to better fi t in with the demands of their 
social worlds. 

In contrast, people from Western cultures tend to stress the malleability of 
the world relative to the self (Su et al., ). When individuals are viewed as 
the center of experience and action, they accordingly should feel a stronger 
sense of primary control. Th is view that the self is an immutable entity, working 
within the context of a mutable world, sustains a perception of primary control. 
Indeed, much research fi nds that people from Western cultures are more likely 
to use primary control strategies and are less likely to use secondary control 
strategies than people from East Asian cultures (e.g., Morling. Kitayama, & 
Miyamoto, ; Weisz, Rothbaum, & Blackburn, ). 

In collectivist contexts power rests more with groups than it does with indi-
viduals. Accordingly, East Asians tend to view groups as more agentic than 
Westerners. For example, in their reporting of rogue traders in various stock 
scandals, Japanese newspapers are more likely than American newspapers to 
describe the scandal in terms of the organizations that were involved as opposed 
to the individual traders (Menon et al., ). People look to explain events in 
the world in which they perceive the most agency to lie, and in collectivist soci-
eties this tends to be in groups. 

Cultural diff erences in agency are also evident in the ways that people make 
choices. People in interdependent contexts should be more concerned with the 
goals of their groups, and thus be more willing to adjust their behaviors (and 
reduce their choices) to coordinate the actions of the group toward those goals. 
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One stark example of this cultural diff erence is that in many interdependent 
cultures today (and perhaps in a majority of cultures several centuries ago), 
critical life decisions, such as who to marry or what job to pursue, have been 
made by families rather than by the individuals themselves (e.g., Lee & Stone, 
).

Examples of how perceptions of choice diff er across cultures have been 
demonstrated in a number of studies. For example, Indians have been found to 
diff er in their choice-making from Americans, in that the Indians are slower to 
make choices, are less likely to choose according to their preferences, and are 
less motivated to express their preferences in their choices (Savani, Markus, & 
Conner, ). Cultural variation in choice-making does not diff er only 
between those from Eastern and Western cultural contexts—middle-class 
Americans, specifi cally, seem quite unusual in their high desire for choice 
(Schwartz, ). For example, in a survey of people from six Western countries, 
only Americans preferred making a choice from  ice cream fl avors compared 
with  fl avors (Rozin, Fischler, Shields, & Masson, ). Furthermore, people 
from American working class cultures are less protective of their choices (i.e., 
they do not seem as bothered when an experimenter denies them their original 
choice) compared with middle class Americans (Snibbe & Markus, ). In 
sum, the ways that people make choices, and express agency more generally, 
diff er in a number of important ways across cultures.

Motivations to Fit in or to Stick Out 

People have competing motivations to fi t in with others or to stick out from a 
crowd. Asch () famously documented a motivation to conform with a 
unanimous majority in his line-comparison studies. Th is conformity paradigm 
has been replicated well over  times in  diff erent countries. A meta-analysis 
of these studies revealed one clear trend: although Americans show much con-
formity, people from collectivistic cultures conform even more (Bond & Smith, 
). Motivations to fi t 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 moti-
vations to stick out and to be unique. In general, it appears that people from 
independent cultural contexts have a stronger motivation for uniqueness; a 
desire to be viewed as distinct from others should be facilitated by evidence that 
you are unique. For example, Kim and Markus () found that when given a 
choice 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 diff erences in pen preferences have also been observed in 
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contrasts of middle-class and working-class Americans (Stephens, Markus, & 
Townsend, ). 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 (Kim & Markus, ; Stephens et al., ). 

Motivations for Honor 

Much cross-cultural research has investigated motivations for honor, particu-
larly between the southern and northern United States (Cohen, Nisbett, Bowdle, 
& Schwarz, ; Nisbett, ; Nisbett & Cohen, ; some research has also 
explored the stronger honor motivations among Turks; Cross, ). Nisbett 
and Cohen () proposed that the southern United States has a culture of 
honor, that is, a culture in which people (especially men) strive to protect their 
reputation through aggression. Th ey argue that cultures of honor are common 
in contexts in which people’s wealth is vulnerable and there is little institution-
alized protection (such as in inner cities, various Middle Eastern herding cul-
tures, and some small-scale African societies; e.g., Anderson, ; Galaty & 
Bonte, ). In the case of the southern United States, a culture of honor 
emerged because herding was a key component of the South’s early economy, 
and herders have vulnerable wealth (livestock can easily be stolen, and the 
sparse population of herding lands made it diffi  cult to police). Th e establish-
ment of a personal reputation for aggressive revenge for insults therefore 
emerged to prevent herd-rustling. Although herding is no longer the primary 
economic activity of most Southerners, Nisbett and Cohen argue that these 
cultural norms have persisted as a culture of honor represents a stable equilib-
rium point (see Cohen, ). 

Th ere are a variety of diff erent kinds of data that converge in support of this 
thesis. For example, archival data refl ect that the relatively greater amount of 
violence in the South is largely limited to argument-related violence (in which 
the defense of your honor is oft en implicated), and this is especially common in 
the rural herding regions of the South (Nisbett & Cohen, ). Similarly, sur-
vey data reveal that Southerners are more likely than Northerners to off er vio-
lent solutions to problems, but only if those involve a threat to an individual’s or 
family’s honor (Cohen & Nisbett, ). Experimental evidence further reveals 
that when Southerners are insulted they are more likely than Northerners to be 
angry, show heightened cortisol and testosterone responses (these hormone 
levels tend to increase with aggression), and act more physically aggressive 
(Cohen et al., ). Likewise, fi eld studies reveal that Southerners, compared 
with Northerners, are warmer toward someone who committed violence in 
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defense of their honor (but not for other kinds of violent acts; Cohen & Nisbett, 
). Much evidence thus converges on the notion that the southern United 
States maintains more of a culture of honor than the northern United States 
(also see Vandello & Cohen, , for further explorations of behavioral 
 correlates of a culture of honor).

Relationships

Central to the distinction between independent and interdependent self- 
concepts is the notion that culture shapes the ways that people relate to others. 
Th is section reviews how the self-concept is related to the way that people dis-
tinguish between ingroups and outgroups, how people with more independent 
self-concepts tend to have more opportunities for forming new relationships 
and dissolving older relationships than do those with more interdependent 
self-concepts, and how this diff erence in relational mobility is associated with 
various aspects of people’s relationships.

Th e interdependent self, as discussed, is importantly sustained and defi ned 
by its signifi cant relationships within the ingroup (Markus & Kitayama, ). 
Th is suggests that an interdependent individual’s ingroup relationships repre-
sent a unique class within the universe of potential relationships that the indi-
vidual might have. An interdependent self cannot be interdependent with 
everyone, and the self-defi ning nature of ingroup relationships suggests that 
these relationships should hold a particularly privileged position. In contrast, 
the independent self is a self-contained entity that remains quite similar regard-
less of its interaction partners, and there are fewer consequences associated 
with distinguishing between ingroup and outgroup members in many situa-
tions. As such, the demarcation of ingroups from outgroups should be more 
salient and stable in interdependent cultural contexts. 

Much evidence supports this reasoning. For example, Iyengar and Lepper 
() found that whereas European-Americans reacted negatively when 
choices were made for them by someone else, regardless of whether the choice-
maker was their mother or a stranger, Asian-American children reacted nega-
tively only when the choicemaker was a stranger. When their mother had made 
the choice for them they were just as willing to work on the task as when they 
had chosen it for themselves. As another example, whereas Americans showed 
evidence for social loafi ng regardless of whether they were working with 
ingroup or outgroup members, both Israeli and Chinese loafed only with 
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 outgroup members. In contrast, they showed evidence for social striving (i.e., 
working harder than they did as individuals) when working with ingroup 
members (Earley, ). Th e distinction between ingroup and outgroup 
 members varies in salience across cultures, and this raises the possibility that 
minimal group designs might be less eff ective at eliciting a sense of shared 
belongingness among people with interdependent self-concepts. 

Relationships also vary across cultures in terms of the ease with which 
 people can form them. Relationships among those in independent cultures are 
entered into, and are maintained, on a somewhat mutually voluntary basis. In 
such contexts, people have relatively high relational mobility (Falk et al., ; 
Yuki et al., ; also see Oishi, Lun, & Sherman, ) and individuals can 
seek new relationships or dissolve unsatisfying older relationships. Importantly, 
a relationship must in some way benefi t the independent individual or they 
would not devote the eff orts necessary to cultivating it. Hence, people in inde-
pendent contexts actively seek positive and rewarding relationships and will 
oft en not devote much eff ort or resources to any relationship that does not 
appear to be benefi cial, or may allow those relationships to wither (Adams, 
; Anderson, Adams, & Plaut, ; Baumeister, ; Heine, Foster, & 
Spina, ; Schug, Yuki, Horikawa, & Takemura, ). Th e Western social 
psychological literature on relationships tends to be focused largely on the for-
mation and dissolution of relationships, suggesting that conditional relation-
ships have thus far been the primary focus of inquiry—indeed, there are 
relatively few references to less contingent relationships, such as those with kin 
(cf. Lieberman, Tooby, & Cosmides, ). 

In contrast, relationships among those from interdependent cultures are oft en 
viewed in less conditional terms. We are born into a relatively fi xed interpersonal 
network and over the course of a lifetime an individual subsequently joins a select 
few interpersonal networks that remain somewhat stable over the years. Th ere are 
relatively few opportunities to form new relationships or to dissolve existing ones 
at any given point in time, and this holds true regardless of whether the relation-
ships are rewarding. As a consequence, people with more interdependent selves 
(particularly in West African contexts) tend to have more ambivalent feelings 
toward friendship (Adams & Plaut, ), are more likely to say that they have 
enemies (oft en from within their own ingroups) than those with more indepen-
dent selves (Adams, ), and have a weaker relationship between physical 
attractiveness and positive life outcomes (Anderson et al., ). Th e lower rela-
tional mobility of people from interdependent cultures is also associated with 
people showing a weaker similarity-attraction eff ect (Schug et al., ) and 
weaker self-enhancing motivations (Falk et al., ; Yuki et al., ). 
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Cognition and Perception

Many psychologists assume that research from the area of cognition and per-
ception targets the most basic and fundamental psychological processes. Given 
this perspective, it is interesting that cross-cultural research on cognition and 
perception reveals some of the clearest evidence for cultural variation. Research 
contrasting analytic and holistic ways of thinking reveals much cultural varia-
tion in how people attend to objects and fi elds, how they reason, and how they 
explain the behavior of others.

Analytic versus Holistic Th inking

Nisbett and colleagues (Nisbett, ; Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan, 
) explored whether a variety of cognitive and perceptual tasks glossed 
under the labels of analytic and holistic thinking varied across cultural con-
texts, particularly between North American and East Asian cultures. By ana-
lytic thinking they mean a focus on objects, which are perceived as existing 
independently from their contexts, and are understood in terms of their under-
lying attributes. Th ese attributes are further used as a basis to categorize objects, 
and a set of fi xed abstract rules are used for predicting and explaining their 
movements and actions. In contrast, by holistic thinking Nisbett and colleagues 
are referring to an orientation to the context. Th is is an associative way of think-
ing in which people attend to the relations among objects and among the objects 
and the surrounding context. Th ese relations are used to explain and predict 
the behavior of objects. Furthermore, in holistic thinking there is an emphasis 
on knowledge that is gained through experience rather than through the appli-
cation of fi xed abstract rules. Numerous studies have now been conducted that 
demonstrate how cultures vary in these two ways of thinking (for reviews see 
Henrich et al., ; Nisbett et al., ; Norenzayan, Choi, & Peng, ). In gen-
eral, analytic thinking is especially common in Western cultures whereas holistic 
thinking is more normative in the rest of the world, particularly in East Asia where 
most of the cross-cultural research has been conducted. Th is distinction between 
analytic and holistic thinking has been studied in a number of diff erent ways. 

Attention to Objects and Fields

A variety of diff erent experimental paradigms have revealed that Americans 
and other Westerners attend less to the background than people from other 
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non-Western societies, with the likely exception of migratory foragers. For 
example, Witkin and Berry () summarized a wide range of evidence from 
work with migratory and sedentary foraging populations (Arctic, Australia, 
and Africa), sedentary agriculturalists, and industrialized westerners, and 
found that only the West and migratory foragers appeared at the fi eld indepen-
dent end of the spectrum. Field independence is the tendency to separate 
objects from their background fi elds. Recent work using a variety of measures 
of fi eld independence show that Westerners are more fi eld independent than 
people from a variety of other non-Western cultures (Ji, Peng, & Nisbett, ; 
Kitayama, Duff y, Kawamura, & Larsen, ; Kühnen, Hannover, & Schubert, 
; Norenzayan, ). 

Further evidence for a greater attention to objects can be seen in studies in 
which people are asked whether they have seen a focal object before in scenes 
in which the background has been switched. For example, in one study Japanese 
and Americans were shown pictures of animals in natural contexts (e.g., a wolf 
in a forest) and were later shown pictures of the same animals, sometimes with 
the original background and sometimes with a diff erent background (e.g., a 
wolf in a desert). Th e researchers found that the Japanese participants’ recall for 
the animals was worse than it was for Americans if the background has been 
replaced with a new one (Masuda & Nisbett, ), indicating that they were 
attending to the fi eld. Th is diff erence in attention toward the fi eld has also been 
found in the eye movements of people as measured with eye-trackers in both 
social and nonsocial scenes (Chua, Boland, & Nisbett, ; Masuda, Ellsworth, 
Mesquita, Leu, Tanida, & Van de Veerdonk, ). In these studies, the atten-
tion of Americans rarely leaves the focal object, whereas, aft er an initial  
milliseconds or so of attending to the focal object, East Asians are more likely 
to shift  their gaze to the background. 

Th is cultural diff erence in attention to the fi eld is further evident in diff er-
ent artistic traditions between the West and East Asia; East Asian paintings 
tend to have a horizon that is approximately % higher than it is in Western 
paintings (the higher horizon calls attention to the depth of the setting and 
allows for the diff erent objects and places in a scene to be seen in relation to 
each other) and Western portraits include focal fi gures that are approximately 
three times as large as those in East Asian portraits. Furthermore, when 
American college students draw a scene, or take a photograph of someone, they 
are more likely to draw a lower horizon, include fewer objects in their drawings, 
and zoom in to photograph a larger focal fi gure than do Japanese students 
(Masuda, Gonzales, Kwan, & Nisbett, ). In sum, these fi ndings converge to 
show that Westerners perceive the world in some importantly diff erent ways 
than people from other cultural contexts.
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Reasoning Styles

Westerners are more likely to group objects on the basis of categories and rules, 
whereas people from many other cultural groups are more likely to group 
objects based on similarity or functional relationships (e.g., Ji, Zhang, & Nisbett, 
; Knight & Nisbett, ). In a similar vein, Norenzayan and colleagues 
found that the Chinese were more likely to group objects if they shared a strong 
family resemblance, whereas Americans were more likely to group the same 
objects if they could be assigned to that group on the basis of a deterministic 
rule (Norenzayan et al., b). Th ese cultural diff erences in reasoning appear 
to be a product of social interdependence; even within the same linguistic and 
geographic regions of Turkey, farmers and fi shermen, who have more socially 
connected lifestyles, showed more evidence for holistic reasoning on this same 
task (and on other related tasks) than did herders, who are more isolated (Uskul, 
Kitayama, & Nisbett, ).

Furthermore, as previously discussed, cultures diff er with respect to how 
people reason about contradiction. A holistic orientation suggests that every-
thing appears fundamentally connected and in fl ux, which suggests that real 
contradiction might not be possible. Th e Aristotelian law of contradiction, in 
which “A” cannot equal “not A” is not as compelling if “A” is connected with “not 
A” and if “A” and “not A” are always changing. Th is “naive dialecticism,” which 
is more common among East Asians, is associated with a greater tolerance for 
contradiction compared with Westerners across a variety of tasks (see Peng & 
Nisbett, ). Th e fl uid and contradictory nature of East Asian beliefs is also 
refl ected in their predictions of future changes. Whereas Westerners tend to 
make rather linear future predictions for change (e.g., if the stock market has 
been dropping over the past year it will probably continue to drop next year), 
East Asian future predictions are considerably more nonlinear (Ji, Nisbett, & 
Su, ). Th is less linear view of the future may be because East Asians per-
ceive events as having a broader net of consequences compared with Westerners 
(Maddux & Yuki, ).

Explaining the Behavior of Others

Given these cultural diff erences in attention and reasoning, we might expect 
that Westerners would be inclined to explain events by reference to properties 
of the person, whereas non-Westerners would be inclined to explain the same 
events with reference to interactions between the person and the fi eld. A num-
ber of classic studies, which were initially conducted exclusively with Western 
participants, found that when asked to explain the behavior of others, people 
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largely attend to the person’s disposition to explain the behavior, even when 
there are compelling situational constraints available (e.g., Jones & Harris, 
). However, research in non-Western cultures oft en reveals a somewhat 
diff erent pattern. Geertz () described how Balinese do not tend to conceive 
of people’s behaviors in terms of underlying dispositions, but instead see it as 
emerging out of the roles that they have. Miller () found that Indian adults 
tended to favor situational information over dispositional accounts. Several 
studies conducted with East Asians and Americans revealed that whereas 
Americans attend to dispositions fi rst, regardless of how compelling the situa-
tional information may be (Gilbert & Malone, ), East Asians are more 
likely than Americans to infer that behaviors are controlled by the situation 
(Norenzayan et al., a) and to attend to situational information (Morris & 
Peng, ; Miyamoto & Kitayama, ), particularly when that information 
is salient (Choi & Nisbett, ). Similarly, East Asians are less likely than 
Americans to use trait adjectives when describing someone’s behaviors (Maass, 
Karasawa, Politi, & Suga, ). In sum, whereas considering dispositional 
information over situational information tends to be found cross-culturally, 
this correspondence bias is attenuated in non-Western cultures (Choi, Nisbett, 
& Norenzayan, ). 

Emotion

Th e relation between culture and emotional experience has attracted much 
research interest. Two aspects of emotions have received the most amount of 
study across cultures: facial expressions of emotion and people’s subjective 
reports of their emotions, including people’s reports of the intensity of their 
emotional experiences, emotion terms, and kinds of emotional experiences. 
Furthermore, the nature of positive emotional experiences, such as subjective 
well-being and happiness, has been extensively studied across cultures.

Emotions and Facial Expressions

Darwin was one of the fi rst scientists to consider whether emotional facial 
expressions were universal features of the human species or were the products 
of cultural learning (Darwin, /). He noted a number of similarities in 
the facial expressions of various primates and humans and proposed that these 
expressions should be shared by all humans. Ekman and colleagues, who exten-
sively followed up on Darwin’s hypothesis, conducted several studies to investigate 
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whether emotional expressions are universally shared. For example, Ekman 
and Friesen () showed a series of photos corresponding to what they 
referred to as a set of “basic emotions” (viz., anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sad-
ness, and surprise) to participants from Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Japan, and the 
United States and asked them to match the expressions to emotion terms. 
Whereas chance performance would have been .% correct, participants 
tended to get between % and % of the questions correct, regardless of cul-
tural background, indicating much universality in recognition of the expres-
sions. Cross-cultural similarities in emotion recognition are also found in 
cultural groups that have had little contact with each other, such as between 
Westerners and the Fore of New Guinea (Ekman, Sorenson, & Freisen, ). 
Th is evidence, combined with fi ndings that the same facial expressions that 
adults make are made by very young infants (Izard, ), including those who 
are congenitally blind (reviewed in Ekman, ), demonstrates that facial 
expressions for the basic emotions are innate. Some other emotions, in particu-
lar, contempt, shame, embarrassment, pride, and interest, have also believed to 
be universally recognized (e.g., Keltner, ). For example, a bodily posture 
associated with feelings of pride appears to be universally recognized and is 
spontaneously produced across cultures (Tracy & Robins, ), including 
those who are congenitally blind (Tracy & Matsumoto, ).

Although this research reveals that people are able to recognize the facial 
expressions of many emotions across cultures, people are more accurate in rec-
ognizing emotional expressions made by people from their own cultural back-
ground. A meta-analysis of all the past research on cross-cultural recognition 
of facial expressions found that, on average, people are about % more accurate 
in judging the facial expressions of people from their own culture than those of 
another culture (with, on average, people showing about % accuracy overall; 
Elfenbein & Ambady, ). Furthermore, people are able to reliably distin-
guish between the nationality of targets when they are making emotional but 
not when they are making neutral expressions. For example, American partici-
pants could reliably distinguish between Australian and American faces, but 
only when they were expressing emotions (Marsh, Elfenbein, & Ambady, 
). 

Moreover, across cultures people appear to attend to diff erent parts of the 
face when deciphering facial expressions. Yuki, Maddux, and Masuda () 
proposed that in cultures in which there were stronger cultural norms to regu-
late emotional expressions, such as in Japan, people would be more likely to 
attend to those aspects of the face that were more diffi  cult to regulate (i.e., the 
eyes). In contrast, in cultures in which there are weaker norms for emotional 
regulation, such as in the United States, people would attend to the largest visual 
cues (i.e., the mouth). Indeed, studies found that independent manipulations of 
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the mouth and eyes in facial expressions aff ected Japanese and Americans 
 diff erently—Japanese attended more to the eyes than Americans whereas 
Americans attended more to the mouth than Japanese (Yuki et al., ).

Whereas Ekman and colleagues argued that the capacity to produce and 
recognize particular facial expressions is identical across cultures, cultural vari-
ation is anticipated in the form of “display rules” (Ekman & Friesen, ). 
Display rules are the culturally specifi c rules that govern what facial expressions 
are appropriate in a given situation and how intensely they should be displayed. 
Th ere is much evidence that cultures diff er 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 (Tsai, Chentsova-Dutton, Freire-Bebeau, 
& Przymus, ). Th e ways in which emotions are expressed thus vary across 
cultures. Th is notion of display rules assumes that even though people in diff er-
ent cultures vary considerably in how strongly they express certain emotions, 
they may be experiencing the same underlying feelings.

In addition to governing the intensity with which emotions are expressed, 
display rules are also seen to shape the kinds of facial expressions that people 
might display. For example, Indians oft en express their embarrassment by bit-
ing their tongues, which is distinct from a prototypical expression of embar-
rassment (Keltner, ), and the tongue bite is not reliably produced or 
recognized in many other cultures. Th is suggests that the tongue bite represents 
an expression that is voluntarily produced rather than refl exively generated 
(Haidt & Keltner, ); this is termed an example of a ritualized display. Th e 
notion of display rules adds considerable complexity to the task of interpreting 
emotional expressions across cultures. It is not always obvious whether we 
are presenting a universal facial expression or enacting a cultural display rule. 
Furthermore, as people’s facial expressions can aff ect their emotional experi-
ence (e.g., Strack, Martin, & Stepper, ), it is possible that cultures diff er not 
only in their display rules, but also in their emotional experiences. 

Intensity of Emotional Experience

Much cross-cultural research in emotions has targeted similarities and diff er-
ences in the facial expressions of people. What does evidence regarding people’s 
emotional experiences indicate about cultural similarities and diff erences? One 
study found that consistent with the evidence that display rules for intensity are 
relatively more dampened in Japan than in the United States, Americans 
reported feeling their emotions longer and more intensely than Japanese 
(Matsumoto, Kudoh, Scherer, & Wallbott, ). Similarly, in a diary study 
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Japanese participants were about three times as likely as Americans to report 
that they had not been feeling any emotions when prompted (Mesquita & 
Karasawa, ; also see Kitayama, Markus, & Kurokawa, ). Th ese 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 to Americans. 

Suppressing some emotions (particularly anger) has been found to lead to 
less cardiac regulation of heart rate, and thus a slower recovery of the heart rate 
following an initial angering event (e.g., Brosschot & Th ayer, ). However, 
in East Asian cultural contexts, in which inhibition of emotional expressions is 
more common, people’s heart rate recovers more quickly following an angering 
event. Th is appears to be due to the fact that East Asian participants are more 
likely to reappraise events in a less anger-provoking way (Anderson & Linden, 
; also see Butler, Lee, & Gross, ). 

Kinds of Emotional Experiences

Independent and interdependent self-concepts provide a useful framework to 
make sense of cultural variation in emotional experiences. Th e self-concept 
should shape how an emotionally relevant situation is appraised. Th ose with 
interdependent selves are more concerned with maintaining a sense of inter-
personal harmony, and thus should consider how events in the world impact 
close others as well as themselves. Th ose with independent selves, in contrast, 
should focus more intently on how events impact them, or how events might 
serve to distinguish them from others. Mesquita () contrasted people from 
a more interdependent culture (Surinamese and Turkish immigrants to 
Holland) with those from a more independent culture (mainstream Dutch citi-
zens of Holland), and found that the Surinamese and Turks expressed more 
relational concerns and were more concerned with how situations aff ected oth-
ers compared with the Dutch. Moreover, the Surinamese and Turks were more 
likely than the Dutch to ensure that others attended to the same events, thereby 
sharing the experience with the participants. 

Along a similar line, Kitayama et al. () compared descriptions of daily 
emotional experiences among Japanese and Americans. People reported how 
frequently they experienced various emotions that varied both in terms of their 
valence and in terms of the extent to which they were interpersonally engaged. 
Th e fi ndings revealed that general positive feelings were especially correlated 
with the frequency with which the person felt positive interpersonally engaged 
emotions (e.g., respect, friendly feelings) among Japanese, whereas general 
positive feelings for Americans were especially correlated with the frequency 



Cultural Psychology



with which the person felt positive interpersonally disengaged emotions (e.g., 
pride, feeling on top of the world). In sum, what makes people feel good varies 
across cultures (also see Kitayama, Mesquita, & Karasawa, , for similar 
fi ndings).

Emotion and Language

Although there is a set of basic emotions that is recognized comparably around 
the world, there is much cultural variability in the terms that people use to 
describe their emotions (see Russell, , for a review). Across cultures people 
categorize their emotions in very diff erent ways. For example, the Buganda of 
Uganda do not make a distinction between sorrow and anger. Th e Gidjingali 
aborigines of Australia use one word, gurakadj, to express both shame and fear. 
Samoans use one word, alofa, to express both love and pity. Th e Utku Eskimos 
do not distinguish between feelings of kindness and gratitude. Th e Ifaluk in 
Micronesia do not even have a specifi c word for “emotion,” but instead lump all 
internal states together (Lutz, ). It largely remains an open question as to 
whether these cultural diff erences in emotion terms are mirrored by cultural 
diff erences in emotional experiences (for confl icting views on this point see 
Pinker, ; Russell, ).

Cultural Variation in Subjective Well-Being and Happiness 

Is there variability in people’s happiness and subjective well-being across cul-
tures? Indeed, pronounced cultural diff erences consistently emerge in multina-
tional surveys, with the most common pattern being that the nations that 
cluster toward the “happy” pole are Scandinavian and Nordic countries, much 
of Latin America, various English-speaking countries, and Western Europe. On 
the low end are the former Soviet republics and some impoverished countries 
in Africa and South Asia (Diener & Diener, ; Diener, Diener, & Diener, 
; Inglehart & Klingemann, ).

Many factors infl uence the overall satisfaction that people have with their 
lives. Wealth as assessed by GDP positively correlates with the overall well- 
being of a country. However, this relation is not linear; money and happiness 
are most closely connected at very low levels of wealth, where a little extra 
money can make the diff erence between surviving or not. For example, income 
and life satisfaction are correlated at . among respondents in the slums of 
Calcutta (Biswas-Diener & Diener, ). In contrast, above an average GDP of 
% of that of the United States, there is no longer any clear relation between 
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money and subjective well-being (Diener et al., ). In addition, human 
rights and overall equality of a country are associated with greater subjective 
well-being (Diener et al., ). 

Th ere are also some factors that predict life satisfaction diff erently across 
cultures. Suh, Diener, Oishi, and Triandis () found that life satisfaction is 
more highly correlated with overall positive aff ect in individualistic cultures 
than in collectivist ones. On the other hand, people in collectivist cultures 
showed a higher correlation between their life satisfaction scores and being 
respected by others for living up to cultural norms, compared with people from 
individualistic cultures. 

Furthermore, the kinds of positive emotions that people desire also varies 
across cultures. Some work by Tsai and colleagues (e.g., Tsai, Knutson, & Fung, 
) reveals that Americans seek out positive emotions that are high in arousal 
more than East Asians, whereas East Asians prefer low arousal positive emo-
tions more than Americans. Evidence for this cultural diff erence comes from a 
variety of sources. For example, a comparison of facial expressions that were 
shown in characters in American and Taiwanese children’s storybooks revealed 
that the American faces more oft en showed feelings of excitement and had sig-
nifi cantly larger smiles than the Taiwanese faces. Moreover, European-American 
preschool children preferred the pictures of excited faces more than the 
Taiwanese preschoolers did; they also felt more similar to the characters who 
were engaged in high arousal activities than did Taiwanese children (Tsai, 
Louie, Chen, & Uchida, ). In sum, cultures vary in their happiness, in part, 
because they appear to have quite diff erent ideas about what happiness is and 
from what it is derived (also see Falk, Dunn, & Norenzayan, ).

To summarize the cross-cultural research on emotions, there is much simi-
larity across cultures with respect to facial expressions of emotions (although 
there is some important variability here too). In the domain of emotional expe-
rience, in contrast, the evidence for cultural variation is more pronounced. 

Conclusions

Humans are a cultural species and a rich understanding of how human minds 
operate would be facilitated by a psychological science that is attentive to peo-
ple’s cultural experiences. Research in cultural psychology has grown substan-
tially, particularly in the past two decades. Th is growing database has revealed 
that many key psychological processes, some of which were hitherto viewed as 
psychological universals, manifest in distinct ways across cultures. Furthermore, 
although some psychological phenomena appear in more invariant forms 
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across cultures than others, it is oft en not clear which phenomena should be 
expected to vary the most. Pronounced cultural variation has been identifi ed in 
many fundamental psychological phenomena, and thus it is crucial to seek 
cross-cultural data before confi dently making inferences about the cultural 
generalizability of a phenomenon (Henrich et al., ).

Such evidence for cultural variability in basic processes emphasizes how 
many psychological phenomena do not unfold refl exively, regardless of context, 
but are importantly shaped by engagement in the particular scripts, practices, 
and situations that each culture provides. In this way, psychological processes 
can be seen as entangled with “meaning”—and because particular meanings 
can vary substantially across cultural contexts, so must the psychological pro-
cess (Bruner, ; Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, ). 

A serious shortcoming of the cultural psychological database thus far is that 
a large portion of it is constituted by comparisons of North American and East 
Asian college students. Although there have been good theoretical and meth-
odological reasons to build on the diff erences that have been identifi ed between 
these groups, much of the world remains largely unexplored territory. In par-
ticular, the role of culture in psychological functioning should become espe-
cially evident when small-scale societies are studied, which diff er from the 
industrialized West in many profound ways. Much excellent and infl uential 
work has already been conducted with such groups (e.g., Atran, Medin, & Ross, 
; Cole, Gay, & Glick, ; Gordon, ; Henrich et al., ; Segall et al., 
), much of it done to make arguments for psychological universals (e.g., 
Barrett & Behne, ; Ekman et al., ; Levenson, Ekman, Heider, & Friesen, 
). 

Attention to other cultural samples will likely uncover some psychological 
phenomena that are less familiar to Western psychologists. For example, the 
notion of “face” is far more elaborated and takes on diff erent meanings within 
East Asia than in the West, and this leads to specifi c psychological predictions 
that can be tested (e.g., Chang & Holt, ; Heine, ; Ting-Toomey, ). 
Likewise, a type of dialectical thinking that emphasizes constant change and is 
tolerant of apparent contradiction (distinct from the Hegelian dialectic) likely 
would not have been investigated among Westerners if it had not fi rst been 
identifi ed among Chinese (e.g., Peng & Nisbett, ). It is very likely that there 
are numerous other examples in other cultural contexts (e.g., simpatia in 
Hispanic contexts; Sanchez-Burks, Nisbett, & Ybarra, ; Triandis, Marin, 
Lisansky, & Betancourt, ), and these phenomena would stand to greatly 
advance our understanding of cultural variation and the universality of psycho-
logical processes. 

Th ere will likely continue to be much interest in using cultural variation in 
psychological processes as a means to identify the underlying mechanisms. 
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Such research has already increased our understanding of mechanisms in ways 
would not have been possible had the research been restricted to monocultural 
samples. Th is search for mechanisms has adopted a variety of methods, such as 
employing trait measures to mediate the cultural diff erences (e.g., Diener & 
Diener, ; Singelis, Bond, Lai, & Sharkey, ; but see Heine & Norenzayan, 
, for discussion regarding limitations in this), priming cultural constructs 
(e.g., Adams, ; Spencer-Rodgers et al., ), varying degrees of exposure 
to certain cultural experiences (e.g., Koo & Choi, ), situation sampling 
(e.g., Kitayama et al., ; Morling et al., ), experimental methods that 
assess people’s default thoughts across cultures (e.g., Heine et al., ), and 
triangulation strategies that contrast multiple groups that vary in diff erent sets 
of cultural variables (e.g., Medin & Atran, ). Th ese and other methods 
will surely continue to be used to identify the mechanisms underlying cultural 
diff erences. 

In sum, studying the psychology of people from diff erent cultures does not 
provide only information relevant to those other cultures. Such research also 
serves to identify psychological phenomena that researchers might miss if they 
limited their research to Western samples, and it serves as an important tool to 
identify mechanisms that underlie psychological processes.
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