Critically discuss the need for social psychology to be ‘culturally informed’.























Social psychology is referred to the study of how individuals think and behave in social situations (Baron & Branscombe, 2014). To understand human behaviour there is a necessity to consider cultural influences. Culture is referred to as a set of practices that are shared alongside themes like collectivisms or individualism (Oyserman, 2017). This essay will explore the importance of psychology being culturally informed and the significance of social psychology being culturally aware, as the majority of psychological studies focus on American western culture and generalise theories and findings to all cultures. This practice has been observed in the AI generated essay. Thus, by critically analysing the need for social psychology to be culturally informed, this essay will investigate potential avenues for ensuring that human behaviour is properly comprehended by considering the significance of culture. 


It is believed that to understand humans and aspects of social psychology such as people’s cognitive thinking and how it varies, research needs to stop limiting itself to just western cultures and should rather look at a mix of cultures. Even with extreme subjects like suicide, a lot of research conducted only uses European Americans which means it is unclear whether culturally informed decisions on this topic apply to Asian American individuals (Choi et al. 2009).  This shows the potential barriers and implications that focusing on just Western individuals can cause in the accuracy of explanations and decisions, both for minor and more extreme topics. It was found by Henrich et al. (2010) that cognitive thinking varies depending on culture, with Americans having a more analytical way of thinking and Asians having a more holistic way. This study shows the importance of looking at social psychology in a more cultural way as there are clear differences in human mental processing, such as individual’s cognitive thinking, and thus these cultural differences should be examined to truly comprehend these processes. There is a belief amongst many psychologists that all humans share the same mental processes such as social cognition and memory (Wang, 2016). However, this is not always the case and there is a need to consider other cultures and understand their similarities and differences. Yet, the majority of current psychological studies are still bound to American culture with samples being mainly 17-20 years old American individuals (Rozin, 2001). Therefore, despite the transcript suggesting that individuals who have an independent identity are more likely to participate in activities that align with their beliefs and values, this is from a western American viewpoint and thus may not explain the behaviour of all individuals. Furthermore, it is believed that psychologists should look at behaviour in a polycultural way, where individuals are not independent but rather work with other cultures and learn from each other (Morris et al., 2015). According to Morris et al. (2015), individuals are still guided by their own culture while interacting with other cultures, which causes changes. It has been found that being aware of differences within one's culture and between cultures is important in increasing creativity in individuals, as well as understanding cognitive processes (Leung et al., 2008). This view is supported in the transcript where it argues that an individual's identity is both influenced by heritage and also the dominant cultural norms. Furthermore, despite findings from Marbell‐Pierre et al. (2019) suggesting adolescents in the United States who showed greater autonomy had an increase in decision making, there are also findings in the study that suggest this is not replicated in collectivist cultures such as Ghana. As a result, although this still provides support that those from an American culture favour an independent self-construal as it aids decision making which is also referenced in the stimulus essay, this has not been replicated in collectivist cultures. This suggests that perhaps this independent identity is not actually favourable and necessary for all cultures, like the stimulus essay suggests, but rather other cultures favour an interdependent identity, such as a polyculture way of thinking where other’s feelings and beliefs are considered to form one’s identity. 

However, it can be argued that there are flaws in the way psychology tries to be culturally informed. According to Cohen (2009) taking this approach, where psychologists only look at collectivist/independent cultures or independent/interdependent self-construal, limits how culturally informed psychology is. So, it is necessary to consider other cultural influences such as religion and region which can influence human behaviour. In addition to this belief, it has been found that independent/ interdependent self-construal is influenced by Chinese mother's values and monitoring of Chinese adolescents (Chen-Bouck & Patterson, 2021). Thus, the development of one's identity/ self can be influenced by an individual's cultural and societal way of parenting. This is something that has been briefly mentioned in the stimulus essay where it was suggested that the development of one's identity in America is also influenced by race, ethnicity, and even socio-economic background. Therefore, it can be argued that despite psychology becoming culturally informed by looking at differences between collectivist and independent cultures, psychology will only be truly culturally informed when there is also a focus on all other cultural aspects of human lives that can influence it. Furthermore, according to Cheung (2012) psychology and psychological studies need to stop limiting themselves to only examining differences cultures may have but should instead look at both the universal and specific aspects of each culture. Thus, despite psychology becoming more culturally informed over the years, studies and theories still mainly look for differences between cultures, instead of aiming to examine shared behaviours and theories cultures and societies have while also acknowledging and understanding specifics to one culture.

The importance of considering other aspects of culture and its influence can also be expressed though the exploration of how ethnicity and religion may influence the way some individuals decide to express their identity. This is also conveyed in the stimulus essay which argues that the development of identity also intersects with other aspects like ethnicity. Immigrants from countries like China and India who live in Canada will wear ethnic clothing to express their heritage and pride around individuals who share the same ethic background, however, will wear Canadian clothes around natives to fit into social norms (Safdar et al., 2020). This highlights the importance of cultural clothing when expressing identity, yet the stimulus essay is very focused on western culture, arguing that for a person to have an independent identity they must be resilient to external influences. However, this does not consider the life of immigrants who express their identity through clothing, since wearing ethnic and the dominant cultures clothing should not mean they do not hold an independent identity. For example, Muslim women can be identified using a veil or headscarf, and this now has an ambiguous meaning where many Muslim women use this religious clothing for their own reasons and not just due to fighting oppression like many believed before (Baerveldt, 2015). This implies the importance of acknowledging culture when studying individuals' behaviour as many individuals will choose to express their identity through their religion and religious attire, which is something that not all individuals or countries may share. Thus, this is a clear cultural form of identity that the stimulus essay and many other studies examining identity do not consider, as their samples tend to be based on American or western individuals.  

However, this is not the only area of social psychology where culture is significant. For example, studies looking into topics such as social influence have suggested that individuals would conform to the majorities view and choose an incorrect answer even if the right answer is clearly shown (Asch, 2023). Asch's conformity line experiment suggested this concept, where the group opinion greatly influences an individual's answer. However, the belief that all individuals would conform to a majority viewpoint even if they do not agree with it has been taken from studies that use American participants. When there have been cross-cultural studies about conformity it has been found that those in collectivist cultures will conform to the majorities view more than those in individualistic cultures when presented with the Asch conformity line study (Bond & Smith, 1996). There is also supporting evidence that individuals from collectivist cultures are more likely to comply with the majority views than those from individualistic cultures (Oh, 2013). As a result, this amplified the necessity to look at other cultures and acknowledge that not everyone follows the same principles and practices as those from a western culture. Thus, without considering these cultural differences, social behaviour cannot be accurately explained or applied to individuals from different cultures. However, Takano and Sogon (2008) found that Japanese students, when given Asch’s conformity line study, did not conform any more than American. This can suggest that the concept of social influence is universal across cultures, but the degree by which individuals are influenced by their culture may vary therefore, psychologists should also acknowledge that there may be differences across levels and types of conformity across cultures and this should be explored further. Furthermore, there are also clear cultural differences on the perception of conformity. For example, according to Clegg et al. (2017) US adults believed US children were less intelligent if they had high levels of conformity, whereas this was the opposite for Ni-Vanuatu adults. There are also differences in preference when it comes to social influence amongst different cultures. Individuals from east Asia prefer conformity and view it as showing harmony, whereas European Americans prefer uniqueness as it signifies independence (Kim & Markus, 1999). Therefore, it can be argued that if social psychology is looking at how individuals behave it cannot just focus on western American viewpoints, like the transcript has, but instead must acknowledge these cultural differences otherwise findings would not apply to all individuals' behaviours, but instead be limited to western individuals.

It is stated in the transcript provided that according to Erik Erikson's psychosocial theory (1968) humans need to go through a series of stages throughout their life, which will come with obstacles that must be resolved to form a coherent sense of self. However, this is mainly explained and studied using western cultures and does not consider how other cultures may not go through these stages in same way. Ochse and Plug (1986) found that white south African individuals go through the identity crisis stage of Erikson's stages earlier/quicker than black south Africans. Thus, even Eriksons psychosocial theory is not as universal to all cultures and races like initially suggested. For example, Onchwari et al. (2008) argued that according to Erikson’s theory, if immigrant children successfully go through these stages, they would be secure and stable enough to move into a new country; however, this was not the case for a young boy from Niger. Although considered by his family as one of their smartest children and secure enough to make friends in his new country, he felt teachers hated him and did not agree with some of his behaviour, which led them to advise that he should remain a year being in school. However, according to the stimulus essay if an individual has a strong sense of identity, then they can adapt well to change and adversity, which was not the case for this immigrant child. Thus, this emphasises the necessity for psychology to be culturally informed, as the stimulus essay and many other psychological studies are culturally bound to an American individualistic viewpoint and do not consider how individuals from other cultures may experience situations differently or be treated differently. In addition, Megreya and Ahmed (2011) found that Egyptian individuals were more foreclosed than those from Kuwait. As a result, these findings suggest that Erikson's psychosocial stages are not as universal and linear as he argues and are influenced by social factors such as culture and the environment individuals grow up in. Thus, there needs to be more cross-cultural research to acknowledge that there are clear cultural influences in human social development. However, it can be argued that using cross-cultural studies also has limitations. For example, Berry (2013) argues cross-cultural studies may cause more harm as they examine their findings by comparing them to the western culture's behaviours using them as a dominant culture. According to Berry (2013) comparing to western culture is an issue and an indigenous route is more appropriate, as it focuses on an individual culture and explains behaviours within that culture rather than trying to compare them to other cultures. Although it can be argued that psychology is becoming more culturally informed, by using cross-cultural studies there is still a focus on comparing findings to a dominant culture, still making psychology culturally bound to this dominate western culture. 

Overall, it can be concluded that there have been many advancements in psychology and many changes that have made social psychology more culturally informed. However, further changes and improvements are still needed for psychology to be truly culturally informed, as despite a great deal of cross-cultural studies being done even main theories and studies in social psychology, such as Erik Erikson’s psychosocial stages and Asch’s social influence theory on conformity, focus on a very limited sample of western American individuals. There have been many studies competed, such as those examining Erikson's psychosocial stages and those looking at identity, that have found there are clear cultural differences whether that be the necessity of the stages or differences in the way individuals progress through the stages. Thus, there is a clear need for psychologists to stop generalising and making these theories universal when there are clear differences. However, despite a growth of cross-cultural studies being done throughout the last few years there is still a clear issue that psychology has limited itself by only considering cultural differences between countries rather than also looking at other cultural influences like religion and specific regions within a country. These are all influences which psychological studies tend to exclude as a factor in influencing an individual's behaviour. Thus, there are still many improvements needed in psychological research for it to be truly culturally informed since, although there has been a large increase in replicating studies using individuals from different countries, this is still creating flaws in psychology by comparing findings to western cultures using them as a dominant culture. It can be argued that although psychology is more culturally informed than in the past it should not just compare findings from one culture to the “dominant” western cultures. However, it should not and cannot be denied that psychology has become more culturally informed over the years, but it should not stop here. 
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