With reference to the content of the essay transcript provided: ‘Critically discuss the need for social psychology to be ‘culturally informed’
The study of social psychology has contributed much to the understanding of human behaviour. By observing how different individuals interact amongst each other in society, researchers can begin to understand the mechanism behind social behaviour and how people develop in society. Despite the positive discoveries that have emerged from these observations, however, much of the world’s research and theoretical understanding is derived from studying individuals from western societies from a western understanding of psychology. According to Berry and colleagues (2022; Berry, 2013), much of the focus of social psychology over the years has been placed on western areas of the world. By limiting the scope of research, psychologists are only able to discuss findings from a small percentage of the overall population, which results in biased research. Henrich et al. (2010) described these population samples as WEIRD (Western, educated, industrialised, rich and democratic), noting that the people and societies that make up this population are vastly different to those in other areas and circumstances.

It is widely believed that a person’s behaviour and ability to reason are influenced by their culture (e.g. Kitayama et al., 2010, as cited in Wang, 2016). For example, Western individuals typically describe others using general descriptives (e.g. ‘they are studious’), whereas Eastern individuals usually provide more context within their descriptions (e.g. ‘they studied hard at university’) during conversation (Maass et al., 2006, as cited in Morris et al., 2015). As well as having differing approaches to cognitive and behavioural processes, different cultures also place different levels of importance on emotions (Wang, 2016). For example, Western cultures place greater emphasis on teaching children to recognise and understand their emotions (e.g. Chao, 1995, as cited in Wang, 2016), compared to Eastern cultures, such as in China, where behaviour is valued over emotion when teaching children. Following these differences in thinking, it can be argued that the current state of social psychology is not inclusive enough to encompass the reasoning and behaviours of non-western cultures (Wang, 2016). As most psychological research is conducted using participants from Western countries, typically following the WEIRD archetype (Henrich et al., 2010), it could be assumed that the design of most research studies is aimed more towards the WEIRD population, who express certain developmental and cognitive characteristics that may not be present in the same way or at all in other populations outside of the West. This could heavily impact findings of research, as if this is the case, study designs will be biased in favour of Western responses. This would mean that, even if research was extended to other cultural groups, the study itself would be less accessible to these individuals. Bias towards western research is also present within the AI essay provided, in which there is a noticeable lack of research spanning other, non-western cultural backgrounds.

Some research indicates that a concept referred to as ‘collective action’ (van Zomeren, 2019) influences the behaviour and responses given by people in society. There are four described components of this idea: group identification; group-based anger; group efficacy beliefs, and moral convictions (e.g. Klandermans, 1997; van Zomeren, 2013; van Zomeren et al., 2008, as cited in van Zomeren, 2019). Some study findings indicate that these factors can influence responses given by participants (van Zomeren et al., 2008), however this influence is reliant on contextual information. These group identities, as well as the contests behind them, likely differ between groups belonging to different cultures and societies (such as ideas of gender, or religion). As such, it could be argued that these identities need to be considered when conducting psychological research, as some western assumptions present in psychological research may not be applicable to all participants who do not fit western group expectations. However, this would likely not be applicable to all research contexts, which may be the case if only one specific group was to be examined. Additionally, it would take much time and effort to develop a good understanding of all possible social or cultural group that participants could belong to.

Some researchers propose the concept of cross-cultural psychology when examining the behaviours exhibited by people in society. Cross-cultural psychology can be described as observing and comparing behavioural traits exhibited by individuals in society belonging to different cultures (Minkov et al., 2024). According to Berry (2022), cross-cultural psychology was established as a collaboration between psychology and anthropology, meaning that the behaviour and ways of life of other cultures has been observed. By collaborating with anthropologists, psychologists can observe the behaviours of individuals and societies around the world. However, cross-cultural research has limitations, as this approach is very time consuming to undertake (Mishra et al., 1999). Additionally, past observations of other cultures in this way have often been viewed through an ‘in group’ and ‘out group’ lens, meaning that researchers may have possessed biases towards the group of people they were observing.  Although it is not directly stated within the AI essay provided, there is a clear bias present within the material in favour of American research. Such biases, if present in computer systems, may also be present within the minds of some researchers, therefore limiting the scope of non-western influences in psychology.

Western cognitive strategies have often overtaken the thinking processes of non-western individuals within psychology research. Yang (1997, as cited in Miller et al., 2017) states that while the biased presentation of thinking is usually of no consequence to western researchers, it can hinder the thought processes of non-western researchers, therefore not allowing for the broadening of theoretical ideas based on cultural differences. Some of these differences in thinking can be examined in a study by Miller et al. (2017), where participants were shown a vignette of an individuals who was asked to take care of their family. Indian participants responded by stating that the person in the story was morally obligated to provide for their family, which greatly contrasted the general reaction from American participants, who believed that it was the choice of the individual to provide for their family. These beliefs of the two groups were also observed in a follow-up study, where, once again, Indian participants believed that helping others was a moral duty, whereas American participants believed helping others was a personal choice. By observing the emphasis of different ways of thinking between different cultures, it could be argued that these different ways of thinking may need to be accounted for when designing research studies. Although, psychologists will therefore need to examine the nuances between cultures more closely to achieve this. Despite the implications of research such as Miller et al’s. (1989; 1990; 1998; 2017), the number of cultures considered and evaluated at once remain limited.

Despite the common exploration of cultural differences between groups within cultural psychology, many similarities have also been observed. Church et al. (2008) conducted a study examining cross-role consistency through different cultures, using participants from both individualistic and collectivistic societies. The findings of this study indicated that all the cultures examined had at least moderate levels of cross-role consistency when interacting with different groups of people. However, other findings in this area have different implications. A study by Suh (2002) found that between Korean and American participants, greater cross-role consistency was observed in Americans compared to Koreans. From findings such as this, it has therefore been suggested that Korean individuals have a less consistent concept of their identity compared to American individuals (Choi & Choi, 2002; Suh, 2002, as cited in Church et al., 2008). However, such comparisons have not been made between Korean individuals and those belonging to other cultures. Comparisons may yield different results when made between other non-western cultures.

As a pre-cursor to social psychology, past research placed focus on understanding the self and identity (Postmes et al., 2015). The subject of identity is the focus of the AI essay provided, as such, various theories relating to identity are discussed. One such theory discussed is Deci and Ryan’s Self Determination Theory (2000), where emphasis is placed on individuals’ autonomy and motivation. However, the content of this theory, as well as the discussion of ideas presented in the AI essay, are limited by their lack of cultural validity. There is a clear bias present within the AI essay towards western research findings, which is made clear in the main body of the work where reference is made only to American findings. Additionally, the AI essay, in accordance with western literature regarding identity, places emphasis on individualistic views, which is not representative of the wider field of psychology, where other views (such as collectivism, seen in Japan) should be considered. 

Breaking away from individualism, research has suggested that people are often influenced by the behaviour of others around them (e.g. Postmes et al., 2015). This implies that people are conditioned to exhibit certain behaviours according to what society they belong to. As there are many different societies and cultures across the world, this therefore suggests that different cultures have the potential to influence each other. This is supported by Morris et al. (2015), who have described a ‘polycultural framework’, in which individuals belong in part to many different cultural identities. When these cultural identities interact with each other, ideas can be shared across cultures. This theory therefore argues that the interaction between cultures can lead to better understanding and sharing of ideas. However, this likely cannot be achieved unless individuals from varying cultural backgrounds, and with unique cultural identities, interact amongst each other. Following this concept, it could be argued that the sharing of cultural identities can contribute to a more holistic understanding of social psychology.  

Across the lifespan, different individuals experience different levels of exposure to cultures. Some individuals, who have experienced and immersed themselves in two cultures, are referred to as bicultural (Mok, 2022). These individuals interact with the world according to more than one singular culture; therefore, their experiences are different. Although this can enhance the experience of some individuals, research suggests that some bicultural individuals can become unsure of their own identity due to this. A study by Mok (2022) explored the differences in experience between bicultural individuals with low and high ‘bicultural identity integration (BII)’. Results indicated that participants with low BII felt less authentic in their identity compared to participants with high BII. This suggests that, for individuals integrated with more than one culture, their ability to immerse themselves in culture impacts their sense of identity. It can be argued, therefore, that greater exposure and inclusion of cultures can enhance the social and personal experiences of individuals. This can be achieved through expanding the reach of social psychology across cultures, as more accessible research findings could positively influence the social identity of many people.

Another concept encompassing a greater understanding of cultures is multiculturalism. According to Plaut (2010, as cited in Hamamura, 2017), multiculturalism describes the accommodation of and acceptance of other cultural groups. Additionally, Berry (2001) suggests that this approach to culture involves accepting one’s own culture and identity, before extending this understanding and acceptance to other cultures. Research by Hamamura (2017) indicates that different cultures have differing attitudes towards multiculturalism. Their findings suggest that American participants had more positive attitudes towards multiculturalism, whereas Japanese participants had fewer positive attitudes. This implies that cultural background can influence people’s attitudes towards multiculturalism, and that although this concept embodies attitudes of equality towards all cultures, these attitudes are not necessarily shared across cultures. However, this research is limited by the sample size, as participants were drawn from only two areas of the world. A participant pool spanning across many other cultures may infer different results.

In summary, much of psychological research remains rooted in western practices and ideas (e.g. Berry, 2013) and uses the WEIRD population as a basis for research findings (Henrich et al., 2010), although there have been previous efforts to expand the reach of social psychology. The AI essay provided further supports the claim that there is a major bias towards western research, as only American research findings were referenced and explored within the content of the essay. It has been shown that different cultures around the world favour different social and behavioural traits compared to one another (Wang, 2016; Morris et al., 2015), as such, western research biases often do not remain compatible with participants from non-WEIRD parts of the world. Other researchers have collaborated with anthropological studies to form cross-cultural ideas of psychology (e.g. Berry, 2022; Minkov et al., 2024), suggesting that similarities and differences in social psychology have been examined. However, the scope of this approach seems limited due to the time taken to conduct this research. Additionally, social behaviours have been observed to influence each other, therefore implying that different cultures may interact with each other more than previous research may suggest (Morris et al., 2015). Furthermore, many individuals throughout various parts of the world experience and belong to more than one culture (Mok, 2022). Of these individuals, findings indicate that increased immersion and acceptance of other cultures can positively impact social identity (e.g. Berry, 2001; Hamamura, 2017; Mok, 2022). Therefore, it could be argued that culturally informed research and ideas in psychology would benefit both the lives of many individuals, as well as expand the scope of social psychology research. Additionally, a greater emphasis on culturally informed psychological research would likely generate new ideas and understandings of human behaviour, therefore expanding the reach of social psychology.
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