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

Some of the most prominent findings within social psychology have been developed dominantly within the United States and Europe. The ongoing problem with this is that the research and practice into social psychology is embedded within the cultural traditions of those distinct societies. Which results in them being culture bound and tied to its concepts and empirical findings (Berry, 2013). From the overwhelming input of research on social psychology from the West it has led to other cultural perspectives being overlooked, resulting in research becoming culturally blind. Culture has the ability to shape human behaviour, by ignoring the vastly different cultural view the question that must be asked is whether there is any certainty to the findings developed within the West in relation to social psychology as whole (Heine et al., 2010). 
The focus of this essay will be to critically discuss the need for social psychology to be ‘culturally informed’ while sporadically referring to the AI stimulus essay transcript which has been provided on the topic of identity.   
Understanding what social psychology is can give us an understanding of the importance for social psychology to be culturally informed. Social psychology is the study of the mind and behaviour of people within a social context. Group behaviour, personality, and interpersonal relationships are observed to see whether other people can influence human behaviour and under which conditions this may occur (Howard et al., 2006). As previously mentioned, culture has the ability to shape human behaviour, and social psychology as a whole aim to scientifically study behaviour so culture is something that needs to be considered as it can directly affect any findings of social psychology.     
One of the potential leading causes for why research conducted on human behaviour and psychology is not considering culture as part of the early development of research may be due to the assumption that there are shared levels of fundamental cognition and affective processes that can be applied to the general population. However, there is a substantial amount of evidence to suggest otherwise (Henrich et al., 2010). Most of social psychological research is done on people from Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rish, Democratic (WEIRD) countries which is often not a realistic group to test as a majority of the world population don’t fall into the WEIRD category, therefore making the findings from studies less applicable to other parts of the world as well as limiting the true understanding of human psychology and behaviour (Mesoudi et al., 2016). 
There has been a growing body of evidence showcasing that there is a fundamental variation of cognitive and motivational processes across different populations. A clear example of this would be the two different types of thinking that differ in cognitive processes: analytical and holistic. It has been found that Easy Asians are more holistic, they piece together information by considering other people’s behaviour depending on their situation. While it has been found that the Western population rely on analytical processing, they use a chain of controlled processing that follows rules and formal logic to comprehend behaviour (Nisbett et al., 2001).  As it has already been made aware there has been an overwhelming dominance in social psychology from the West which allows for the suggestion to be made that theories of human perception are going to be focusing on analytical processing. This then further reduces the universality of those findings.   
There has been a wide range of social psychological tests that have been created in the West, however not all of these teats acknowledge cultural characteristics that may influence the way an individual behaviour and the explanation for that behaviour. A strong example of Western social psychological tests not being culturally informed can be seen though Kohlberg’s theory of moral development. Kohlberg created three levels and six stages of moral development which spanned from infancy to adulthood, however most of these findings were found from using dominantly Westernised countries and primarily used male participants (Mathes, 2021). Participants from USA, Canada, UK, Mexico, Taiwan, and Turkey where used, however, although Turkey is not a western country is considered a Westernised Middle Eastern/Asian/Eurasian country (Gibbs et al., 2007). From this it is clear to see that most of the participant population was done using Western countries, which already minimise the ability to apply the findings to other countries as there are going to be a wide range of cultural characteristics that are not properly being assessed (Walker et al., 1987).
Kohlberg tests the moral development of the participants using moral dilemmas, and then the responses from the participants were categorised which then helped in the creation of the stages and levels of moral development (Carpendale, 2000). One of the most infamous dilemmas being the Heinz dilemma, it involved Heinz and him debating whether he should steal medicine for his dying wife as he’s unable to afford it. This was asked to participants to promote a discussion on the moral implications and justifications for whether he should steal the drug or not (Derryberry et al., 2022). However, the study didn’t consider aspects such as religion, institutions, values, and the cultural beliefs (Spadaro et al., 2022). 
The argument of cognitive developmental approach not considering collectivistic communities has an effect on the finding within research in moral development. Research examining China’s culture can give us an example of the underlying culture specific circumstantial problems with Kohlberg’s theory of moral development and the need for a new direction for cross-cultural research to be developed in this area (Yates et al., 2016). It’s evident that within Kohlberg’s theory and methodology’s he views humans as individualistic creatures who make free and rational choices in regard to moral decision making (Dien, 1982). However, it’s been found that Asians have a more collectivistic approach to making moral decisions, more specifically it has been found that within China they prefer to resolve human conflict by making collective decisions and reconciliation, furthermore, it has been found that other Asian countries have a similar approach to making moral decisions compared to the West who make individual choices. As a whole there are fundamental differences between cultures that need to be taken into consideration (Wang et al., 2010).
Additionally, another study was done using Chinese children to test different approaches to answering Kohlberg’s moral dilemma. It was found that from a young age Chinese children grasped an understanding of the cultural values within China such as loss of face, shame, role-based duties, and social discretion. Furthermore, it was found that similarly to the way the Chinese population preferred to resolve human conflict the children followed in suit, which demonstrates people’s cultural upbringings can influence how people approach situations from a young age (Jensen, 2008). As Kohlberg’s theory focuses on individual justice there may need to be a revision of the theory that considers a collectivist point of view.  
Additionally, research done by Jose (2013) examined 583 Papua New Guinea university students on their levels of moral reasoning. From this study there were mention of two aspects that Kohlberg did not incorporate into his findings, these are the reference to God and the need for negotiation. It was found that the Papua New Guinea students refers to God in their explanation of their moral reasoning, religion and the influence of religion are characteristics that have the ability to determine the way people approach a dilemma. Furthermore, over the years the knowledge and fluency of religion across different cultures are becoming more diverse and inclusive, however the impact of religion on human behaviour is not something that has been researched as much across social psychology as a whole so the effect of religion are still somewhat unknown nevertheless research around this topic may give us a better understanding of human behaviour as religion has the ability to not only shape moral judgement but other parts of social psychology (Dilulio Jr. 2009).   
Social psychological research into identity can demonstrate the need for social psychology to be culturally informed. For example, the social identity theory. The social identity theory was created by the British psychologist Tajfel et al. (1978, as cited in Islam, 2014) who proposed that individuals obtain a part of their identity based on their belonging in a group, examples of groups that they my associate there identity to may be groups such as family, social class, gender, and race/ethnicity (Stets et al., 2000). This leads individuals to categorising themselves into having an “us” versus “them” mentality leading to them having a more favourable bias towards their own groups while showcasing a bias towards other groups, this is known as in-group and out-group (Ramasubramanian et al., 2014).
This theory’s concept is not restricted to the cultural origins from where it was developed, therefore allowing for the theory to critically think about the role of culture in identity. An example of the theory and its proposed idea of in-group out-group can be seen through research conducted by Nesdale et al. (2010) who examined the effects of children’s attitudes towards in-group and out-group members. Results found that children displayed a more positive liking towards in-group members than out-group members and felt more connected towards members of the same ethnicity. This coincides with the social identity theory as it has been acknowledged that people do have a more favourable attitude towards groups that they can identify with. Furthermore, Within the AI stimulus essay the concept of being able to obtain a part of identity though an individual’s cultural background can be related back to the social identity theory as it insinuates that group belonging can be made through cultural relations.
However, there is a growing body of research that shows that there are cultural differences in relation to social identity. Examining different cultures can be used to assess the proposed idea of in-group out-group identity within the social identity theory. As previously mentioned, there is a lack of consideration for the effects of individualistic and collectivistic cultures. Research has found that Western regions are more individualistic and priorities their own personal goals rather than collective goals within the in-group. Whereas the East Asian regions are more collectivist and emphasise the consideration of group goals and make no distinction between their personal and group goals (Cohen et al., 2016; Chang et al., 2016). Although there have been attempts to understand the relationship between collectivism and social identity these tests were carried out using western participants which is not a strong body of evidence as it has been identified that the Western population tend to be more individualistic, so an argument can be made that there is still a lack of evidence within the social identity theory to support the collectivist behaviours that are displayed by East Asians and the role it plays within in-group belonging (Yuki, 2003).
Furthermore, though the AI generated stimulus essay it has been made evident that some aspects of the essay has taken a more Western individualistic approach to addressing the importance of identity, it was mentioned within the essay that when an individual have a strong sense of self, they becomes more accustomed to their own needs and wants which aligns with western individualistic approach to identity.
The importance of investigating the link between collectivist and individualist cultures and identity can be seen through religion. There are different values that people hold in regard to religion across different cultures, these values can shape someone’s identity and how they understand and explain the behaviours of others. Religion as a whole should be observed as this can directly impact someone’s identity and the groups they associate with. It has been found that Western and Eastern regions differ in their religious identity, their community and cultures play a large role in their relationship with religion and how much of an impact it has on their way of life (Cohen et al., 2016). Research has found that collectivist groups have more of a positive association with religion and religious values compared to individualistic groups who were found to be more open to change in regard to their religious values (Cukur et al., 2010).
Research by Cohen et al. (2007) found that there were differences within religion and their identity to religion just within the West. It was found that Jewish communities had more of a strong relation to religion and their identity and beliefs and this was strongly associated with their religious teachings furthermore their close knit communities further emphasised the impact religion had on their identities. Whereas it was found that Catholic communities are less collectivist and have an individualistic approach to their relationship with religion. These findings, which were just observing religion within the West, has given us an insight into how collectivist communities can influence someone’s levels of identity to religion. Which brings me onto my point of how important it is for social psychology to consider other countries’ religious standing as it can further develop our understanding of human behaviour than what we would have obtained if we solely examined religion and identity from a western point of view.  
Another reason for why social psychology should be culturally informed in relation to religion is because there are different types of religion and the values that they hold are different. There are three major religions Islam, Christianity, and Judaism and each have different teaching and values. Depending on the country someone lives in and the religious belief that county abides by can vary. For example, the Middle East is mainly Muslim so more often than not they follow Islamic teaching which can influence someone’s identity as well as group belonging (Razi, 1990). There are so many differences in religious teachings and rulings that shape a person’s behaviour and identity, and these beliefs can be suppressed or encouraged depending on different countries or communities’ relation to that religion.  
Other aspects that need to be considered are gender roles in different countries and how they can influence someone’s identity. Research by Kabasakal et al. (2002) found that Arabic clusters have more traditional gender roles within their communities. It was mentioned that Arabians are dominantly Muslim, so they follow Islamic teachings which play a role in the types of groups men and women belong to. This further demonstrates the importance of being culturally aware and inclusive of other communities as there are many differences within communities which are not going to be as prominent within the West which can give us a deeper understanding of human behaviour.   
In relation to the AI stimulus essay it was mentioned that the US is diverse in population and its cultural landscape and therefore implying that it is a suitable population to study on and further suggesting that the findings can be applied to the wider population. Furthermore, it was mentioned that due to immigration the nation’s cultural traditions and values are embedded into their cultural tapestry. However, no matter how diverse the West portrays itself to be there is no guarantee that the culture brought into the US is an authentic representation of how that culture is portrayed in its own region. 
Furthermore, there is evidence to suggest that the culture brought into the US may be slightly catering to their environment which in turn can affect an individual’s identity. For example, when individuals migrate into a completely new environment from which they were used to there are going to be differences in the way they express their identity. An example of this would be if an immigrant moving from the Middle East to the United States and attempting to speak their mother tongue there more often than not going to be faced with pressure to accommodate to their environment by opting to speak English in public (Ball et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2021). This further validates the importance for social psychology to be culturally informed.   
Although Western social psychology has given us a good insight into human behaviour there are many different aspects to culture, which need to be observed to further our understanding of the human mind and behaviour. We are unable to properly grasp the understanding of human behaviour by only observing people from one region of the world. Some aspects such as religion, cultural values, roles in sociality, and individualistic and collectivist’ cultures are some of the factors that vary in different cultural scenes that can have an influence on human behaviour and the way they interact and understand others. By social psychology branching out and understanding these differences it will allow us to understand how people think, behave and relate to others differently across different cultures.   
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