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The need for Social Psychology to be ‘Culturally Informed’

Social psychology has largely been developed and progressed in parts of the world like the United States and Europe. the findings of countless social psychological investigations have now become culture-bound to these areas of the world and can only reflect a fraction of the global population.  Our academic understanding of sociology and its numerous sub-topics is now dominated by Western Academic Scientific Psychology (WASP) when compared to other nations and cultures (Berry, 2013).  In an ideal world, the findings from any given study, particularly regarding social psychology, would be able to be applied to every individual across the globe as a universal means to explain human behaviour.  However, this is simply unrealistic. 
Evolutionary psychology teaches us that just as humans have evolved into their different variations, so have different cultures (Nicholson, 1998).  This assumption that all people share common core affective and cognitive processes puts sociology at risk of missing key factors that may come from considerable variations between diverse human cultures as participant samples are predominantly WEIRD (Western, educated, industrialised, rich, democratic). Assumptions and hypotheses are now generated by the findings of previous research also using WEIRD participants and cannot reflect other cultures as if a different demographic completed the same experiment, there would likely be a significant difference in the results. It can be argued that WEIRD people are such a specific demographic that they may be more psychologically separate than the rest of the world (Henrich et al., 2010).  This essay will dive into the field of sociology, looking at past and present literature to investigate the importance of culturally diverse research and what impact a lack of culturally informed findings may have on further research and applications to real life.
For this essay, we were provided with a 1000-word, AI-generated essay titled ‘The Importance of Identity: A United States Psychological Perspective’.  This essay was produced by AI that compiled legitimate literature regarding the concept of identity from US perspectives. The ChatGPT software used for this found an abundance of articles written from a WEIRD US researcher’s perspective and so modelled its essay accordingly.  By the second line, the essay emphasises the USA’s obsession with the idea of independence, stressing the values of self-reliance and resilience on American identity.  This is admirable as the fight for independence in the history and formation of the USA as a nation is instrumental to the American people's cultural identity,  however, this is not necessarily the case for the rest of the world.  People are motivated to be independent/interdependent relating to the mandate of their culture. For example, a study concluded that when compared to the West, Japanese culture is considerably less independent and emphasises the interdependent/collectivist relationship between Japanese people for mutual benefit.  The same study found that the American value of independence is rooted in the cultural heritage and values of European immigrants who voluntarily settled in American lands during the 17th century (Kitayama et al., 2009).  The AI essay acknowledges the history of immigration and cultural diversity found in America and how Mexicans/Europeans bring in aspects of their cultural heritage in tandem with US cultural norms to form their identity as American citizens. Yet, a 2020 census found that 57.8% of Americans are white with the second and third largest ethnic groups being Hispanic/Latino and black African Americans respectively making up 88.6% of the population, leaving many cultures, including Native American Indians/Alaskans, being severely underrepresented (Jensen et al., 2023).   
For ethnic minority groups in the US who are navigating the mainstream American culture, understanding the social psychological characteristics of American society will allow these groups to thrive and prosper in this environment.  The conditions for settlement in the US for foreign cultures have vastly changed since the nation's roots of European immigration.  For example, in the 17th and 18th centuries, a considerable population of Africans were brought to America by force and distributed throughout the country via the slave trade (Kitayama et al., 2010). Or perhaps the large groups of Asian immigrants who congregated into communities known as ‘Chinatowns’ in regions with little to no Asian populations, such as London, LA,  New York, Toronto, even Madagascar and Cape Town (Okihiro, 2015).  It would be naive to assume that American identity is generalisable and consistent between the descendants of European settlers and the descendants of slaves.  Social ecology has seen rapid changes in the US yet the experiences and factors unique to each of these cultural groups must be valued and incorporated if the US is to continue to pride itself in its diversity (Kitayama et al., 2010).  
	The consequence of what is discussed above is that conclusions about human behaviour are now being biased around observations of WEIRD samples in such high volumes, leading to biased assumptions that findings from this demographic are more generalisable to the global population than non-WEIRD population samples (Rad et al, 2018).  An article’s title concisely describes research aims but will also often reference the generalizable constraints the study has if the findings are culture-specific (e.g., The effect of X on Y among Japanese citizens).  An archival study of 5000 published psychological articles was conducted to investigate if research titles specify their sample characteristics of race, nationality or ethnicity.  It was found that articles from the US specify cultural characteristics in their titles far less than other regions, even other WEIRD regions. It was also found that non-WEIRD samples were specified significantly more frequently.  The investigation dubbed this as “default bias”, stating that it is the assumption that psychological research would feature WEIRD population samples by default unless otherwise specified (Cheon et al., 2020).  Because of this bias, findings from other social psychology research are inadvertently being labelled as simply either ‘WEIRD’ or ‘OTHER’. Although sociology plays a key role in understanding various world cultures, the field of Cultural Evolutionary Theory explores more explicitly the differences and origins of said cultures. Still, these theories and models have largely been developed by anthropologists, biologists and archaeologists and received scarce attention from psychology even though integrations of both mainstream social psychology and cultural evolutionary theory could be mutually beneficial (Mesoudi, 2009).  
Global cultural variations have minimal effect on sensory/cognitive processes and perception. Behaviour, mental events and social development/processes however are strongly influenced by the structure of culture and “domain” activities such as religious practices and food (Rozin, 2001).  An example of differing practices includes how we sleep, in the UK, USA and other WEIRD regions it is common for infants to be given their own sleeping space/room as soon as possible and to not sleep with their parents. In contrast, a survey of non-WEIRD regions found that it is commonplace for children to sleep with their mothers, an example of this is in Japan where people rarely sleep alone at any point in their lives and children up to 15 years old sleep in beds with their parents, then after this with siblings until they find a partner (Shimizu et al., 2014).  While some cultures may view it as perverse or dangerous to share a bed with an infant, Japanese culture may view the American norms as equally dangerous and uncaring as it could be viewed that American parents do not love their children and making children sleep in a separate room is against the ‘natural’ practice for children to be safe with their mothers at night (Again highlighting the independent/interdependent nature between American and Japanese cultures) (Baumeister & Bushman, 2014).  
Cross-cultural researchers have several methods available to collect culturally informed data, the most historically significant method of this is ethnographic fieldwork, a technique involving travelling to and integrating oneself into a culture to document the cultural characteristics of a target population (Newhart & Patten, 2023).  One of the first examples of this from the western world is that of Marco Polo’s adventures to what is today modern China and India, additionally, Muslim adventurer Ibn Battuta explored most of North, West and East Africa, the Middle East as well as central/southeast Asia between 1325 and 1354.  Both men were among the first to produce manuscripts and books documenting the strange encounters and extensive observations discovered in far foreign cultures (Dunn, 2012; Smith et al., 2014).  Polish anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski emphasised the necessity of a scientific goal needed for successful ethnographic research in his accounts of travelling to Melanesian New Guinea in 1917-18. He states that the researcher's scientific objective should be to comprehend the full view of a foreign culture when culturally immersed rather than only documenting facts and findings that may be noticeable or important to outside observers and then apply scientific methods of interpreting evidence;  “This goal is, briefly, to grasp the native's point of view, his relation to life, to release his vision of his world” (Malinowski, 2013). Ethnographic research is a flexible method of data collection used to explore different aspects rather than to prove/disprove a specific hypothesis, allowing for first-hand accounts and direct access to cultural practices and behaviour/interactions. It also has drawbacks in that it is an extremely time-consuming method, usually taking months to years to build an accurate representation as well as the ethical concerns over reporting sensitive, controversial or sacred information and to what extent should researchers disclose their role and objectives to the group (Caulfield, 2023).  
An example of ethnographic research controversy would be the 1928 book Coming of Age in Samoa which documents Margeret Mead’s experiences of observing the sex life of teenagers in 20th-century Samoa.  Mead describes how young Samoan women commonly defer marriage for several years while practising casual sex and how Samoan women “scoff at tales of life-long devotion” (Mead, 1928).  These accounts predictably upset American readers of the time with some sources attacking Mead’s findings on ideological grounds stating that her descriptions of these sexual norms could not be sustained by the observed data, claiming Mead allowed her own feminist and sexual beliefs to become imposed on her representation of Samoan sexual practices during her relatively short period of study (Shankman, 2009).  Anthropologist Derek Freeman challenged many of Mead’s findings based on his own experiences in Samoa, directly countering the above point by providing an opposite but equally shocking account of the importance of bridal virginity to Samoan men.  He states that the culture practices ritualistic and public hymen rupturing as a part of marriage,  while Mead claimed Samoan women would lie about their virginity and use chicken blood as counterfeit, Freeman proposed that Mead was misled about women's sexual habits, as one of Mead’s Samoan friends, now an elderly woman, stated in an interview; “ We were only joking but she took it seriously, Samoan girls are terrific liars and love making fun of people” (Heimans, 1988) and that she must have got false information about the chicken blood through hearsay from a non-Samoan source (Freeman, 1998; Leacock, 2009).   
A key difference between anthropology and social psychology research is that anthropology has a basis in studying cultural behaviour on an individual level and has an origin in studying non-western cultures while sociology is typically Western-centric and uses qualitative and quantitative methods. (Risjord, 2016).  Depending on the research topic,  a social psychology researcher may want to improve the cultural validity of their study by using more conventional research methods, often favouring quantitative measurements that allow for a more objective analysis of individuals and groups as responses are given in fixed formats such as Likert-type scales and so can be easily adapted/translated to conduct cross-cultural investigations (Smith et al., 2014).  
Many social psychology researchers are revisiting past findings to evaluate the universality of their conclusions, by re-applying existing methods to new cultures to examine similarities and differences, sociologists have identified new variations in “hot” (focuses on emotion and motivation) or “cold” (focuses on cognitive processes) cultural perspectives to explain human behaviour. “Hot” and “cold” variables can be integrated to explore fundamental differences between cultures, this can be seen in the near-universal conflict between wanting to feel good about oneself vs wanting to be correct and accurate, e.g.; we want to be accurate/correct in our assessments of ourselves and others but may not want to learn something negative about ourselves in the process (Kassin et al., 2023).  To continue our theme of independence compared with collectivist cultures, a meta-analysis has found that individuals from interdependent/collectivist cultures are more likely to focus on and seek out information that points out the need for improvement when compared to many WEIRD cultures that focus on validating information (Heine & Hamamura, 2007).  This is supported by findings that Euro-Canadians typically self-report their trait characteristics to be more typically desirable when compared to Japanese participants who reported equal desirable and undesirable traits (Falk et al, 2009).  
One limitation of conducting qualitative/quantitative research across cultures is the issue of Construct Bias. This bias is primarily concerned with how psychological constructs and concepts are understood and defined differently across cultural groups, a simple example of this would be the universal functionality of greeting procedures, many cultures use different variations on the typical handshake while other cultures may greet with kisses or bows (Smith et al., 2014).  Another key example would be how different cultures view what it means to be a good son or daughter.  In Chinese, Buddhist and other East Asian cultures it is an unconditional tradition to practice filial piety,  the virtue of children showing proper respect, love, service and obedience to one’s parents (this can be extended to a wife’s subservience to her husband) by exhibiting appropriate manners in the presence of parents or elders, using a careful choice of words and tone, saluting, seating arrangements and gifts as to not bring dishonour to one’s family. This is seen as the bedrock of an orderly society (Fung & Cheng, 2012; Kwan, 2000).   Although love/care for parents is very important across all cultures, the important matter here is that construct bias can occur unknowingly and can restrict the comparisons that can be made between different cultures when looking at, for example, ‘attitudes towards caring for parents’, as for those who practice filial piety, care for parents is a fundamental part of their entire existence while researchers from other cultures may be unable to comprehend the importance of this concept and fail to cover all relevant aspects during research (van de Vijver & Tanzer, 2004). 
Relating back to the AI essay, the United States itself can be viewed as an experiment, its founders turned away from the old way of doing things and into new concepts and ideas.  It cannot be denied that the US displays great social ecology, where a person was born or what gods they pray to does not matter so long as they pledge allegiance to the flag, the constitution and a set of generally positive and agreeable political principles the country was founded upon.  A diverse nation with different values and viewpoints creates a sense of social and cultural richness which makes the US a world leader in many aspects.  So why then does the rest of the world observe such intense political discourse within the US? Simply perhaps because no one sub-culture in America can fully agree on what it is to be an American, the US works towards self-realisation through social transactions, school curricula and academic literature that the nation produces that may inadvertently be forcing new immigrants to abandon their own cultural identities to align with the American creed of freedom, individualism and populism, with the label of being “pure American” being seen as prestige (Owen 2005; Faris. 2022).  Without an appropriately diverse pool of academic literature, particularly in the field of social psychology, no nation can claim to be fully inclusive of all groups and cultures (Baron & Branscombe, 2014).  The US are not the only ones guilty of this, when researching filial piety, almost all academic sources for this topic were East Asian in origin with little to no perspectives on the practice from other cultures (Fung & Cheng, 2012; Kwan, 2000).   Even this essay itself has been unable to paint a comprehensive picture of social psychology across global cultures due to the sheer variety of viewpoints, often drawing comparisons between only WEIRD and Asian cultures, leading to the inferred conclusion that it may be impossible for research findings to be ‘culturally informed’ from all perspectives but steps towards this have allowed for a more detailed understanding of the cultural variations that can be found within humanity. 






References
Baron, R. A., & Branscombe, N. R. (2014). 12. Groups and Individuals: The Consequences of Belonging. In Social Psychology : Pearson New International Edition (13th ed., pp. 419–457). essay, Pearson Education. 
Baumeister, R. F., & Bushman, B. J. (2014). Chapter 2: Culture and Nature. In Social Psychology and Human Nature, Comprehensive International Edition (3rd ed., pp. 37–70). essay, Cengage Learning. 
Berry, J. W. (2013). Global psychology. South African Journal of Psychology, 43(4), 391–401. https://doi.org/10.1177/0081246313504517 
Caulfield, J. (2023). What Is Ethnography? | Definition, Guide & Examples. Scribbr. Retrieved March 8, 2024, from https://www.scribbr.com/methodology/ethnography/
Cheon, B. K., Melani, I., & Hong, Y. (2020). How USA-centric is psychology? an archival study of implicit assumptions of generalizability of findings to human nature based on the origins of study samples. Social Psychological and Personality Science, 11(7), 928–937. https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550620927269 
Dunn, R. E. (2012). The Adventures of Ibn Battuta: A Muslim Traveler of the Fourteenth Century, With a New Preface. University of California Press.
Falk, C. F., Heine, S. J., Yuki, M., & Takemura, K. (2009). Why do Westerners self‐enhance more than East Asians? European Journal of Personality: Published for the European Association of Personality Psychology, 23(3), 183-203.
Faris, L. (2022). Muslims And Nationalism In American Political Discourse: Between Stability and Change the Political Discourse of the Former Candidate Donald Trump, 549 – 557.
Freeman, D. (1998). "All made of fantasy": A rejoinder to Paul Shankman. American Anthropologist, 100(4), 972-977.
Fung, H. H., & Cheng, S.-T. (2012). Psychology and ageing in the land of the Panda. Oxford Handbook of Chinese Psychology, 309–326. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199541850.013.0020 
Heimans, F. (1988). Margaret Mead and Samoa (1988) (Video). YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GOCYhmnx6o8
Heine, S. J., & Hamamura, T. (2007). In search of East Asian self-enhancement. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 11(1), 4-27. 
Henrich, J., Heine, S. J., & Norenzayan, A. (2010). Most people are not weird. Nature, 466(7302), 29. https://doi.org/10.1038/466029a 
Jensen, E., Jones, N., Rabe, M., & Pratt, B. (2023, October 11). The chance that two people chosen at random are of different race or ethnicity groups has increased since 2010. Census.gov. https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/08/2020-united-states-population-more-racially-ethnically-diverse-than-2010.html#:~:text=Prevalence%20rankings%20illustrate%20the%20percent%20of%20the%20population,non-Hispanic%20population%20was%20the%20third-largest%20group%20at%2012.1%25.
Kassin, S., Fein, S., & Markus, H. R. (2023). Social Psychology in a New Century. In Social Psychology (12th ed., pp.1–20). essay, Wadsworth, Cengage Learning. 
Kitayama, S., Conway, L. G., Pietromonaco, P. R., Park, H., & Plaut, V. C. (2010). Ethos of independence across regions in the United States: The production-adoption model of cultural change. American Psychologist, 65(6), 559–574. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0020277 
Kitayama, S., Park, H., Sevincer, A. T., Karasawa, M., & Uskul, A. K. (2009). A cultural task analysis of implicit independence: Comparing North America, Western Europe, and East Asia. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 97(2), 236–255. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015999 
Kwan, K. L. K. (2000). Counseling Chinese peoples: perspectives of filial piety. Asian Journal of Counselling, 7, 23-41.
Leacock, E. (2009). Anthropologists in Search of a Culture: Margaret Mead, Derek Freeman, and All the Rest of Us. In Confronting Margaret Mead (pp. 3-). Temple University Press.
Malinowski, B. (2013). Argonauts of the western Pacific: An account of native enterprise and adventure in the archipelagoes of Melanesian New Guinea [1922/1994]. Routledge.
Mead, M. (1928). Coming of age in Samoa: A study of sex in primitive societies. William Morrow and Co. 
Mesoudi, A. (2009). How cultural evolutionary theory can inform social psychology and vice versa. Psychological Review, 116(4), 929–952. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0017062 
Newhart, M., & Patten, M. L. (2023). Observation and ethnography. Understanding Research Methods, 407–409. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003092049-90 
Nicholson, N. (1998). How hardwired is human behaviour? Harvard Business Review, 76, 134-147.
Okihiro, G. Y. (2015). American History Unbound: Asians and Pacific Islanders. University of California press. 
Owen, D. (2005). American identity, citizenship, and multiculturalism. In: German-American Conference cosponsored by the Bundeszenrale fur politische Bildung and the Center for Civic Education, Freiburg, Germany, 11–16.
Rad, M. S., Martingano, A. J., & Ginges, J. (2018). Toward a psychology of Homo sapiens: Making psychological science more representative of the human population. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115(45), 11401-11405.
Risjord, M. (2016). Philosophy of Sociology and Anthropology. In The Routledge Companion to Philosophy of Social Science (pp. 441-452). Routledge.
Rozin, P. (2001). Social Psychology and Science: Some lessons from Solomon Asch. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 5(1), 2–14. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327957pspr0501_1 
Shankman, P. (2009). The trashing of Margaret Mead: Anatomy of an anthropological controversy. Univ of Wisconsin Press.
Shimizu, M., Park, H., & Greenfield, P. M. (2014). Infant sleeping arrangements and cultural values among contemporary Japanese mothers. Frontiers in Psychology, 5. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00718 
Smith, P. B., Fischer, R., Vingnoles, V. L., & Bond, M. H. (2014). Understanding social psychology across cultures: Engaging with others in a Changing World (2nd ed.). Sage Publications. 
van de Vijver, F., & Tanzer, N. K. (2004). Bias and equivalence in cross-cultural assessment: An overview. European Review of Applied Psychology, 54(2), 119–135. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erap.2003.12.004 










