Understanding Social
Psychology
Across Cultures

Engaging With Others
in @ Changing World
2ND EDITION

Peter B. Smith, Ronald Fischer, Vivian L. Vignoles
and Michael Harris Bond



How to do Cross-Cultural
Psychology

I cannot rest from travel ...

For always roaming with a hungry heart

Much have I seen and known;

cities of men and manners, climates, councils, governments ...
To follow knowledge like a sinking star,

Beyond the utmost bound of human thought...

(from Ulysses, by Alfred Lord Tennyson)

Thus far we have outlined some of the intellectual challenges and major insights into how
cultures have emerged and how they differ today in their values and beliefs. Before we con-
tinue with our quest to chart the cultural side of social psychology, we need to pause and consider
some of the practical issues involved in doing and interpreting cross-cultural research, and
in researching the cultural diversities that exist on our planet. Take a look at Everyday Life
Box 4.1 below.

Everyday Life Box 4.1 presents distressing events occurring among a tribe who had been
displaced from their traditional land in a remote area of Eastern Africa. Imagine that you are a
researcher and you are encountering a cultural group in which people routinely behave like the
Ik. How could you make sense of these incidents as a psychologist? In this chapter we exam-
ine the question of how we can conduct research across cultures. What methods can you use
and what are the particular challenges or obstacles that await you if you venture into the field?
Throughout the chapter we will identify a series of guidelines which summarise how best to face
up to these challenges.

04-Smith et al_Ch-04.indd 73 @ 19/06/2013 4:13:17 PM



74 Establishing the Framework

Everyday Life Box 4.1

Anthropologists have sought to create detailed pictures of everyday life in a very wide range of
social contexts. In a particularly vivid study, Turnbull (1972) documented the progressive effects
of very severe famine among the Ik tribal group in the mountains of Uganda. After the oldest
people had died, the children were next at risk. In the face of acute hunger, Turnbull noted the
way that the other children turned against a child named Adupa, snatching whatever food she
was able to obtain from her as she became weaker, and even teasing her by giving her food
and then taking it away from her again. As days passed, Turnbull was unable to bear watching
this process and compromised his observer status by starting to give her food, but this only
prolonged her agony. When she turned to her parents they rebuffed her. Eventually her parents
placed her in a hut and sealed it up until she had died, thus raising the survival chances of other
children. Turnbull observed that the parents preserved good relations with their neighbours by
taking Adupa’s remains a good distance away and preventing wild animals from scattering body
parts onto their land.

One issue in particular that will demand our attention is how to balance the typical emphasis
on the individual in psychological research with the fact that cultural processes do not exist in
isolation, but exist within collectives and are shared between individuals. This inter-individual
nature of culture requires analyses at a collective level. In Chapter 2, we saw that the landmark
studies in cross-cultural psychology have been made at the nation level. Now we must consider
how we can use these insights to understand the experiences and behaviours of individuals. We
will present core issues, the debates around these and their implications with examples drawn
from real and illustrative research, returning to the plight of the Ik mountain people at several
points in the chapter.

ETHNOGRAPHIC FIELDWORK

The first option available to cross-cultural researchers going into the field was to use ethno-
graphic research. Travelers for millennia have recorded and reported the customs of the peoples
they visited. Marco Polo’s famous account of travels to what is today India and China is one
of the first examples in the Western world. Marco Polo’s near contemporary, the Muslim Ibn
Batutta, provides an equally fascinating account from a non-Western viewpoint of a much longer
and further journey. These explorers collected extensive but casual observations while working
and living among alien cultural groups, often describing the exotic and bizarre events that accen-
tuated the differences between the Venetian and Berber societies that they hailed from and the
strange new worlds that they encountered.

The Polish anthropologist, Bronislaw Malinowski (1922), challenged this idiosyncratic
method in his classic study Argonauts of the Western Pacific, in which he first outlined the sci-
entific method of ethnographic fieldwork for the new discipline of anthropology. He emphasised
that a researcher must have the scientific goal of comprehending the complete society rather
than reporting selected facts of living that are salient to the foreign observer (‘this goal is, briefly,
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to grasp the native’s point of view, his relation to life, to realize Ais vision of Ais world’, p. 25),
to live and participate completely in the culture of interest (a process that we now call ‘cultural
immersion’) and to apply scientific methods of collecting, reporting and interpreting evidence:

In Ethnography, the writer is his own chronicler and the historian at the same time, while
his sources are no doubt easily accessible, but also supremely elusive and complex; they
are not embodied in fixed, material documents, but in the behavior and in the memory of
living men. (1922: 3)

As you can imagine, living with the Ik while they struggled with a constant state of famine was a
major physical and psychological struggle for Turnbull. Staying on location, remaining professional
and maintaining his ethical sensibilities were major issues for him. His study has been lauded as
showing humanity and objectivity even in the face of great suffering and societal collapse, while
not offering judgments about the lives and culture of others, even if what they do seems inhumane
and cruel to us. This is a reminder of the conclusions that we drew in Chapter 1, that researchers
should carefully consider alternative cultural viewpoints when interpreting their research findings.

Guideline 1: Researchers should recognise the cultural contingencies of their own val-
ues and beliefs when conducting research and should guard against evaluating other
cultures against the criteria of their own cultural understanding.

Ethnographic methods have been the hallmark of social anthropology, cultural psychology,
and some approaches to indigenous psychology for nearly a century. The startling account of
Ik society is based on exactly these ethnographic methods. Turnbull was an anthropologist, so
he was more interested in kinship and living arrangements than in the traits and values that
are commonly studied by psychologists. In psychology, similar methods have been described
as ‘participant observation’, referring to the systematic observation of behaviour while living
among the group of interest, but keeping a professional distance from the ‘objects’of observation.
Sometimes, the moral agonies can be too much for anthropologists to bear and they will leave
their placement, as in the case of Laura Bohannan (1964), who was confronted with a smallpox
epidemic during a year among the Tiv, a primitive bush tribe in West Africa.

Much ethnographic work has used informed insiders as a key source of interpretation and
validation of observations. These are typically individuals who work more closely with the
ethnographer and help with making sense of
the tremendous amount of information that has
been gathered. This use of informed insiders Intersubjective Culture refers to shared per-

in the description of culture has been adopted ceptions of the PSXChf’IOgical Charactcr'ist.ics that
recently by psychologists studying intersub- are widespread within and characteristic of a
jective culture, which we discuss in more detail culture.
in Chapter 8.

However, ethnographic methods have their problems. The famous study by Margaret Mead
on the sexuality of young Samoan women (Mead, 1928) is widely cited as an example. Mead
was said to have imposed her own feminist beliefs on her representation of Samoan society
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and sexual norms in ways that could not be sustained by the observed data. Other problems
include the status of the ethnographer in the group being studied: can observers truly immerse
themselves in a native culture without altering others’ behaviour by their presence? Consider
Turnbull’s decision to feed Adupa. There is also an important distinction between observation
and interpretation: to what extent is it possible for an observer ever to realise a cultural member’s
vision of zheir world, as Malinowski proposed?

Other forms of observation may not require participation or informed insiders. Levine
and Norenzayan (1999) measured how fast people walked a distance of 60 feet in two down-
town areas of major cities in 31 nations, how long it took a clerk to process a request for
stamps on a written note at a post office, and how accurate clocks were in public areas.
These indicators of ‘pace-of-life’ were found to be correlated with individualism, wealth and
temperature. People in individualistic societies, in rich countries, and in cold climates walk
and process economic transfers faster and clocks are more accurate. Since the outcomes of
interest in these studies were objective measures of behaviour, they require no interpretation
by a possibly biased observer. However, they can tell us little about the lived experience of
cultural members.

INTERVIEWS AND FOCUS GROUPS

Interviews and focus group discussions are two other widely used methods in cross-cul-
tural psychology that also require interaction between the researcher and cultural informants.
Interviews are typically conducted on a one-to-one basis. They can be conducted in a more or
less structured manner, ranging from casual interactions between an interviewer and an inter-
viewee to highly structured interviews in which the questions and their order are predetermined.
A looser approach allows for a more open exchange of perspectives between the interviewer
and interviewee and the possibility of following up any leads provided by the interviewee. The
downside of using unstructured interviews is that it can be difficult to compare information
across interviews, raising issues of validity and reliability. Obviously, highly structured inter-
views provide more comparability, but they may be too rigid to explore fully the experiences
and viewpoints of the interviewee on a specific topic. Interviews and group discussions are
the prime research methods used by indigenous
psychologists.

Structured interviews are more com-
mon in cross-cultural psychology. For
example, Kirtner, Keller et al. (2007) used
a highly standardised form of interview.
They presented standardised photographs
of child-mother interactions to mothers

Interviews are used in qualitative research to
capture the meaning and significance of partic-
ular themes, events, or experiences in the life of
individuals by asking each respondent a series
of relevant questions. Focus Groups are a form
of qualitative research in which a group of indi-

viduals is asked to discuss their opinions, beliefs, with 2-month old infants in Berlin and Los
attitudes or perceptions judgments about a par- Angeles (representative of urban individu-
ticular object, construct, or topic of interest with alistic families), Delhi and various cities in
each other and the researcher. Cameroon (representative of urban and most

likely collectivistic families), as well as to
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rural Nso mothers in Cameroon (representative of rural and collectivistic families), and
asked them to pick and describe their favourite pictures of those presented. As predicted
by the authors, mothers from urban (individualist or collectivist) locations referred more
to themselves when describing the pictures, whereas mothers from collectivist (urban
or rural) locations referred more to other people, to the social context within which the
interactions were taking place, and to authorities. (The theory underlying this study is
discussed in Chapter 8.)

Focus group research typically involves a researcher interviewing a group of individuals
or leading a discussion on a particular topic. As with one-to-one interviews, focus groups can
be conducted in a more or a less structured manner; however, because the group members are
interacting with each other, the researcher typically has less control over a group discussion
than they would over an interview. One advantage of focus group interviews or discussions
is that they can reveal areas of contention or multiple interpretation emerging from the
interactions among members of the same cultural group or between members of different
cultural groups. A potential downside here is that the personality characteristics of the parti-
cipants (e.g., dominating or shy individuals) may change the dynamics of the interview, and
subtle or unrecognised status differences may strongly influence the outcome of discussions.
For example, in many traditional societies there are norms and rules about who is allowed
to talk first, as well as who may contradict others or provide different information. If there
is an individual with higher status participating in a focus group, other members may not
speak up and may concur with the views aired by the higher status individual. Nonetheless,
focus group discussions are often used in projects focusing on practical issues such as ethnic
diversity, discrimination, or mental health among minority employees.

The choice between structured or less structured methods is often linked to researchers’
assumptions about reality and about the nature of knowledge. Some researchers prefer struc-
tured methods because they assume that there is a reality that can be studied relatively object-
ively. Where data collection is highly structured, analysis is more likely to involve quantifying
the occurrence of particular themes or contents, which can then be subjected to statistical
analyses. In contrast, unstructured approaches are typically associated with a greater emphasis
on subjectivity and interpretation. Researchers who use these approaches are more likely to
conduct purely qualitative analyses, aiming to identify important themes or novel insights
through their engagement with what the participants have said, but without seeking to make
statistical generalisations beyond the specific context of the study. Research Debate Box 4.1
surveys some of the differing assumptions that researchers can make about reality and about
the nature of knowledge.

CULTURAL PRODUCTS AND MEDIA CONTENT

Other options for qualitative researchers are to examine published texts (archival or histor-
ical analyses) or cultural products. Such approaches have had a relatively long history in cross-
cultural psychology. McClelland (1961) studied children’s books from various societies and coded
the extent to which a need for achievement was evident in these texts. In Chapter 2, we also dis-
cussed a qualitative study of cultural products by Morling and Lamoreaux (2008): these authors
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Ontology is the philosophical discussion of
being or reality. It is concerned with questions
about what entities exist, how we know that an
entity exists and what is its meaning, and how
any entities may be grouped or related to each
other.

Epistemology is a branch of philosophy that
discusses the nature, limits and scope of know-
ledge. It addresses questions such as “What is
knowledge?’, ‘What is a truth? or ‘How do we
acquire knowledge?’.

Positivism is a philosophy of science that is
based on empirical observation and verifica-
tion of data that can be derived from sensory
experiences. It is assumed that general laws
about the physical and social world can be for-
mulated and that the researcher proceeds in an
objective manner to draw conclusions from the
collected data.

Postmodernism is a broad philosophical move-
ment that rejects scientific or objective efforts
to describe (in our context: psychological) pro-
cesses. Reality is not independent of human
understanding, but is socially constructed by
humans. There is no absolute truth, and the
way people perceive the world is subjective and
shaped by language and power relations.

Post-positivism shares with positivism the
meta-theoretical assumption that reality exists,
but does not assume that reality can ever be
known perfectly. Instead, it is recognised that
the process of scientific research, like everyday
understanding, is biased by the theoretical back-
ground, knowledge and values of the observer or
researcher. Karl Popper, an influential proponent
of this approach, argued that theories can only
be falsified (that is, rejected based on empirical
data), and never verified. One important implic-
ation is that theories need to be amenable to
falsification for them to be assessed scientifically.
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counted frequencies of collectivist themes in
cultural products, and then related the observed
differences to scores on the cultural dimensions
identified by Hofstede (2001) and others.

Bardi, Calogero, and Mullen (2009) studied
US newspaper content from 1900 to 2000 as a
test of the validity of Schwartz’s (1992) theory
of values (which we discussed in Chapter 2).
They developed lists of words that were thought
to reflect the ten basic values in Schwartz’s the-
ory. They then examined whether newspaper
articles across this time period mentioned these
values and whether the frequency of mentioned
values was correlated with observed behaviours
over the same period. They found that values as
indexed by newspaper content did indeed relate
significantly to behavioural indicators, such
as military participation (power), alcohol con-
sumption (hedonism), number of movies released
(stimulation), unwed births (conformity) and
numbers of police and guards employed (con-
formity). Thus, they successfully used archival
records to examine cultural change in one
national culture over time.

The emergence of the internet and new tech-
nologies has created opportunities for conduct-
ing qualitative research in much broader ways.
For example, Boer and Fischer (2012) placed
questions about how individuals use music in
their daily lives on various internet sites accessed
by young people, sampling from New Zealand,
the USA and Germany as examples of indi-
vidualistic societies, and from Hong Kong, the
Philippines, Brazil and Singapore as examples
of more collectivistic societies. They were able to
identify seven main themes of how young people
used music on a daily basis, which differed some-
what between the samples. In individualistic cul-
tural samples, respondents reported greater use
of music for remembering good times (especially
among Germans), whereas in collectivistic set-
tings respondents reported greater use of music
for emotion regulation and socialising with
friends and family (especially among Brazilians).
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Research Debate Box 4.1 Assumptions about
Knowledge and Meaning

Research methods differ in the basis of the knowledge that researchers seek. Up to now, we
have described some examples of qualitative research methods that can be used in cross-cultural
psychology. These methods cover a diverse array, differing in their views of reality (ontology)
and the nature of knowledge (epistemology).

Traditionally, scientists have typically based their research on positivism, which assumes
that scientific methods are a valid way to describe empirical phenomena in a systematic, objec-
tive and logical fashion. Yet this focus on searching for objective descriptions of reality has
been criticised. Amongst others, the French philosopher Michel Foucault and the American
historian Thomas Kuhn were some of the influential thinkers who have challenged the posi-
tivist view, and their critique is now considered part of a broader paradigm of postmodernism.
Postmodernism encompasses a diverse set of philosophical approaches that stress the subjec-
tivity of experience and emphasise that our reality is socially constructed and therefore subject
to change. ‘Culture’ has been a popular field of investigation among postmodern scholars: these
scholars focus on the role of language and power relations in constructing and legitimising
particular ideas, categories, or ways of being, rather than the broader patterns of similarity and
difference that are more focal within cross-cultural psychology. Central to the postmodern view
of reality as socially constructed is that concepts and ideas that are usually taken for granted
can be reinterpreted as cultural inventions, and thus they are open to being questioned or
‘de-constructed’.

The emergence of postmodern approaches has created many intellectual problems for
ethnographers and anthropologists. Some core assumptions of positivist approaches to cul-
ture that have been questioned (see Greenfield, 2000, for a summary and response) include:

— that culture can be objectively described by an outsider without the intrusion of the observer’s
subjective stance on what s/he feels, believes or values;

— that cultures are homogeneous systems;

— that it is possible to describe culture in factual terms without subjective interpretation by a
researcher;

— that knowledge is derived from a world that exists independent of the person (i.e., the
researcher) knowing it.

Returning to our initial example, a postmodern view suggests that Turnbull’s description of the
Ik culture was undoubtedly shaped by his own values and beliefs, reflecting his own cultural ori-
gins in mid-twentieth century London; that his conclusions about the cultural group as a whole
would have been narrowly based on his interactions with selected individuals in the various vil-
lages; and that his presence would have changed the actions of the individuals he was observing.

Partlyinresponseto these critiques, philosophers of science have developed post-positivist epi-
stemological perspectives (see, for example, Hwang,2006). Like postmodernism, post-positivism

(Continued)
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(Continued)

is not a unitary philosophy. Typically, post-positivists accept that knowledge is contingent on
processes of social construction, and thus it is inevitably incomplete and imperfect: however,
they do not deny the existence of an external reality, and they tend to view the scientific method
as pragmatically useful for describing both objective and constructed realities. In particular,
scientific method provides a means of falsification (rejecting incorrect beliefs about reality), and
treats human knowledge as not unchallengeable or absolutely true, but open to modification
based on further investigation.

Within psychology, postmodernism has been especially associated with a critique of quant-
itative methodologies. Postmodernist researchers argue that meanings are too fluid and sub-
jective to be quantified or generalised, and thus they tend to adopt relatively unstructured
research methods and qualitative analyses involving intensive interpretation. However, many
of the quantitative methods we review recognise the impossibility of knowing another person’s
subjective experience. Grounded in post-positivist assumptions, these methods are based on
understanding psychological constructs as ‘latent variables’ (constructs that cannot be observed
directly, but that may be inferred from patterns of observable behaviour, for example responses
to multiple items on a questionnaire).

Moreover, from a post-positivist perspective, ideas arising from postmodernism about the
culturally contingent nature of beliefs, values, and other constructs can be viewed as theoretical
propositions that are amenable to scientific testing. Cross-cultural psychology is ideally suited
to test these ideas. For instance, in a study discussed in Chapter 12, Pehrson, Vignoles, and
Brown (2009) drew inspiration from postmodern theories of identity in order to derive and
test hypotheses about the cultural contingency of the relationship between national identity
and prejudice against immigrants.

We strongly encourage research that uses mixed methods, and we would encourage the
reader to pay attention to research from different epistemological and methodological per-
spectives. However, researchers interested in culture need to be aware of these broader philo-
sophical debates and will have to take a position on these matters.

Golder and Macy (2011) examined Twitter posts from around the world and explored
whether the way in which people express their mood varies systematically with diurnal and
seasonal patterns. They found that, independent of nation of origin, people post more positive
tweets in the morning with their mood declining over the course of the day, a finding which fits
with biological patterns of sleep and circadian rhythms. People are generally happier at week-
ends, but are also affected by the relative day length over the course of the year.

One major advantage of these methods is that they tap data that individuals produce either
for public consumption (e.g., books, internet web sites and advertisements) or in order to
communicate with the outside world (e.g., Twitter or Facebook postings), and therefore they
represent culture in the making. Of course, these methods also require carefully prepared
coding schemes, highly trained coders and careful interpretation. Golder and Macy (2011)
restricted their analysis to tweets in English, and sampling was based on the location from
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which tweeters (people who post messages on Twitter) had sent their messages. This sampling
strategy could have obscured true cultural differences that would have been of interest to social
psychologists and, as we shall see, the use of English may also have led to a convergence of
responses.

When examining the use of such cultural products and media content, we need to pause
and ask whether the use of English as a universal language of international communication
changes the results of studies. Harzing (2005) investigated this problem by sampling students
in 24 countries. In each of these, she administered questionnaires to half of the students in
their local language whereas the other half received an English language version. Overall, she
found that responses in English showed fewer cultural differences, supporting claims that indi-
viduals subconsciously accommodate their responses to the stereotypical cultural norms of the
language to which they are responding. This effect has been confirmed subsequently (e.g., S.X.
Chen & Bond, 2010, discussed in Chapter 5), and used in experimental priming studies, which
we discuss below.

Harzing also differentiated between different types of questions. She found the largest effects
of language on questions about cultural values and norms, and smaller but still significant effects
on more culturally neutral questions, such as reasons for selecting course electives. Consequently,
research that uses non-native languages is likely to underestimate cultural differences on more
culturally sensitive topics.

Guideline 2: Researchers should study psychological processes in the native language
of participants, as using English or other business or trading languages is likely to lead
to cultural accommodation of responses to the perceived cultural stereotypes of the
language being used, thereby underestimating cultural differences.

PSYCHOMETRIC TESTS

Ethnographic and qualitative approaches have been popular methods for observers of cul-
tural differences for centuries. Researchers looking for more objective ways of describing
individuals and groups often rely on psychometric data, in other words the quantitative
measurement of knowledge, abilities, attitudes, personality traits, and other such constructs.
Rudimentary forms of psychometric testing were developed in ancient China about 4,000
years ago and formalised during the Han dynasty (Gregory, 1996). The most widely used
current method for collecting cross-cultural psychological data is by way of paper-and-pencil
surveys or questionnaires, as well as online surveys.

These methods are similar to interviews in that researchers seek a response from research
participants on questions of interest about their inner feelings, states, personality, beliefs, atti-
tudes, goals, values, or other psychological variables, which usually require some form of intro-
spection. One major difference is that participants are asked to respond using fixed formats,
typically with a Likert-type response scale requiring respondents to grade their responses along
a scale of relative strength of endorsement (e.g., from strongly agree through neutral to strongly
disagree). The studies discussed in Chapter 2 all used some form of such questionnaires, as did
many other studies discussed in later chapters.
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A Likert Scale is a rating scale used in question-
naires, named after an American psychologist,
Rensis Likert. Respondents are asked to specify
their level of agreement or disagreement with a
specific statement on a symmetric agree-disagree
rating scale (typically a 5- or 7-point graded
scale). The response is taken as indicating the
intensity of their reaction towards the stated
topic.

Reliability refers to the consistency of a meas-
ure, both in terms of its component parts and
its repeated use over time. A measure has high
reliability if it produces consistent results under
consistent conditions.

Validity in the statistical sense refers to whether
a measure is fit for its intended purpose. Several
subtypes can be distinguished. Predictive valid-
ity is concerned with whether the measure can
predict some other construct of interest (some-
times called utility). Construct validity is the
extent to which a measure accurately reflects the
variability and relative position of test takers on the
underlying construct that the measure is designed
to measure.

Objectivity refers to the absence of bias in the
measurement process. | he measurement process
should yield equivalent results independent of
the researcher or the instrument used.

Psychometric researchers aim to produce
valid, reliable, and objective information about
underlying constructs that are not directly
observable (e.g., a person’s subjective beliefs,
or their level of intelligence), by analysing pat-
terns of observable behaviour across a series of
tasks (e.g., responses to a series of items on a
questionnaire). In single-culture studies, infer-
ences are drawn about the reliability of a meas-
ure based on careful analyses of the patterns of
correlation among individuals’ responses to the
separate items and/or the similarity of responses
on multiple testing occasions. Inferences about
validity require interpreting how well the con-
tents of the measure match the theoretical con-
struct that the researcher is aiming to measure:
this interpretation may be aided by testing cor-
relations of the measure with measures of other
constructs that are expected to be related to it
(convergent or predictive validity), or that are
expected to be unrelated (discriminant validity).

In cross-cultural research, this becomes
more complex. A measure that is reliable and
valid in one cultural context when transposed to
a new context may not yield comparable scores.
Moreover, even when the measures are compar-
able, differences in the testing environment may
affect the objectivity of measurements. We now
consider some of the sources of bias in cross-cul-
tural research, as well as some of the techniques
that are available to researchers seeking to make
cross-cultural comparisons that are as valid,
reliable, and objective as possible.

Sources of Bias in Cross-Cultural Research

Construct bias

One important issue is the extent to which any psychological construct is understood and
conceptualised in the same way across cultural groups. Construct bias refers to the cultural spe-
cificity of a psychological construct or process. If there is construct bias, the construct is defined
differently in two or more cultural groups. For example, greeting procedures are functionally
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universal, but structurally non-equivalent (compare kisses to handshakes to bowing). An
example of direct practical importance concerns cross-national comparisons of reading skills,
as discussed in Box 4.1.

Box 4.1 When is a Difference a Cultural Difference?

National differences in scores of intelligence tests focus on abilities considered without
referring to the context. What happens if we make comparisons that do include context?
After one year of schooling, children in Finland, Germany, Italy, Spain and Greece all achieve
accuracy levels of greater than 90% on reading of words and non-words constructed by the
researcher. Children in Portugal and Denmark achieve around 70% accuracy. Children in
the UK achieve an accuracy of just 40%. It takes them three or four years to achieve 90%
accuracy.

Why is this very large difference found? Is it because children in the UK often start
school between the ages of 4 and 5, while those in most other European countries start
later? Is it because teachers in the UK are less well trained in the specific skills required
to teach reading? Are UK teachers less motivated? The principal explanation for the
difference is that English is a much more difficult language to read. It is relatively easy for
a Spanish or Greek child to learn to read, because their languages are phonically consistent.
In other words, a given combination of characters always has the same sound. In English,
vowels are frequently pronounced in different ways depending upon the consonants with
which they are paired. Consider for instance the sound of ‘@’ in ‘cap’, ‘call’ and ‘car’, or of ‘0’
in ‘go’and ‘do’.

Comparisons of rates of learning to read differ from comparisons of intelligence scores,
because languages differ from one another, whereas intelligence testers attempt to make their
tests ‘culture-fair’. Should differences in learning to read be considered a cultural difference,
or should differences only be attributed to culture when measures are used that are equivalent
across cultures? Is language a part of culture?

Sources: Goswami, Porpodas & Wheelwright (1997); Seymour, Aro & Erskine (2003).

A related threat is domain under-representation, where a test or questionnaire may miss
out important aspects of a construct in a specific cultural setting. The example of the wider
definition of intelligence in African com-

munities is one such instance. Qualitative Domain Under-Representation is present in
studies where respondents are asked what a measure if an aspect of the domain that is
attributes they associate with intelligence important to the function of a theoretical vari-
have repeatedly found that intelligence is able is missing from that measuring instrument
more broadly defined in collectivist cultural in at least one of the sampled groups.

groups (Sternberg, 2007). Intelligence is
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seen as including social competence in Taiwan, Japan and China. Studies in sub-Saharan
Africa have frequently shown that the skills of maintaining harmonious and stable rela-
tions within and between groups are seen as key aspects of intelligence, in addition to the
cognitive alacrity that is typically understood as intelligence in Western societies. These
differences indicate the need for caution in cross-cultural comparisons of intelligence (see
our previous discussion in Chapter 3). Box 4.2 provides a telling example of the problems
of testing across cultures.

Box 4.2 The Challenges of Conducting Research
Across Cultures

A researcher administered an intelligence test to an African child. However, the child sat there
mute and did not respond to any of the questions asked by the tester. One of the tasks was to
recount the story read out by the tester. As with all the other tasks, the child remained silent
and avoided eye contact. Disappointed, the tester finally dismissed the child, convinced that the
child had some serious developmental delays in her social and cognitive development. The child
was picked up by her caregiver and walked a few hours back to her ancestral village. A few days
later another child from that village came for testing. This child was much more forthcoming
with answers and was very energetic and talkative. When the tester started reading out the
story as for the first child, she interrupted the experimenter and said that she had already heard
this story from her friend and started recalling the correct story with all the necessary details.
The tester was baffled. The first child had not only remembered the story on the way back to
her village, she had also correctly recounted it to other children, including this one now sitting
in front of her who memorised it and retold it accurately. Therefore, the first child probably
had normal or even outstanding intellectual capacities, but had interpreted the testing situation
differently. In her culture it was socially intelligent not to talk back to the tester as an adult, and
she had aimed to present herself as an intelligent and wise child that did not talk back to an
older person, even if tempted repeatedly.

Source: Adapted from Harkness & Super (1977).

The dilemmas of construct bias can be considered in light of the useful distinction between etic
and emic approaches, proposed by Pike (1967) and popularised by Berry (1969). In attempting
to learn a Mexican Indian language, Pike found that the use of differing pitches and tones
influenced the meaning of specific sounds in that language. In terms of the concepts used in
linguistics, phonetic production affects the meaning of specific phonemes. Drawing on this dis-
tinction, Berry contrasted two approaches to cross-cultural study. Firstly, one could start from
the assumption that there are universals and proceed in that manner until evidence is found for
differences. He termed this the ‘etic’ approach, paralleling the universalist assumptions made in
phonetics, the study of sounds. Alternatively, one can start by studying intensively the distinctive
attributes of one specific cultural group. He termed this the ‘emic’ approach, because it focuses
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on local meanings, and draws most readily on information provided by persons within that
cultural group. This orientation parallels linguists’ focus on the phonemic attributes of a specific
language.

The debate between emic versus etic methods somewhat resembles the debate between
positivism and post-modernism that was discussed in Research Debate Box 4.1. Etic research is
strongly associated with positivist and post-positivist epistemologies. Emic research focuses on
culture-specific attributes that can only be understood within the local context. The approach
used by most indigenous researchers falls under this heading, as summarised in Box 4.3.

Box 4.3 How to do Indigenous Psychology

In Chapter 1, we discussed indigenous psychology as one area of cross-cultural research.
Indigenous researchers often prefer to use the less standardised methods that allow for more
mutual and egalitarian exchanges between researcher and interviewee (Pe-Pua, 2006). Enriquez
(1993) distinguished between two main types of indigenous research: ‘indigenisation from
within’ and ‘indigenisation from without’. The former refers to locals or insiders developing
a psychology within and for their own culture. The latter describes attempts by foreigners to
understand and describe a culture in its own terms, moving from an imposed-etic understanding
to an emic understanding (in Berry’s terminology). Here are some guidelines that indigenous
researchers have used for such endeavours.

Do tolerate ambiguous or vague states of understanding and suspend decisions as long as possible
in dealing with theoretical, methodological and empirical problems, until something indigenous
emerges in your mind during the research process.

Do be a typical native in the cultural sense when functioning as a researcher.

Do take the studied psychological or behavioural phenomenon and its sociocultural context
into consideration.

Do give priority to the study of culturally unique phenomena.

Do base your research on the intellectual tradition of your own culture rather than on that of a
Western culture.

Don’t neglect Western psychologists’ important experiences in developing their own indigenous
psychologies, which may be usefully transferred to the development of non-Western indigenous
psychologies.

Source: Excerpted from Yang (2000) (emphases added).

Emic studies are often equated with postmodernist concepts, but in fact they can also be
conducted within a post-positivist framework. For example, if you develop a testable hypo-
thesis about psychological processes within a specific culture (for instance, ‘there will be
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relationship between the importance placed on children and the sharing of food’), then you
are conducting an emic study within a positivist paradigm. Ferreira, Fischer, Porto, Pilati,
and Milfont (2012) conducted such a study. They developed measures of jeitinho brasileiro,
an indigenous social influence strategy in Brazil (see Chapter 10) and then examined how
individual preferences and normative perceptions of jeitinho brasiliero related to other psy-
chological variables.

Berry (1969) suggested that cross-cultural research often starts as ‘imposed-etic’, that is to say,
it is based on applying Western concepts and measures in non-Western contexts. Imposed-etic
research relies on the assumption that the concepts and measures will have the same meaning in
new contexts. Rokeach’s (1973) study of social values using a survey developed in the USA is a
good example of emic US research that was subsequently ‘imposed’in nine other nations (Ng et al.,
1982, discussed in Chapter 14).

As a research field becomes more fully developed, an accumulation of emic studies can
contribute to the development of improved ‘derived-etic’ measures, that have equal validity in
a broad range of cultural contexts. Rokeach’s work strongly influenced Schwartz’s (1992) sub-
sequent cross-cultural studies of values. His survey items were drawn in part from Rokeach,
but he also consulted Muslim and Druze scholars and included values from previous instru-
ments developed in China, Israel and Zimbabwe. Moreover, he allowed for the possibility
that he might be missing further values, by asking his collaborators in each country to add
culture-specific values of local relevance. However, the local items proved compatible with
the universally identified dimensions, so his individual-level value dimensions can be con-
sidered the best current example of a derived-etic measure encompassing a broad range of
cultural groups.

Instrument bias

Even if an underlying construct can be defined equivalently across cultures, it may not be meas-
urable in the same way. Serpell’s (1979) study of British and Zambian children provides a good
example of instrument bias in the area of cognitive abilities. British students were much more
familiar with using pencils (or pens) and paper in their daily lives, and when standard pen-
cil-and-paper tests were used the British outperformed Zambian children. In contrast, if iron
wire figures were used, Zambian children showed superior test performances, since making toys
from iron wire was a common pastime in Zambia and children were familiar with performing
these tasks. Importantly, the two groups did not differ on a task involving clay figures that was
unfamiliar to both cultural groups.

Let us reconsider some of the studies discussed in Chapter 3, for example the study by
Henrich et al. (2010) who sampled participants from 15 traditional cultures around the world
and asked them to play a number of economic games. Imagine you are a Hadza forager who
is roaming the Tanzanian savannah and is used to collecting and hunting for the food that
is necessary for survival. You do not use money on a regular basis, although you are probably
aware of its existence. Now you are interacting with some foreigners who play a game where you
have to imagine that a person that you do not know is giving you a large amount of this money
and you have to divide it between yourself and an anonymous person that you have never seen
and indeed never will. In their study, Henrich et al. reported that the Hadza were among the
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least likely to offer any money to the anonym-
ous player. They explained differences across
communities by showing that integration into
a market economy and believing in a mono-
theistic god are necessary for the emergence
of fairness (operationalised as sharing in the
so-called Dictator Game). This is an imposed-

Translation-Back Translation is the classic
translation procedure. An instrument is first
translated from the source language into the tar-
get language and then independently translated
back into the source language. The original and
the back-translated versions are then compared

etic interpretation and we could equally argue and changes are made so as to improve accuracy.

that the results test instead for a familiarity with
Western concepts such as money and abstract,
non-personal notions of fairness that are not
relevant in a Hadza community.

It is preferable to use locally meaning-
ful and relevant objects for exchange games
like this one. A good example is a study by
Apicella, Marlowe et al. (2012) which also involved Hadza participants. They studied
exchange networks in Hadza camps by giving participants three sticks of honey (a prized
food source among the Hadza) and then asked them to distribute these three honey sticks
in any way they liked among people in their camp. Of course, this was a study within a
single cultural group. In a cross-cultural study, locally equivalent objects would need to be
found so that the results could be compared across groups.

The creation of measures that are understood equally well and in similar ways across dif-
ferent parts of the world is not simply a matter of using items that refer to issues or tasks that
are familiar to respondents. There is also a need to ensure that translations from one language

Decentering involves replacing culturally spe-
cific expressions in the initial version of an
instrument with alternative wordings that are
more translatable but still preserve the under-
lying meaning.

to another are done in a manner that yields items with equivalent meaning (Hambleton &
Zenisky, 2011). The most widely accepted procedure for achieving linguistic equivalence is
back-translation (Brislin, Lonner, & Thorndike, 1973): a translation is first made from the
language in which the test was originally developed into the language of the society in which
it is to be used. A second bilingual person is then asked to translate the items back into the
original language, usually English, without having seen the original version. A comparison of
the retranslated version and the original by a native speaker-writer of the first language can
then be used to detect problematic translations and to create an improved version through
discussion between the two translators.

Back-translation is cost-effective and fast, but can result in stilted and awkward sentences
in the target language. It is therefore not the optimal solution. A ‘committee’ approach, where a
group of bilinguals get together and discuss the meaning and appropriateness of each item, may
overcome this problem. It is possible to combine back-translation and committee approaches
to capitalise on the strengths of each method. However, such methods are very labour and time
intensive (see Harkness, 2003, for more details).

Difficulties often focus on the relative merits of a literal translation versus linguistic ‘decen-
tering’. A decentered translation does not necessarily use terms that have a precise linguistic
equivalence, but may draw on the cultural knowledge of the translators to use phrases that have
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an equivalent meaning in the two languages. For instance, while English speakers discussing
some misfortune might seek hope by claiming that ‘every cloud has a silver lining’, speakers of
Mandarin Chinese would claim that ‘every cloud has a pink edge’. A further step in decentering
would be to drop the specific descriptors in the original version in favour of a similar, more gen-
eral saying, like ‘something good comes from any misfortune’. A good example of decentering
was the development of the social axioms study discussed in Chapter 2; Leung, Bond et al. (2002)
gathered proverbs, maxims and adages in Hong Kong and Venezuela, but then had to rewrite
them to capture the underlying social beliefs in more general terms that would be understandable
outside their cultures of origin.

e R
Key Researcher Box 4.1 Kwok Leung

Kwok Leung (b. 1958) grew up in Hong Kong. After discov-
ering cross-cultural psychology while taking an undergradu-
ate course at the Chinese University of Hong Kong with
Michael Bond, he obtained his PhD in social and organisa-
tional psychology from the University of Illinois, Urbana-
Champaign, supervised by Alan Lind and inspired by Harry
Triandis. He is currently chair professor of management at
the City University of Hong Kong. He has collaborated with
Michael Bond in pioneering cross-cultural studies of beliefs
(social axioms) and has conducted many studies of justice.
He has also co-authored key publications on cross-cultural
research methods. Overall, he has published several books
and more than 100 academic articles.

Figure 4.1 Kwok Leung

/

Administration bias
Administration bias refers to any aspect in the administration of a test or survey that affects res-
ults. This can include differences in physical conditions and social environments (e.g., the noise
or temperature of the test setting, or the presence of other people in the test situation), instruc-
tions (e.g., the different experience of test administrators in different contexts or the use of vague
language in instructions), the status of the test administrator (e.g., their ethnicity, profession,
status, religion, or local versus foreign status) and communication problems (e.g., differences in
the language used, the use of interpreters or the culture-specific interpretation of instructions).
The goal in classic psychometrics is to standardise the test situation as much as possible, so as to
rule out any variation in the results that could be interpreted as arising from differences in the
administration of the scientific procedure.

However, from a cultural perspective this standardisation may introduce error variance if the
required procedures result in a situation that is not compatible with local cust