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■ Abstract Psychological processes influence culture. Culture influences psycho-
logical processes. Individual thoughts and actions influence cultural norms and prac-
tices as they evolve over time, and these cultural norms and practices influence the
thoughts and actions of individuals. Large bodies of literature support these conclu-
sions within the context of research on evolutionary processes, epistemic needs, inter-
personal communication, attention, perception, attributional thinking, self-regulation,
human agency, self-worth, and contextual activation of cultural paradigms. Cross-
cultural research has greatly enriched psychology, and key issues for continued growth
and maturation of the field of cultural psychology are articulated.
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INTRODUCTION

The relations between psychology and culture are multifaceted and dynamic, so in-
quiry into cultural psychology takes many distinct forms. Much recent research in
cultural psychology focuses on cross-cultural comparisons. The past several years
have witnessed an explosion of research on differences between East Asians and
European North Americans in such areas as perception, thinking, and self-concept
(e.g., Heine et al. 1999, Masuda & Nisbett 2001, Nisbett et al. 2001). Other recent
research focuses on the situation-specific activation of cultural schemata (e.g.,
Hong et al. 2000). Still other lines of recent work focus on the psychological
processes that contribute to origins of cultures and persistence of cultural infor-
mation. This latter research, for example, reveals how distinct cultural populations
emerge as the consequence of interpersonal communication and social influence
(e.g., Harton & Bourgeois 2004). Each of these avenues of research contributes
to our understanding ofpsychology and culture, yet oddly up until now they have
not been considered together.

GOALS OF THIS REVIEW

With these observations in mind, we have three major goals for this review. One
goal is to provide a faithful, albeit selective, review of recent research in cultural
psychology. We had to omit considerable detail on topics that have already been
reviewed thoroughly in other recently published papers, of which there are many,
especially on cross-cultural differences (e.g., Choi et al. 1999, Diener et al. 2003,
Fiske et al. 1998, Heine et al. 1999, Nisbett & Norenzayan 2002, Nisbett et al.
2001, Triandis & Suh 2002). We devote more space to topics that have not been
so thoroughly reviewed as of late.

A second goal is to consider together two substantial bodies of research in
cultural psychology that typically have been treated as entirely independent liter-
atures: Research on the ways in which psychological processes influence culture,
and research on the ways in which culture influences psychological processes.

Third, this chapter is meant to provide more than a summary of empirical find-
ings; rather, we aim to illuminate deeper insights that emerge when these many
different findings—addressing many different kinds of questions—are considered
in aggregate. We highlight conceptual connections between superficially dissimilar
phenomena, attempt to resolve apparent inconsistencies and outstanding debates,
and identify important directions for future research within the vast area of cultural
psychology.

PSYCHOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS OF CULTURE

Virtually every definition of culture (e.g., Hofstede 1980, Mead 1955) suggests
that it represents a coalescence of discrete behavioral norms and cognitions shared
by individuals within some definable population that are distinct from those shared
within other populations. These normative beliefs and behaviors provide resources
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for realizing individual and collective goals, and so are often institutionalized in a
variety of formal and informal ways. Moreover, there exist means for transmitting
beliefs and behaviors to new members of the cultural population, so that the norms
defining a culture may persist over very long periods of time.

Given this tacit definition of culture, psychological perspectives can yield novel
answers to fundamental questions about the origins and persistence of culture: How
do beliefs and behaviors become normative; that is, widely shared within popula-
tions? How do different types of norms coalesce to the point that a recognizable
“culture” emerges? Why do cultural norms have certain content rather than other
content? Why are some normative beliefs and behaviors successfully transmitted
to new cultural members whereas others fail to persist over time? A body of theory
and research is emerging that addresses these questions by focusing on cognitive
processes and interpersonal behavior.

Evolutionary Perspectives on Culture

From an evolutionary perspective, solitude is dangerous; mutually supportive col-
lective behavior is beneficial, both for survival and sexual reproduction. Thus, it
makes sense to assume that humans have an evolved tendency toward the establish-
ment of shared beliefs, behaviors, and normative structures that help hold social
collectives together (Campbell 1982). Cultural norms—common beliefs, expecta-
tions, and practices—may also have conferred adaptive advantages by facilitating
efficient coordination of activities necessary for survival, sexual reproduction, and
the successful rearing of children to mating age. Consequently, several theoretical
analyses suggest that culture emerged as an extraordinary and highly flexible sort
of evolutionary adaptation (Barkow et al. 1992).

This evolutionary perspective also implicates constraints operating on the cul-
tural norms that are and are not likely to emerge. Some beliefs and behaviors are
better than others at solving adaptive problems, and these are the beliefs and be-
haviors that are likely to become and remain culturally normative. Examples are
provided by recent analyses of specific kinds of cultural norms, including norms
governing sexual behavior, communal sharing, and morality (Kameda et al. 2003,
Kenrick et al. 2003, Pinker 2002). For instance, Krebs & Janicki (2004) articu-
lated how evolutionary processes may have shaped culturally shared conceptions
of morality pertaining to a broad set of behavioral domains, including obedience,
reciprocity, interpersonal helping, social responsibility, and group solidarity. An
important implication of this perspective is the assertion that, although culture
may be socially constructed, there are fundamental biologically based constraints
on the construction process: Some specific kinds of beliefs and behaviors are
especially likely to be normative across human populations, whereas others are
extraordinarily unlikely ever to be popular.

Psychological Needs and the Creation of Culture

Other conceptual approaches focus on specific psychological needs and their con-
sequences for the creation of cultural norms. One perspective is offered by Terror
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Management Theory, which posits that culture emerged, in part, to serve as a psy-
chological buffer against the existential anxiety that results from the awareness
of our own mortality (Greenberg et al. 1997, Solomon et al. 2004). Culture acts
as such a buffer because many specific beliefs and behaviors that define cultural
worldviews offer symbolic immortality (e.g., religious beliefs that provide for
some sort of life after death, and ritualized practices of naming one’s children after
oneself so that one’s name lives on). Culture also provides a buffer against anxiety
by providing a set of values and normative standards against which an individual
may be judged a worthwhile, socially acceptable person. The goal is to feel that
one is a valuable member of a meaningful culture, which in turn evokes a feeling
of symbolic immortality that mitigates the fear of finitude. This line of reasoning
leads to two broad hypotheses. One hypothesis is that feelings of self-worth buffer
against existential anxiety. Consistent with this hypothesis, events that temporarily
enhance self-esteem also reduce anxiety responses to death-related thoughts and
imagery (Greenberg et al. 1993, Harmon-Jones et al. 1997). The other hypothesis
is that awareness of one’s own mortality leads to enhanced attempts to defend
one’s own cultural worldview. Dozens of studies have supported this hypothesis in
myriad ways. For instance, mortality salience increases derogation of alternative
cultural worldviews, punishment of individuals who violate cultural rules, rewards
to those who uphold cultural values, and unwillingness to desecrate iconic cultural
symbols (Florian & Mikulincer 1997, Greenberg et al. 1995, Rosenblatt et al.
1989). More broadly, this theory offers a psychologically functional explanation
for the remarkable persistence of extant cultural norms and values, including those
that objectively appear to be trivial or even self-defeating.

Another approach suggests that culture arises in part from an epistemic need for
verifiable knowledge, and for certainty and confidence in our perceptions of the
world around us. The creation of a shared reality—a common set of beliefs, expec-
tations, and rules for interpreting the world—helps fulfill this need to validate one’s
own construction of reality (Hardin & Higgins 1996). Classic research on norm for-
mation is consistent with this perspective (Sherif 1936). Also consistent with this
approach is recent research revealing that attitudes are more likely to be activated
into working memory under conditions in which those attitudes are consistent with
perceived cultural norms (Sechrist & Stangor 2001), and that recalled information
is often assimilated toward shared cultural representations (Harris et al. 1992, Lau
et al. 2001a). More direct evidence supporting the role of epistemic needs in the
creation and maintenance of culture has emerged from research in which individu-
als’ needs for epistemic “closure” are measured or manipulated. Under conditions
in which needs for closure are heightened, individuals are more likely to conform
with perceived norms, are more likely to reject deviants from social groups, and are
quicker to achieve consensus—all evidence that the need for epistemic certainty
contributes to the formation and persistence of culture (Kruglanski & Webster
1991; Kruglanski et al. 1993; Richter & Kruglanski 1999, 2004).

The terror management and epistemic perspectives are well supported by em-
pirical evidence, and identify conceptually complementary processes that help



19 Nov 2003 19:34 AR AR207-PS55-24.tex AR207-PS55-24.sgm LaTeX2e(2002/01/18)P1: GCE

PSYCHOLOGY AND CULTURE 693

explain why cultures emerge at all. Understandably, however, neither approach
addresses questions about whysomecultural norms are more likely than others to
arise.

Interpersonal Communication and the Creation of Culture

A very different perspective on the origins of culture implies that cultures—and
the specific norms that define these cultures—emerge as unintended byproducts
of interpersonal interaction. Dynamic Social Impact Theory provides one particu-
larly well-defined model of cultural origins (Latan´e 1996). This model considers
the consequences of persuasion processes within a dynamical systems framework,
and reveals that the defining features of culture—the coalescence of distinctive
shared beliefs and norms within a population—can arise simply as a consequence
of interpersonal communication (Harton & Bourgeois 2004, Latan´e 1996, Latan´e
& Bourgeois 2001). Because social influence attends any act of communication,
and because individuals communicate more regularly with others who are closer
to them in geographic or social space, a dynamic process is set in motion in which
neighboring individuals mutually influence each other on a wide variety of be-
liefs and behaviors. In addition, people differ in their ability to influence others.
As people communicate with their neighbors and others in close proximity, some
will be more convincing and will persuade more people to agree with them. Over
time, this mutual influence process leads to the emergence of different “clusters”
of beliefs and behaviors. These different beliefs and behaviors tend to become
increasingly correlated over time as well: Beliefs and behavioral practices that are
initially unrelated tend to coalesce so that people in one cluster share a particular set
of norms, whereas those in another cluster share a different set of norms. Further-
more, through majority influence, diversity in beliefs, values, and practices within
a cluster will diminish. However, clustering also protects minorities from majority
influence, thus ensuring continued diversity. This analysis has been supported in
carefully controlled laboratory studies that track the emergence of rudimentary
cultures over time (Latan´e & L’Herrou 1996), and also in longitudinal studies of
real-world populations over time (Bourgeois & Bowen 2001, Guimond & Palmer
1985). The cultural processes predicted by the theory have been observed in a wide
variety of beliefs and behaviors, ranging from attitudes toward mathematicians to
alcohol use (Harton & Bourgeois 2004).

Some constraints on the emergence of culture are implied by Dynamic Social
Impact Theory. The dynamic process and its specific outcomes vary as a function
of the number and proximity of individuals within any given population, as well
as their potency as sources of social influence (Latan´e 1996). In addition, the
operation of these processes is hypothesized to occur more readily among beliefs
and behaviors that are more highly prone to social influence. Consistent with this
analysis, attitudes that are highly heritable—and so are less amenable to social
influence (for examples and empirical elaboration, see Tesser 1993)—are less
likely to coalesce into distinct cultural clusters (Bourgeois 2002).
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If indeed culture emerges and evolves as the byproduct of interpersonal com-
munication, then the specific contents of cultures are likely to be influenced by
individual-level processes that govern the contents of communication. Beliefs and
behaviors that are more “communicable,” for whatever reason, are more likely to
become culturally normative and to remain that way (Heath et al. 2001, Schaller
2001, Schaller et al. 2002, Sperber 1984). The contents of communication are con-
strained by many different psychological considerations, and these considerations
therefore can exert indirect consequences on culture. For instance, the specific
contents of socially shared stereotypes are influenced by concerns ranging from
impression management to social identity, and these cultural-level consequences
appear largely unintended—an indirect by-product of the more direct influences
on interpersonal communication (Haslam et al. 1998, Ruscher 1998, Schaller &
Conway 1999).

Complementarity of Different Perspectives on the
Origins of Culture

The processes specified by these different conceptual approaches to culture are
logically independent and complementary. Several recent lines of research reveal
points of integration between these different perspectives. Of particular note are
studies revealing how psychological needs—including needs based on evolution-
ary pressures—may influence communication processes.

Evolutionary considerations suggest that individuals may be especially likely
to communicate information that has affective content relevant to survival and
reproduction; consequently, knowledge structures that are highly evocative of these
affective states may be especially likely to become culturally shared (Kenrick et al.
2002). Research on contemporary “urban legends” is consistent with this analysis:
Legends that elicit greater disgust are more likely to be communicated and to
become part of popular culture (Heath et al. 2001).

Epistemic needs—such as needs for cognitive efficiency and closure—also ex-
ert important influences on the kinds of information that individuals attempt to
communicate, and so constrain the specific contents of emergent cultural norms
and whether they persist over time (Crandall & Schaller 2004, Kashima 2000b,
McIntyre et al. 2003, Thompson et al. 2000). In addition, epistemic needs influ-
ence individuals’ understanding of and memory for communicated information
(Richter & Kruglanski 2004). This in turn affects the persistence of various cul-
tural norms. Individuals more easily recall information that is sufficiently novel
to merit attention, but is not so unusual as to wholly violate existing perceptions
of reality (Cohen 2001). This process places important constraints on the nature
of religious mythologies and other “magical” belief systems that evolve over time
within a culture (Barret & Nyhof 2001, Norenzayan & Atran 2004). Constraints
on memory processes also influence the persistence of other cultural artifacts that
depend on an oral tradition, such as ballads and children’s counting-out rhymes
(Rubin 1995).
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CULTURAL FOUNDATIONS OF PSYCHOLOGY

Just as psychological processes exert fundamental influences on culture, so too
culture exerts fundamental influences on basic psychological processes. Most in-
quiries into cross-cultural psychological differences are informed by the concept of
cultural schemas or paradigms, which consist of a set of socially shared practices,
norms, values, and other mental events that are loosely organized around some
common theme (Shore 1996, Triandis 1989). These cultural paradigms guide the
construction of meaning across many domains of social life. Among the most heav-
ily researched cultural paradigms in psychology are those that have focused on two
overlapping conceptual distinctions: the distinction between independent and inter-
dependent self-concept (Markus & Kitayama 1991), and the distinction between
individualism and collectivism (Triandis 1989). There is increasing consensus
among cultural researchers that these and other cultural paradigms help individu-
als and groups solve complex problems of social coordination (Cohen 2001, Fiske
2000, Kashima 1999, Sperber 1996). Culture represents an inescapably funda-
mental element in individuals’ physical and social environments, and so—through
the mechanisms of cultural learning—has enduring consequences on individuals’
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Boesch & Tomasello 1998, Carpenter et al.
1998, Fiske 2000).

Clearly a cultural paradigm is not the same as any demographically defined
regional group or ethnocultural population (Kashima 2000a, Triandis 1989). Nev-
ertheless, the underlying influence of complex cultural paradigms often is mani-
fested in meaningful between-group differences in shared cognitions, behaviors,
and normative practices (Han & Shavitt 1994, Kashima & Kashima 1998, Kim
& Markus 1999, Peng & Nisbett 1999, Rothbaum & Tsang 1998). Consequently,
within much psychological research, regional or ethnocultural groups often are
used as proxies for cultural paradigms. Such studies test hypotheses about differ-
ences in basic psychological processes between demographically defined groups.
The vast majority of such research, and what we focus on in this review, concerns
comparisons between East Asians and European North Americans. The aim is
neither to dichotomize the world nor to claim that these cultures represent the rest
of the world. Rather, it is to articulate two divergent systems of co-construction
of culture and psychology. At the outset, however, it is important to note that we
recognize that there is significant variability both across the various East Asian
and European North American cultures, and within cultures.

Attending, Perceiving, Thinking, and Attributing

Adaptive learning requires both attunement to environmental information that is
diagnostic of specific outcomes, and detection of covariation between environ-
mental events and adaptive response patterns. Solution of such complex problems
requires coordination of attention. Nisbett and his colleagues (2001) suggested that
as the ecological and symbolic environment coevolved, East Asians developed an
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intellectual tradition emphasizing holistic, dialectical information processing. This
intellectual tradition is categorically different from the European North American
intellectual tradition, which privileges an analytical, linear thinking style. East
Asians therefore should be especially attentive to object-context relations, good
at detecting covariation of events, believe in change instead of consistent trends,
have high tolerance of seemingly incompatible cognitions, and prefer to rely on
holistic impressions rather than formal logic to solve problems.

Consistent with these notions, East Asians have better memory for objects-in-
context than European North Americans (Masuda & Nisbett 2001), are more field
dependent (Ji et al. 2000), are more confident in their ability to detect covariation
(Ji et al. 2000), have stronger expectations that outcome or behavioral trends will
reverse in the future (Ji et al. 2001), are more likely to attribute incompatible traits
or values to the self (Choi & Choi 2002), are less surprised by counterintuitive be-
haviors or counterintuitive research findings (Choi & Nisbett 2000), have a greater
tendency to consider arguments from both sides and to compromise in conflict sit-
uations (Peng & Nisbett 1999), are more influenced by exemplar typicality when
asked to make rule-based categorization and categorical inferences (Norenzayan
et al. 2002), and are more willing to accept deductive inferences when the premises
are believable (Norenzayan et al. 2002).

Compared to East Asians, European North Americans are more likely to at-
tribute situationally induced events to the actor’s dispositions (Choi & Nisbett
1998, Miyamoto & Kitayama 2002), and attribute the causes of social events to
the actor’s internal factors (Morris & Peng 1994, Zarate et al. 2001). In addition,
they are less aware of the influence of the situation on behavior (Morris & Peng
1994), and they make stronger predictions of trait-relevant behavior based on previ-
ous trait-relevant behavior (Norenzayan et al. 2002). By comparison, East Asians
are more affected by information about situational constraints when predicting
trait-relevant behavior in a particular situation (Norenzayan et al. 2002).

The two groups also differ in how they use information to make social infer-
ences. Specifically, East Asians exclude less directly relevant information than
European North Americans when they make causal inferences (Choi et al. 2003).
And East Asians rely more on relational information (i.e., the target’s interpersonal
network, or community memberships) than individuating information in making
social predictions, whereas European North Americans exhibit the reverse pattern
(Gelfand et al. 2000).

Interestingly, in many of these studies (e.g., Choi & Nisbett 1998, Ji et al. 2000,
Miyamoto & Kitayama 2002, Norenzayan et al. 2002) East Asians’ responses
deviate from those of European North Americans only when the relevance of the
East Asian intellectual paradigm is made salient (e.g., when the contradictions
between holistic and analytical reasoning are made salient, when the research
participants are not given control over the test procedures,when the situational
constraints on behavior are highlighted, or when the stimulus behavior is not
diagnostic of personal dispositions). This “salience” effect suggests that although
East Asians are also capable of analytical and person-focused reasoning, they apply
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the culturally encouraged way of thinking once the relevance or applicability of the
East Asian intellectual paradigm is made salient in the particular context. Of course,
European North Americans are also capable of thinking more holistically and
relationally, although, interestingly, empirical demonstrations of this are currently
lacking.

Constructing Selfhood

CONSTRUCTION OF SELF-CONCEPTS Cultural paradigms play a constitutive role
in the evolution of the self. Geertz (1966) argued that culture not only provides
a model of self, it is a model for self. That is, not only does culture define what
the self is, it also prescribes how people should manage their self in everyday life.
In anthropological discourse, the “Western” self, characterized as self-contained
and autonomous, is generally taken as a point of departure. Non-Western con-
ceptions of selves are defined by the negation of these qualities (Sokefeld 1999).
Similar rhetoric has dominated psychological analyses of the self as a cultural
construction. The focus of psychological inquiry has been on how the interdepen-
dent cultural paradigm provides an alternative construction of self from that which
is derived within the independent cultural paradigm. Research on people’s spon-
taneous self-descriptions has revealed consistent group differences: East Asians
generally mention more interdependent or group-related self-statements, whereas
European North Americans generally mention more independent self-statements
(Rhee et al. 1995, Wang 2001).

SELF-REGULATION Solution of complex social problems also requires social con-
sensus on how individuals should behave in a society. An important cultural coor-
dination device for self-regulation is the shared ideal type of human development in
the culture. Tweed & Lehman (2002) described the ideal types of a learned person
in the Socratic tradition (which grows out of an independent cultural paradigm) and
the Confucian intellectual tradition (which grows out of an interdependent cultural
paradigm). An ideal Socratic learner is an active learner who pursues knowledge
for its own sake, values self-generated knowledge, and engages in self-directed
learning through dialogic exchanges. By contrast, ideal Confucian learners view
knowledge pursuit as a route to self-improvement. Learning is achieved through
applying the self, and constantly reflecting and meditating on traditional wisdom
(see also Kim 2002, Li 2002). An ideal Socratic learner derives self-respect from
the actualization of one’s potentials for independent learning, whereas an ideal
Confucian learner derives self-respect from moral self-transformation and from
pursuits of prosocial goals.

Ideal types of a learned person are rooted in cultural models of human devel-
opment. Within an independent cultural paradigm, the goals of personal develop-
ment are self-direction (Iyengar & Lepper 1999), pursuits of personal excellence,
and actualization of inner potentials. These goals focus on the attainment of pos-
itive outcomes. Research has shown that European North Americans perceive
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success-foregone events to be more important than failure-avoidance events (Lee
et al. 2000), attribute successes to internal causes more often than to external causes
(Hallahan et al. 1997), feel that success situations have more influence on self-
esteem than do failure situations (Kitayama et al. 1997), and find success feedback
to be more motivating than failure feedback (Heine et al. 2001).

Within an interdependent cultural paradigm, the goal of personal development
is to transcend the bounded individual self through cultivating concerns for the
collective good. This cultural orientation prescribes devaluation of one’s distinc-
tive personal strengths that are unrelated to or would even hinder actualization of
collective goals, and valuation of personal qualities that would facilitate actualiza-
tion of these goals. The emphasis on devaluation of distinctive personal strengths
may create a propensity toward self-criticism (Heine et al. 2000) and a strong
motivation to avoid failures that would reflect badly on the group. Consistent with
these ideas, East Asians pursue more avoidance goals than do European North
Americans (Elliot et al. 2001), perceive failure-avoidance events to be more im-
portant than success-foregone events (Lee et al. 2000), think that failures would
decrease their self-esteem more than successes would increase their self-esteem
(Kitayama et al. 1997), and find failure feedback to be more motivating than suc-
cess feedback (Heine et al. 2001). In addition, East Asians believe that although
others are more likely than them to encounter positive events, they are less likely
than others to encounter negative events (Chang et al. 2001, Heine & Lehman
1995).

Many entrenched egocentric biases in self-appraisals found among European
North Americans may be related to the high accessibility of the independent cul-
tural paradigm in the West. Such biases include self-enhancement (viewing one’s
personal attributes as better than they really are), unrealistic optimism (perceiv-
ing the self as more invulnerable and more likely to experience positive events
than it really is), and self-affirmation (justifying one’s personal choices). These
biases are much less evident in East Asians (Chang et al. 2001; Heine & Lehman
1995, 1997a,b; Hetts et al. 1999; Kurman 2001). East Asians also use more
negative and fewer positive self-descriptions than do European North Ameri-
cans, particularly when they describe themselves in front of an authority figure
(Kanagawa et al. 2001), and they are more modest when describing their achieve-
ment (Akimoto & Sanbonmatsu 1999). In some studies, East Asians even exhibit
a significant self-criticism bias (Heine et al. 2000, Hetts et al. 1999) or unrealistic
pessimism (Heine & Lehman 1995). In addition, they are less likely to view crit-
icism or negative feedback as a self-threat. In response to failure feedback, East
Asians do not defend their self-esteem by derogating strong performers (Brockner
& Chen 1996), and persist more than European North Americans (Heine et al.
2001).

CULTURAL CONSTRUCTION OF AGENCY It would be a mistake to conclude that
East Asians do not value agency. Human agency consists of personal but also
collective or group agency (Bandura 2002). Agentic blends of personal and group
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agency may vary across cultural paradigms. For example, European North Ameri-
cans tend to privilege personal agency, whereas East Asians tend to privilege group
agency (Chiu et al. 2000, Menon et al. 1999). Markus & Kitayama (2002) refer to
these as disjoint and conjoint models of agency, respectively. The former, which
originates in the independent self, is agency that is separate or distinct from the
actions of others. The latter, which originates in the interdependent self, is agency
that in important ways is impelled by others, in relationship and interaction with
those others.

Despite cultural variations in the relative primacy of personal (disjoint) and
group (conjoint) agency, these two modes of agency may coexist in people, and
are not antithetical to each other (Bandura 2002). For example, European North
Americans can exercise their personal agency through pursuing their self-chosen
activities, or group agency through pursuing a self-identified collective choice
(Iyengar & Lepper 1999).

CULTURAL TRADEOFF Self-enhancement serves a self-esteem function. With a
weaker self-enhancement tendency and a stronger self-criticism tendency, East
Asians often report lower levels of self-esteem than do those from indepen-
dent cultures (Campbell et al. 1996, Heine & Lehman 2004). However, this does
not imply that self-worth is not important to those from interdependent cultures
(Kitayama & Karasawa 1997), but rather that self-worth is built on a different
psychological foundation. And some recent research reveals that East Asians hold
positive and sometimes unrealistically positive views of the self when they ap-
praise themselves on dimensions that are central to the cultural definition of the
self (e.g., communal traits, collectivistic attributes; Brown & Kobayashi 2002;
Kurman 2001; but see Heine & Lehman 1999). Thus, for people from interdepen-
dent cultures, lower self-esteem may be compensated for by positive feelings of be-
ing a valued member of the group, and of being psychologically connected to group
members.

SOURCES OF SELF-WORTH AND LIFE SATISFACTION Different cultural paradigms
suggest different ideas of what constitutes a good life, and prescribe different routes
to self-worth. For East Asians, self-worth is established on the social standing of
one’s group, as well as the group’s appraisal of the self. Compared to European
North Americans, East Asians are more likely to perceive group failures as ego-
threatening, although they are less likely to perceive personal failures as ego-
threatening (Chen et al. 1998). Feedback on group performance, which has little
impact on self-evaluations by European North Americans, significantly affects
self-evaluations by East Asians (Earley et al. 1999).

Similarly, factors related to personal agency (self-esteem, identity consistency,
personal freedom, and pursuit and attainment of individual goals) and personal
affect are better predictors of life satisfaction for European North Americans than
for East Asians, whereas factors related to feelings of connectedness (pursuit and
attainment of interdependent goals, and quality of interpersonal relationships)
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are better predictors of life satisfaction for East Asians than for European North
Americans (Diener & Diener 1995, Kwan et al. 1997, Oishi & Diener 2001, Oishi
et al. 1999, Schimmack et al. 2002b, Suh 2002, Suh et al. 1998). In addition, events
involving personal influence are more cognitively accessible to European North
Americans, whereas events involving adjustment are more cognitively accessible
to East Asians. Finally, influence events that are accessible to European North
Americans tend to evoke feelings of efficacy, whereas adjustment events that are
accessible to East Asians tend to evoke feelings of relatedness (Morling et al. 2002).

Connecting to the Social World

Joint activities invariably involve social coordination, and culture’s influence on
these activities is pronounced. For example, East Asians are more likely to take
the perspective of the interaction partner than are European North Americans,
who in turn are more likely to project their own perspectives onto their interaction
partner (Cohen & Gunz 2002). In interpersonal communication, East Asians are
more attuned to the relational context, and more sensitive to the presence of a
common ground of knowledge in the communication context, than are European
North Americans (Haberstroh et al. 2002).

Consistent with the finding that those from collectivistic cultures are more
sensitive to the relational context than are those from individualistic cultures,
group opinions, concerns for in-group benefits, and group harmony play a more
important role than personal attitudes and preferences in social interactions for
East Asians, and the reverse is true for European North Americans. For example,
compared to European North Americans, East Asians find commercial advertise-
ments that appeal to in-group benefits, harmony, and family integrity more per-
suasive, and those that appeal to personal preferences and benefits less persuasive
(Han & Shavitt 1994). East Asians tend to make choices that will enhance in-group
benefits, and will be popular in the group. By contrast, European North Ameri-
cans tend to make competitive choices, and choices that highlight their personal
distinctiveness and individuality (Aaker & Schmitt 2001, Domino & Regmi 1992,
Kim & Markus 1999). In resolving conflicts, East Asians prefer mediational or
accommodating strategies that minimize interpersonal animosity, whereas Euro-
pean North Americans prefer direct, confrontational strategies (Briley et al. 2000,
Derlega et al. 2002, Ohbuschi et al. 1999).

Cultures also provide guidelines on how to regulate children’s behavior and how
to integrate children into the cultural world. European North American mothers
expect earlier attainment of independence in children than East Asian mothers
(Stewart et al. 1999; see also comparative work on cosleeping, Shweder et al. 1995),
who in contrast place greater emphasis on regulation of children’s social demeanors
(Schulze et al. 2001). For example, Japanese teachers are more likely to direct
communication to the group than are European North American teachers, who
in turn are more likely to direct communication to individual students (Hamilton
et al. 1991).
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CONTEXTUAL ACTIVATION AND CULTURAL
FRAME SWITCHING

One of our overarching points is that contrastive cultural paradigms are available to
regional or ethnocultural groups. Evidence from several lines of research supports
this idea. First, as noted, group differences are accentuated when the relevance or
applicability of cultural paradigms are highlighted in the judgment or behavioral
context, and attenuated when the paradigm’s relevance is obscure (Choi & Nisbett
1998, Hong et al. 2003, Ji et al. 2000, Kanagawa et al. 2001, Miyamoto & Kitayama
2002, Norenzayan et al. 2002). These findings make plain that culture does not
rigidly determine the responses of its group members. Instead, culture provides
interpretive perspectives for making sense of reality.

Aside from the cultural paradigm’s applicability, its epistemic value in a partic-
ular situation also affects how likely it is to be adopted in the situation. A particular
cultural paradigm is likely to be adopted when it offers a consensually validated,
conventionalized solution to a problem, and when the problem solver lacks the
capability, motivation, or resources to consider alternative solutions. Consistent
with this idea, the likelihood of following a cultural paradigm in judgment and de-
cision making increases when people need to recruit culturally validated reasons
to justify their decisions (Briley et al. 2000), have a high need for cognitive closure
(Chiu et al. 2000, Morris & Fu 2001), are cognitively busy (Knowles et al. 2001),
or need to make judgments under time pressure (Chiu et al. 2000).

In addition, people often express or affirm their ethnocultural identities by
engaging in practices prescribed by the dominant cultural paradigm in their ethno-
cultural group. Not surprisingly, culture’s influences on behavior are particularly
pronounced in ethnocultural groups when ethnocultural identities are accessible
(Rhee et al. 1995), or when there is strong identification with the group (Jetten
et al. 2002).

Second, people often follow different cultural paradigms in different contexts.
For example, European North American students mention more group attributes
and fewer idiocentric attributes when their collective self is primed than when their
private self is primed. This finding reveals that both independent and interdepen-
dent self-construals are available to European North Americans, and contextual
priming can bring to the forefront one or the other of these self-construals (Gardner
et al. 1999, Trafimow et al. 1991).

Susanna Harrington, a multicultural informant of South American origin in
Sparrow’s (2000) study, said, “I think of myself not as a unified cultural being but
as a communion of different cultural beings. Due to the fact that I have spent time
in different cultural environments I have developed several cultural identities that
diverge and converge according to the need of the moment” (p. 190). This notion
of flexibility in cultural frame switching may help explain a consistent finding
regarding immigration, ethnic identity, and psychological well-being: Immigrants
with both a strong ethnic identity and a strong national identity tend to exhibit the
best psychological adaptation (Phinney et al. 2001).
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Experiences of cultural frame switching are familiar to groups with multiple
cultural identities. Hong and her colleagues (Hong et al. 1997, 2000, 2003) have
captured cultural frame switching experiences in their research by priming bi-
cultural individuals (i.e., Hong Kong Chinese, Chinese Americans) with either
Chinese cultural icons (e.g., the Chinese dragon) or American cultural icons (e.g.,
Mickey Mouse). Bicultural individuals made more external or group attributions
and fewer individual dispositional attributions when they were primed with Chi-
nese cultural icons than when they were primed with American cultural icons.
Analogous cultural priming effects have been found in other studies using dif-
ferent bicultural samples (e.g., Chinese Canadians, multicultural Hawaiians, and
Dutch-Greek bicultural children; Bhawuk & Brislin 1992, Lehman et al. 2004,
Ross et al. 2002, Verkuyten & Pouliasi 2002), and a variety of cultural primes (e.g.,
language, experimenter’s cultural identity, and salience of ethnocultural identity;
Gardner et al. 1999, Hong et al. 2001, Ross et al. 2002, Trafimow et al. 1997,
Verkuyten & Pouliasi 2002) on various dependent measures (e.g., endorsement
of cultural values, moral decisions, spontaneous self-concept, memory for object
context, and self-esteem; Briley & Wyer 2001, Gardner et al. 1999, Hong et al.
2001, Lehman et al. 2004, Ross et al. 2002, Verkuyten & Pouliasi 2002).

The findings from cultural frame switching research are consistent with the idea
that cultural paradigms are consensually validated interpretive tools (DiMaggio
1997). Individuals with extensive multicultural experiences may have more tools
in their toolbox than do monocultural individuals (Tweed & Lehman 2002, Yamada
& Singelis 1999). How multicultural individuals choose among the multiple tools
available to them depends on how they manage their multiple cultural identities.
As noted, cultural paradigms serve important identity expression functions. Some
bicultural individuals view their dual cultural identities as oppositional, whereas
others see them as independent or complementary (Benet-Martinez et al. 2002, Tsai
et al. 2000). Among bicultural minorities, some seek to assimilate into the majority
group by aligning their values with those in the majority group (Tafarodi et al.
2002), whereas others seek to affirm their ethnocultural identity by adhering to the
dominant values in their ethnocultural group and by distancing themselves from the
majority group (Kosmitzki 1996). Variations in how dual identities are managed
are related to bicultural individuals’ responses to cultural priming. Those who
view their dual identities as independent or complementary tend to assimilate their
responses to those expected from the primed cultural paradigms. Those who view
their dual identities as oppositional and those who seek to affirm their ethnocultural
identities may respond reactively to the cultural primes, and exhibit responses
that are contrastive to the responses expected from the primed cultural paradigms
(Benet-Martinez et al. 2002, Bond & Cheung 1984).

The above analysis points to what we refer to as the paradox of group differences
and cultural influence. When culture is reduced to a fixed response pattern in a
regional or ethnocultural group, the absence of predicted group differences poses
a threat to the explanatory utility of culture (Briley & Wyer 2001). In a recent
review of group differences in individualism and collectivism, Oyserman et al.
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(2002) found that those from individualistic cultures do not always have higher
scores on measures of individualism and lower scores on measures of collectivism
than do those from collectivistic cultures. On the face of it, this seems to threaten
the construct validity of individualism and collectivism.

The threat is more apparent than real when we separate individualism and
collectivism as cultural paradigms from group averages on value measures of
individualism and collectivism. Psychological influences of culture are much more
contextualized and dynamic than a model of culture as fixed response patterns in
groups would anticipate (Briley & Wyer 2001, Fiske 2002, Hong & Chiu 2001).
Paradoxically, the explanatory utility of cultural paradigms is most apparent when
the predicted group differences emerge in a concrete situation only when cultural
paradigms are relevant and useful in that situation, and disappear when they are
not. Thus, the absence of group differences in some circumstances might highlight
the explanatory utility of culture, instead of undermining it. A critical test of the
theoretical utility of a cultural account of psychological processes is whether we
can predict the specific circumstances under which group differences will emerge
based on known principles of cultural knowledge application.

In response to Oyserman et al.’s (2002) observations, some cultural psycholo-
gists, instead of abandoning individualism and collectivism, have called for more
dynamic, nuanced analyses of cultural processes (Kitayama 2002). Others have
sought to identify the specific context within which predicted group differences
in individualism and collectivism should arise. An emerging finding is that co-
herent group differences are likely to be observed when cultural differences are
made salient by placing contrastive cultural paradigms in juxtaposition, such as
when Japanese and European North Americans are asked to use each other as a
reference group to calibrate their self-ratings (Heine et al. 2002), or when individ-
ualism scores and collectivism scores are pitted against each other (Schimmack
et al. 2002a).

DYNAMIC INTERPLAY BETWEEN PSYCHOLOGY
AND CULTURE

Psychological processes influence culture. Culture influences psychological pro-
cesses. Individual thoughts and acts influence cultural norms and practices as they
evolve over time, and these cultural paradigms influence the future thoughts and
actions of individuals, which then influence the persistence and change of culture
over time. And so on. By methodological necessity, most psychological research
focuses on fixed slices of this inherently dynamic process, and culture often is
conceptualized in static terms, thus reinforcing stereotypical images of a certain
culture. To understand more fully the relations between psychology and culture,
however, it is necessary to focus more explicitly on this dynamic interaction. Sev-
eral lines of research illustrate promising strategies for doing so. One strategy
is to examine the effects of existing cultural paradigms on those communication
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processes that are so central to the ongoing evolution of cultures. The existing
cultural popularity of any piece of knowledge influences the manner in which that
knowledge is communicated, which in turn constrains future representation of that
knowledge at both the cognitive and cultural levels (Chiu et al. 1998, 1999; Lau
et al. 2001b). This constraint on communication and culture itself differs across
cultures. For example, individuals from interdependent cultures are more attentive
to the development of common ground in communication (Haberstroh et al. 2002).
A complementary strategy is to apply the logical and methodological tools of dy-
namical systems theory to examine the longitudinal consequences of interpersonal
interaction on both individual- and cultural-level outcomes (Kameda et al. 2003,
Kashima et al. 2000, Kenrick et al. 2003, Latan´e 1996). As these tools and research
strategies are applied in increasingly sophisticated ways, we should be able to de-
scribe more fully the complex set of processes that bind psychology and culture
together.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Much recent research has demonstrated the strength of culture in influencing the
perceptions, construals, thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of its members. Culture
promotes, encourages, and sustains ways of being, and in turn these then seem
natural and ubiquitous. This makes clear the pitfalls of interpreting any given
culturally based practice without first considering its relation to the cultural context.
Nothing transpires in a cultural vacuum.

Findings from the burgeoning field of cultural psychology are significantly
enhancing the generativity of psychological theorizing. Not only are we discover-
ing fascinating differences between people from distinct cultures, we are gaining
deeper understandings of the psychological processes that support behaviors of
many kinds. It is becoming fashionable in empirical work to “unpack” culture, and
thus to attempt to gain a better handle on why, precisely, the cultural differences
exist. More developmental research is sorely needed within cultural psychology in
order to increase understanding of culturally based psychological processes, and
how such processes take shape as children are socialized and develop into adult-
hood. There is also a need for inquiry into a broader array of cultural paradigms,
as well as inquiry into additional variables that can serve as proxies for well-
mined paradigms. Markus’ recent work (e.g., Markus et al. 2003) comparing high
school–educated and college-educated groups is a noteworthy example of the lat-
ter. Finally, as is true with many areas of psychology, cross-cultural research would
benefit from having a greater percentage of studies being conducted with people
other than college sophomores (Sears 1986).

Cultural psychology no doubt soon will move beyond the east-west comparisons
that have become so commonplace. Broader coverage of world cultures will take
the field in new and exciting directions. Yet learning about different cultures and
different ways of being is tough going. For many social-personality psychologists
who do not engage in cross-cultural research it has been difficult enough to be
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convinced that those who grow up participating in East Asian cultures can be
so different from those who grow up participating in European North American
cultures. The notion that one may have to go through this learning process again and
again with still different cultures can be unsettling. Yet if the goal of psychology
is to better understandpeople, and the ways they think, feel, and behave, we see
no reason to be closed to this process.

Given globalization, increasingly cultural psychology will focus on how new
members learn a culture. And this connects with one of the more interesting issues
in the field concerning public versus private culture. In what ways is culture external
and in what ways is it internal? Can culture reasonably be reduced to individual
psychology? Or can culture be studied only from a distance? How does culture get
into the heads of individuals? Analyses such as Sperber’s (1996), of internalization
of cultural representations (“culture in mind”), exemplify an important channel for
future research.

Consideration of how societies adapt to multiculturalism, how citizens are ed-
ucated about cross-cultural differences, ways that people learn flexible cultural
styles (Tweed & Lehman 2002), and intercultural relations and conflict (Eidelson &
Eidelson 2003) will become more and more important in the coming years. In a
similar vein, understanding religion and religion’s influence on psychology (Atran
& Norenzayan 2004) will take on greater importance, as will a better appreciation
for cultural change and its affect on people.

The field of cultural psychology will also be well served by research that focuses
more fully on the dynamic relations between psychology and culture. We have
discussed research on the psychological foundations of culture as well as research
on the cultural foundations of psychology, but we have done little more than merely
juxtapose these two fertile lines of inquiry. There remains a need to integrate
these different lines of research, conceptually as well as empirically. An explicitly
dynamical approach (e.g., Vallacher et al. 2002), abetted by sophisticated research
methods that allow the tracking of dynamic bidirectional influences over time, will
be of considerable utility in forging this sort of integration.

More generally, it will be important to develop a deeper understanding of the
complex connections between cross-cultural differences and psychological univer-
sals. The integration of cultural psychology with evolutionary psychology presents
itself as one particularly exciting opportunity. Depending on the particular level
of analysis that one focuses on, one can perceive differences or similarities be-
tween any two populations. Since the field of cultural psychology took off in the
mid-1990s, considerable resources have been devoted to the documentation and
understanding of cross-cultural differences, many of which operate at very basic
levels of attention, perception, and cognition. Still, there remains a powerful de-
sire among many research psychologists to demonstrate ways in which ostensible
cross-cultural differences may in fact be manifestations of deeper psychological
similarities in motivation and cognition. Sometimes different actions by different
peoples may indeed reflect similar underlying psychological processes. However,
even when people from different cultures appear to be psychologically “the same,”
there may be fundamental cross-cultural differences in the deep meanings of the
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motivations, cognitions, emotions, and behaviors. That is, the entire dynamic—
both contentand process—may differ. In the rush to document the existence of
psychic universals unaffected by cultural context, the very heart of the psycho-
logical process may be fundamentally misunderstood. This reflects an essential
tension that accompanies any investigation into the intersection of the study of
culture (which typically assumes meaningful cross-cultural differences) and the
study of psychology (which typically assumes fundamental human universals). It
remains for future research in cultural psychology to confront this tension, and
to find ways of resolving it so that we may more fully comprehend the important
relations between human culture and human psychology.
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