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Culture and Socialization:  

The  concept  of  culture  was  initially  considered  mainly  sociological,  rather  than

psychological,  by  many  scholars  such  as  Hofstede  (1994).   Like  political  and  economic

systems, culture was discussed mainly as a community-level or contextual phenomenon in

characterizing different societies, rather than individuals.  Largely due to the work of Triandis

(1995) and some other social and cultural psychologists, researchers have started to examine

culture as a personal trait and to “measure” culture at the individual level.  It seems to make

sense  to  conceptualize  culture  as  contextual  as  well  as  personal  because  culture  clearly

influences societal or community level activities and structures (e.g., political and economic

policies, school practices) and, at the same time, individual beliefs, emotions, and behaviors.

Culture has been defined as a wide range of phenomena, from the “man-made part of the

environment” to the meaning system that individuals use to understand the world and guide

their behaviors (e.g., Cole & Cagigas, 2010).  Nevertheless, most theorists and researchers

agree that even as a belief and value system, culture is concerned with the aspects that are

shared and commonly endorsed by most people within the society.  

The feature of culture concerning “shared” beliefs and values in a society does not

seem  to  be  an  issue  for  cross-cultural  researchers  who  focus  on  comparing  groups  of

individuals  in  different  cultural  communities  on  culture-related  beliefs,  attitudes,  and

behavioral  reactions  because  group-level  scores  may  indicate  the  predominant  cultural

orientation.   For  example,  a  generally  high  tendency  of  authoritarian  parenting  in  Asian

parents as assessed by parental reports or behavioral observations may reflect cultural values

of parental authority and hierarchical parent-child relationships in Asian societies.  However,

the notion of shared culture creates considerable challenges for developmental researchers

who are interested in how culture affects socialization and development at the individual level.

The impact of cultural values in a society on individual development is a complicated issue



because there are no easy ways to establish logical and empirical links between the collective

endorsement of cultural values (e.g., parental authority) and the behaviors that are displayed

by individuals.  

Several approaches have been taken to address the issue in developmental research.

First,  culture in a  given society is  considered relatively distinct so that  differences across

societies in individual socialization experiences or behaviors or their relations are assumed to

be contributed by culture.  For example, researchers have found that Chinese children tend to

be more compliant in parent-child interactions than North American children (Ho, 1986).  It

seems  reasonable  to  argue  that  the  Confucian  values  of  filial  piety  that  emphasize  child

obedience to adults may play a significant role in family socialization, which in turn leads to

child compliance.  A major concern with this approach is that societies and communities may

differ in many social, economic, and ecological aspects in addition to culture, and thus the

assumption that cultural effects are represented by differences in country, nation, or ethnicity

group membership may not be tenable.  

As  a  second  way  of  addressing  the  issue,  researchers  have  examined  individual

cultural  experiences  or processes such as acculturation and their  relations with social  and

cognitive functions.  However, acculturation or other cultural experiences are not culture per

se and may tap into only a part of it.  In a study of social and psychological adjustment of

immigrant  Chinese  children  in  Canada,  Chen  and  Tse  (2010)  found  that  participation  in

Chinese  cultural  activities  (e.g.,  listening to  Chinese  music,  celebrating  Chinese  festivals,

interactions with Chinese friends), an index of acculturation, was positively associated with

social  competence  and  negatively  associated  with  adjustment  problems.   However,

participation in Chinese culture-related activities or other measures of acculturation such as

proficiency of  Chinese  language provide  little  information  about  what  specific  aspects  of

Chinese culture help children develop their social competence and control their problems. 



Third, culture is treated as an individual-level construct such as a specific personal

trait, which ignores the shared aspect of culture.   In this approach, each individual is believed

to have a unique “culture”.  Using this approach, researchers may measure “culture” using

self-report questionnaires such as those about collectivism vs. individualism or independent

and interdependent self-construals (Triandis, 1995) and then use the scores to analyze their

relations  with  parenting,  peer  relationships,  or  other  psychological  or  behavioral

characteristics.  Despite its popularity in cross-cultural psychology, this approach suffers from

some concerns.  First, it is unclear to what extent culture is reflected in a personal trait and

thus whether it is appropriate to reduce culture to a personal trait.  Second, developmental

researchers  are  interested  in  culture  mainly  because  it  may  serve  to  guide  socialization

processes and thus affect developmental patterns (e.g., Hinde, 1987).  It would appear less

interesting to examine individual cultural trait, as one of possibly many individual traits, and

its relations with other psychological attributes or behaviors.  Third, individual cultural traits

such as “collectivism” and “individualism” often conceptually and empirically overlap with

personal attitudes and behaviors such as sociability, communality, social assertiveness, and

independence.  It is difficult to distinguish cultural and non-cultural traits and to maintain

conceptual and methodological clarity in research.  Finally, a number of measures have been

developed to assess individual cultural traits (e.g., Singelis, 1994).  Whereas they may show

adequate  psychometric  qualities  such  as  satisfactory  internal  reliabilities  and  clear  factor

structures, researchers are still uncertain about whether they are appropriate for cross-cultural

comparisons.  Issues such as the group-reference biases (i.e., what group individuals refer to

as a norm when they answer questions or rate items) and culturally related response biases

(e.g., individuals in certain cultures tend to select extreme vs. moderate responses) may be

confounding factors that undermine meaningful cross-cultural comparisons (e.g., Schneider,

French, & Chen, 2006). 



Culture, Socialization, and Human Development:  Major Perspectives

The  role  of  socialization  in  mediating  relations  between  culture  and  child

development has been recognized in two major developmental theories:  Bronfenbrenner’s

socioecological theory (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) and Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory

(Vygotsky, 1978).  According to Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006), the beliefs and practices

that  are  endorsed  within  a  society  or  community,  as  a  part  of  the  socioecological

environment,  affect  socialization  settings  and  parent-child  and  other  social  interactions.

Although culture is considered a distal influence in the outmost layer of the environment in

the early version of the theory (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1979), recent conceptualizations have

integrated  culture  with  proximal  socialization  forces  such as  the  family  and peer  groups

(Tietjen,  2006).   In  a  developmental  niche  model,  which  is  largely  consistent  with  the

socioecological perspective, Super and Harkness (1986) proposed that the “developmental

niche” includes three interacting subsystems: the physical and social settings, the historically

constituted customs and practices of child care and child rearing, and the psychology of the

caretakers,  particularly parental  ethno-  theories  shared within the community.   Culturally

prescribed socialization conditions, beliefs, and practices are important components in the

model.

Vygotsky’s  sociocultural  theory  highlights  the  role  of  socialization  in  the

internalization of cultural systems such as language and symbols.  Vygotsky (1978) asserts

that,  in  addition  to  direct  collaborative  or  guided  learning  in  which  more  experienced

individuals  act  as  representatives  of  the  culture  and assist  children  in  understanding and

solving  problems,  broad  socialization  experiences  -  participation  in  social  and  cultural

practices - affect the processes of individual development.  Transformations in sociocultural

structures often result in changes in social practices, which in turn lead to the reorganization

of mental systems and the creation of new psychological functions (Luria, 1976).  Consistent



with the Vygotskian perspective, researchers who studied the effects of social and cultural

transitions from traditional rural villages to communities with more complex and planned

social  activities  in  Africa,  Asia,  and  Central  and  South  America  found  that  youths  who

participated in formal education and urbanized activities might display new ways of thinking

(e.g., Beach, 1995; Luria, 1976; Rogoff, 2003).  The cognitive processes of individuals in

these societies became more decontextualized and less constrained by the specific features of

the environment as they engaged in more social activities and formal school learning.  

Based on socioecological and sociocultural theories, Chen and colleagues (e.g., Chen,

2012;  Chen & French,  2008)  have  proposed a  contextual-developmental  perspective  that

stresses social interaction as a context for human development.  This perspective indicates

that parents and other socialization agents, particularly peers from middle childhood onward,

evaluate and respond to children’s behaviours in interactions according to culturally based

social  expectations  and  standards.   Adults’ and  peers’ evaluations  and  responses  during

interaction in  turn serve to  regulate  the development  of  behaviours.   The evaluation and

regulation  processes  during  social  interaction  constitute  a  major  mechanism  of  cultural

influence on development.  

The central theme in the contextual-developmental perspective is elaborated in several

major  arguments.   First,  the  need  for  social  acceptance,  intimate  affect  within  social

relationships, and a sense of belonging (Sullivan, 1953) is the main force that directs children

to participate in interactions,  to attend to social evaluations, and to adjust  their reactions.

Second,  the social  interaction context elicits  children’s attention to feedback from others,

which promotes children’s awareness of social expectations and standards and discrepancies

between  their  behaviours  and  these  expectations  and  standards.   Third,  whereas  social

approval informs children that their behaviours are regarded as appropriate, negative social

evaluations create a pressure on them to modify their behaviours.  The regulation of social



interaction occurs as children attempt to maintain or change their behaviours or behavioural

styles according to social evaluations.  Fourth, interpersonal or group activities such as the

establishment and modification of group norms and acceptance-based social evaluations of

children’s  behaviours  are  the  main  mediators  of  links  between  culture  and  individual

development,  although individual  characteristics  such as  sensitivity  to  social  expectations

may facilitate or weaken group influence.  Finally, as children develop their social-cognitive

abilities,  they play an increasingly active role  in  the social  processes  by displaying their

reactions (e.g., compliance, resistance) to social influence and participating in constructing

new cultures to direct social evaluations and other interaction activities.  Thus, the social

processes are transactional in nature (see Chen, 2012).  

The idea of  norms provides a  key to understanding social  influence in
general  and  conformity  in  particular.  Social  norms  are  the  accepted
standards of behaviour of social groups.

These  groups  range  from friendship  and  workgroups  to  nation-states. 
behaviour which fulfils these norms is called conformity, and most of the
time roles and norms are powerful ways of understanding and predicting
what people will do.

There are norms defining appropriate behaviour for every social group. For
example, students, neighbours and patients in a hospital are all aware of
the norms governing behaviour.  And as the individual  moves from one
group to another, their behaviour changes accordingly. 

Norms provide order in society. It is difficult to see how human society
could operate without social norms. Human beings need norms to guide
and direct  their  behaviour,  to provide order and predictability  in  social
relationships  and to  make sense of  and understanding of  each other’s
actions. These are some of the reasons why most people,  most of  the
time, conform to social norms.

There  is  considerable  pressure  to  conform to  social  roles.  Social  roles
provide  an  example  of  social  influence  in  general  and  conformity  in
particular.  Most  of  us,  most  of  the  time,  conform  to  the  guidelines
provided by the roles we perform.

We conform to the expectations of others, we respond to their approval
when we play our roles well, and to their disapproval when we play our
roles badly.




