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Introduction

Welcome to this exciting free OpenLearn course!

In this course you will explore how psychology helps us to understand human thoughts
(how people think), emotions (how people feel) and behaviours (what people do) across
different societies. This course has been created to demonstrate the fascinating universal
and unique ways in which psychology works around the world. You will explore
psychological processes, behaviours and practice across diverse cultures and societies.
By the end of this course, you will have expanded your knowledge and understanding of
psychology, and how it operates across the globe.

This OpenLearn course is an adapted extract from the Open University course

D110 Exploring psychological worlds: thinking, feeling doing. If you enjoy this course, you
might want to have a look at the psychology, and psychology-related, qualifications that
the OU offers.



https://www.open.ac.uk/courses/modules/d110
https://www.open.ac.uk/courses/psychology
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Learning outcomes

After studying this course, you should be able to:

e describe how cultural and societal factors shape some core psychological
processes, namely how people think, remember and perceive the world

e describe some different cultural approaches to wellbeing

 understand how early life experiences impact infant development, specifically how
early visual and auditory experiences shape cognitive and language development in
infants

e recognise the historical limitations of early psychological research and how this has
affected psychology’s understanding of human behaviour

e appreciate the importance of incorporating diverse cultural perspectives in
psychological research.
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1 Does psychology work the same everywhere?

The study of psychology helps us to understand why people think, feel and behave in the
ways they do. While these are questions which have been addressed by people globally
and throughout history, the academic discipline called ‘psychology’ emerged in the late
nineteenth century in Europe and North America. This means that many of the core
concepts still taught in psychology courses and used in research were developed in these
places as well. In recent years, psychologists have been working to better understand the
full diversity of human processes, emotions and behaviours.

To better understand global diversity, researchers have worked to distinguish between
what is universal and what is shaped by culture. For example, basic emotions like
happiness and sadness are universal, but the expression of those emotions varies. In
some cultures, openly expressing emotions is encouraged, while in others it is less so.
You may well be able to think of examples among people you know or places you’ve been
where there are different rules around how acceptable it is to express emotions.

As you work your way through this course, keep in mind that while you will be
predominantly exploring differences in psychology around the world, there are aspects of
psychology that are universal (i.e. apply generally to people, whatever their cultural
background). As humans, many of the ways we think, feel and do things are the same. All
people have the capacity to process information, form memories and problem solve,
develop cognitive and physical abilities, and experience and learn to cope with stress.
People are still able to relate to those from different cultural contexts. Psychologists are
still figuring out which aspects of the field are universal, and which vary across different
cultures and contexts.

This course may be your first introduction to psychology, or perhaps you have already
studied some psychology and are looking to explore differences around the world.
Regardless of where you are in your psychology journey, it is important to remember that
psychological findings from one part of the world may not apply to another. By exploring
similarities and differences in psychology around the world, psychologists can develop
better theories, models, treatments and support systems that are inclusive and adaptable.

1.1 Are you thinking what I’'m thinking?
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Figure 1 Bananas in Pyjamas was an Australian children’s TV show depicting two
Bananas, B1 and B2, who were almost identical in appearance and thinking. The bananas
made sense of the events that arose in much the same way, so much so, that they were
known for the phrases ‘Are you thinking what I'm thinking B17?’ to which B1 says, ‘| am B2’.

If people’s brains made sense of all information in exactly the same way, the world would
be a very monotonous place. People would be likely to process information about their
surroundings in the same manner, meaning unique perspectives and novel thinking would
not occur. This would drastically reduce the likelihood of scientific breakthroughs, the
creation of works of art, and the world would be rather stagnant! Luckily, while thinking in
itself is something that is common to everyone, people don'’t actually make sense of the
world in an identical way to others. Even B1 and B2 in Figure 1 demonstrated different
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thinking at times. Part of the reason for this is that there are many factors which influence
the way our brains make sense of information. This course will focus on the influence of
one of these factors: the influence of the cultures and societies that people live within.

To begin thinking about how culture might shape psychology, you will be introduced below
to some research looking at how people perceive the world. This research compares
people in the United States to people in East Asia (China, Japan and Korea). This is a
very common comparison in this kind of research. This is because these two groups of
people are seen as being the most different to each other in several ways that cultures are
compared to each other. Comparing these two groups, therefore, is seen as a way to
easily see how culture might be impacting the psychological process being studied. Now
complete the first activity.

Activity 1

Look at the following image, then write a description in the box below about what
you have seen.

. e

Figure 2 A static example of the Michigan Fish Test from Masuda and
Nisbett (2001).

[ Provide your answer... ]

Discussion

There are lots of ways you could have described the scene in the image. You may
have started with a description of the fish in the foreground, noting their colour and
size. Or you might have started by saying that it is an underwater scene, and noting
the frogs, fish and seaweed. You may have also said that the frog is swimming away
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from the seaweed and that three of the fish are swimming towards it. The way in
which you describe the scene may well be influenced by your culture.

Masuda and Nisbett (2001) showed the scene above to Japanese and US
participants. Participants were shown a clip of the underwater scene and asked to
report on what they saw. Japanese participants often started with information about
the context, e.g. the background objects or environment and were more likely to
report relationships between objects like ‘the frog is swimming away from the
seaweed’. However, US participants were more likely to start by giving information
about focal objects (e.g. moving fish and other animals) and to describe the physical
appearance of the individual objects (e.g. ‘a big, brown and white fish’).

There was a second stage of the experiment that you were not shown. Here, the
researchers changed the background to either a different seascape or no
background at all. Japanese participants judged focal objects (e.g. the fish) more
accurately when in the original background than when presented in a different
underwater background or with no background at all. On the other hand, the
changing backgrounds didn’t impact the performance of US participants.

The researchers understood this difference as showing that people from East Asia
engage in ‘holistic’ thinking. This means that the objects or events are viewed as a
whole and, when making sense of an object, the context and the object’s
relationship with other objects in the visual field are considered. For example, in the
experiment above, the Japanese participants processed moving objects (like the
fish) with the environment or background objects, and their attention was distributed
across the entire scene. In contrast, US participants seemed to process objects and
events in isolation. This is often referred to as ‘analytical’ thinking (breaking things
up into parts). For example, in Masuda and Nesbitt's experiment, American
participants were relatively unaffected by the changing background because they
were focusing on the features of the fish in the foreground and weren’t paying as
much attention to the background.

Masuda and Nisbett identified a difference in the ways that Japanese and US participants
perceive the world around them, broadly as a whole defined by relationships or as a set of
distinct objects. What's interesting is that this distinction maps onto differences between
how these two cultures tend to approach life more broadly.

A key cultural dimension on which different societies can be placed is the extent to which
they are ‘individualist’ or ‘collectivist’. In individualist cultures, people are primarily
concerned with the self, and this often takes precedence over the needs of the group to
which they belong. People are often seen as independent from others and personal
achievements are emphasised and valued. In contrast, collectivist cultures put greater
emphasis on the importance of group harmony and success than on individual benefits
and achievements. As you may have already guessed, it is rather unlikely that a culture or
society can simply be categorised as one or the other. Instead, we can think of
individualist and collectivist as sitting on two opposing ends of a continuum, where the US
is close to the individualist end and China is close to the collectivist end.
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Individualism vs. Collectivism
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Figure 3 A continuum of individualist vs collectivist cultural dimensions including
placements of China, Mexico, Spain, Germany and the US.

Countries and cultures vary quite a lot on individualism and collectivism. As you can see
in Figure 3, the US and China are at extreme ends of the scale. A lot of places are around
the middle, and Northern European countries tend to be more individualist than Southern
European countries.

Pause for thought

Take five minutes to review your response to Activity 1. Does your description align
with the findings of Masuda and Nisbett (2001)? Did you focus on more holistic
features of the scene (e.g. relationships between the fish and the background), or did
you take a more analytical approach (e.g. describing individual features of the scene
in isolation)? Think also about your own cultural background: is it more eastern,
western, something in between or entirely different? Did the way you processed the
scene fit with what Masuda and Nisbett found (e.g. if your cultural background is
western, was your description more analytic; if your cultural background is eastern,
was your description more holistic)?

Research like Masuda and Nisbett’s fish experiment has helped to establish that there are
some differences in the way that people from different cultures see the world.

In the next section, you will learn a bit more about how some psychologists think these
differences emerge. Do these different ways of perceiving the world happen because of
the ways people learn to remember things, because of the environments they live in, or
because of the language they grow up speaking? Or is it some combination of all of
these?
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1.2 Remembering around the world

In the next activity you will think about your own memories.

Activity 2

In a few sentences, describe the earliest memory that you feel comfortable recalling
for this activity..

[ Provide your answer... ]

Discussion

Obviously, we cannot predict exactly what you have written (we’re psychologists,
not mind-readers!). However, there are some things that people commonly report as
being among their earliest memories. For example, you may have described the
vibrant colours and sounds that you saw and heard at a big celebration, such as a
childhood birthday party. Perhaps you remember meeting your teacher on your first
day of school or the day you got your first pet. You might describe how those
interactions unfolded. For one of the course authors, it was the memory of the
excitement of flying to England to visit their grandparents in the summertime. They
remember the feeling of the wind as they climbed the steps to the plane, and the
colour and texture of their Care Bear teddy, which they brought along in case they
encountered any fellow Care Bears in the clouds who might want to chat!

Just like how we process information differently, we can also remember things
differently. The type of memories that we have and the age that we have them may
be partly explained by the part of the world where we come from.

Remembering encapsulates a universal set of processes involving perceiving information,
storing that information, and then retrieving it later. This is something that all humans have
the capacity to do (except in rare cases, such as severe brain injury). However, what
people remember from experiences and events can be shaped by their beliefs and past
experiences. For example, autobiographical memories are memories of experiences or
events, such as remembering the day you turned 18 or a time you got in trouble at school
or work. The memory you described in Activity 2 is an autobiographical memory.

In individualist cultures, autobiographical memories tend to focus on oneself as the lead
and often aren’t particularly related to other people; the person describing the memory is
the central character. This might include describing a personal achievement or the
emotions that were felt when a specific event occurred. In contrast, autobiographical
memories in collectivist cultures tend to include social and collective experiences and
events, such as the birth of a new family member or a major dispute that happened
between colleagues at work. Some findings suggest that people from China tend to have
more autobiographical memories for historical events and experiences, such as a political
event or a natural disaster than people from the US (Conway et al., 2005).

Findings by Wang (2001) indicate that people in the US tend to recall events and
experiences from a slightly younger age than people in China. The age of the earliest
reported memory for participants in the US was around 42 months, whereas in China it
was 47.5 months. This, of course, does not mean that people in the US have better
memories. It merely means that the contrasting focus of memories, as well as different
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degrees of reminiscing that occur in cultures, can affect the time of earliest memory.
Thinking again about the memory you described in Activity 2, can you remember or
estimate roughly how old you were when that event occurred?

Cultural background doesn’t only influence how people describe scenes and remember
life events. The kind of language people use and the environment that people grow up in
can also affect their psychology in surprising ways. The next section explores the
relationship between people’s perception of colour and the languages they speak.

1.3 Colour perception and language

As the ‘fish scene’ example illustrated, even when people focus on the same scene, they
can still see the world differently depending on their cultural background. Sometimes
these differences can be down to the physical environments that people have
experienced during their lives.

For example, research has examined colour perception in Norwegian adults born above
and below the Arctic Circle. Above the Arctic Circle there is a complete absence of
sunlight during the winter months known as marketid (‘dark time’ in Norwegian), and
during the summer months the sun remains above the horizon at night (a period known as
the midnattsol or ‘midnight sun’). Laeng et al. (2007) found that those who were born
above the Arctic Circle with early experience of marketid (i.e. experience with purple/
indigo shades of twilight during the first few months of life) were better at discriminating
different hues of purple and worse at discriminating different hues of green than those
born below the Arctic Circle.

In addition, Laeng et al. also found that those who were born above the Arctic Circle and
during marketid performed worse on tests of colour perception than those who were born
during midnattsol. These findings suggest that the types of colours people are exposed to
in the first few months of life can have a lasting impact on their perception of colour as an
adult.

As well as the physical environment, it has been suggested that variations in language
can affect how people see colour. Complete Activity 3 to learn more.

Activity 3

The box in Figure 4 shows a coloured block. What colour do you perceive?

Figure 4 Coloured square 1

The box below in Figure 5 shows another coloured block. What colour do you
perceive?
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Figure 5 Coloured square 2.

[ Provide your answer... ]

Discussion

You may have perceived the first coloured box as blue and the second box as
green. In the English language there is a distinction between ‘blue’ and ‘green’.
However this distinction is not made in all of the world’s languages. Some
languages do not distinguish between ‘blue’ and ‘green’ and instead have an
umbrella term, covering both what English speakers would call green and what they
would call blue — some researchers have referred to this as ‘grue’ (Grandison,
Davies and Sowden, 2014). For example, a dialect of the Otjiherero language
spoken by the Himba, a semi-nomadic tribe who live in Namibia, use the term
‘burou’, for both ‘blue’ and ‘green’.

People who speak languages that use a term for ‘grue’, such as burou, may
perceive both of the coloured boxes as being different versions of the same colour.
Figure 6 shows how the different colours are categorised depending on whether the
language has the distinct terms ‘blue’ and ‘green’ or whether the term ‘grue’ is used.
To explore how you categorise blue and green relative to the rest of the world, you
can check out the activity at the following link: Is my blue your blue?.

e 1 T [ ) o

Figure 6 Categorisation of ‘grue’, ‘blue’ and ‘green’.

Activity 3 demonstrated that what is categorised as a particular colour can vary across
languages or cultures. Experience with language therefore influences children’s ability to
categorise colour. Children need to learn the names of different colours, and research has
suggested that learning the correct terms for different colours is quite a difficult task
(Maule, Skelton and Franklin, 2023). The ability to match simple colour terms to the
‘correct’ colour (e.g. matching the word ‘blue’ to the colour blue) isn’t something that
children master until around three years of age (Pitchford and Mullen, 2002). One reason
children do not achieve this earlier is because it takes children a while to learn the
boundaries of each colour. For example, in many languages there is a single term to
describe light and dark blue (e.g. English ‘blue’, Mandarin Chinese ‘lan’), but in
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Mongolian, light blue (‘ginker’) and dark blue (‘huhe’) have different terms to describe
them (He et al., 2019) and children need to learn the boundary between the two. This is
difficult because the environment can influence the appearance of a colour. Consider, for
example, the colour of the fruit in Figure 7. The same fruit bowl is presented under three
different lighting conditions, slightly changing the colour. Children, nevertheless, still need
to learn that a banana is yellow, even under a blueish light. The ability to perceive the
same colour under different lighting conditions is known as colour constancy.

Figure 7 A bowl of fruit under different lighting conditions.

A study by Witzel et al. (2021) looked at the relationship between three- to four-year-old
children’s ability to name colours and their ability to perceive a colour as constant under
different lighting conditions. To do this, they measured whether children could correctly
name different colours (e.g. being able to state ‘This object is red’), and whether they
could recognise different types of red even under different lighting conditions (e.g. under
green or blue lighting). Witzel et al. found that there was a relationship between
performance on the two tasks: children who were better at naming colours were also
better at recognising the same colour under different lighting.

Just because two things are related, however, doesn’t mean that one thing causes a
change in the other. Witzel et al. speculated about possible reasons for the relationship.
One possibility is that, as colour constancy improves with age, this helps children
recognise that different types of red all belong to the same colour. Alternatively, children
may learn about colour naming through their interactions with other people (e.g. their
parent might point out a red apple under bluish light) and this could help children learn
about colour constancy. It could also be a completely unrelated perceptual ability that
leads to improvements in both colour naming and colour constancy. This exploration of
how children learn to perceive and label colours is an ongoing area of psychological
research.

Taken together, the research in this section demonstrates that children learn to categorise
colour according to appropriate language or cultural conventions, which can differ across
those languages and cultures. In addition, there are other perceptual processes, such as
learning to recognise colour constancy, which are also related to colour naming.

1.4 Understanding the everyday experiences of infants

In this section you will hear from Linda B. Smith, a Professor at Indiana University in the
United States, who discusses her work on the Homeview Project. The project examines
how early visual and auditory experiences (e.g. what infants see and hear) help infants
break into language.
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Activity 4

Watch Video 1 in which developmental psychologist Linda B. Smith discusses the
Homeview Project. After watching the video all the way through once, watch it again
and answer the questions that follow.

Video content is not available in this format.
Video 1 Linda B. Smith discusses the Homeview Project

BTy 1

1.  What are the advantages of using head-mounted cameras for learning about
development?

2. Why is the ability to hold an object important for learning?

3. How has Linda’s work changed the way in which psychologists investigate
language development?

4. What visual experiences were consistent across the two cultures that Linda
examined?

[ Provide your answer... ]

Discussion

1.  The head-mounted cameras allow researchers to gain insights into what
babies actually see, not what adults think they see. They allow researchers to
move away from traditional psychology experiments in controlled environments
to understand the way in which language is acquired in the course of everyday
life

2. When infants hold up an object it blocks out the distractors and controls the
information that enters their eyes. Linda describes how this optimises the
information that infants learn from. Linda also discusses research involving
infants and children with developmental disorders. Infants and children who
have impairments in their ability to move and hold objects are at a
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disadvantage as they are unable to create their own experiences from which
they can learn (e.g. holding objects and sustaining attention). Seeing the world
from the viewpoint of an infant shows where the problems are and how to make
a difference.

3.  Words are learned rapidly. In the past, researchers studying language
development would use what Linda referred to as a ‘discrete trial model’, in
which infants are presented with an image of an object at the same time as
hearing the name of the object. However, seeing an object/event/emotion and
hearing a word at the same time isn’t necessarily how words are learned in the
context of everyday events. Linda describes how real-world events are
complex stories containing many different elements. In order to understand
how infants break into language, researchers need to study how words are
learned in the context of everyday events.

4. Babies under four months old in India and the United States have similar face
experiences (for 15 minutes out of every waking hour, they see faces up close
and most of the faces belong to three different people). The visual experiences
diverged as the infants in each culture got older. Early face experience is
important for the development of face perception. For example, having
cataracts in the first few months of life can lead to face perception impairments
in adulthood. Linda’s findings also suggest that the first few months are
particularly important for setting up the perceptual processes used to recognise
faces.

In this section you have learned about an approach to studying development that aims to
understand the everyday experiences of infants. As you move from the foundational
experiences of infancy to exploring later stages of life, it is important to consider how
cultural differences continue to shape our psychological development. One aspect of
particular relevance to psychology (and to related fields, such as counselling and
psychotherapy) is how the concepts of wellbeing and happiness are understood within
different cultures. While infants’ early experiences set the stage for later development, our
understanding of wellbeing encompasses a broad scope that spans an entire lifetime.

In the next section, you will develop your understanding of what it is to ‘live well’, then you

will turn your attention to the ways in which different cultures conceptualise and pursue
wellbeing.
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2 Wellbeing around the world

Defining ‘the good life’ is a question which has vexed philosophers and religious and
moral leaders for many centuries. Thousands of self-help books, social media gurus and
celebrities continue to promote ways of being, thinking and acting as a sure route to
happiness, fulfilment and a healthy life. The advice given can be bewildering and is often
contradictory: should a person eat no meat or eat only meat; be grateful or strive for more
in life; be constantly busy or make time to be bored; be kind to themselves or be tough on
themselves? Should they lift weights, practise yoga, swim in cold water, heat up in the
sauna, or none of these?

This range of advice illustrates the difficulty in pinning down one answer to the question of
what makes a good life, or of which kinds of practices lead to health and wellbeing. Both
ancient Chinese and ancient Greek philosophy, for instance, were deeply interested in
defining ‘the good life’. Baggini (2018) points out that both traditions contended with
similar questions at around the same time and proposed some similar answers, despite
not being in contact with each other. There are some striking similarities between the
thoughts of Confucius, who lived around 500 BCE in China, and Aristotle, who lived
around 100 years later in Greece.

In both traditions, the road to living well was proposed to be an active one. Living well
meant developing and sustaining good habits and acting ethically in the world. People
were not presumed to be inherently good or bad but instead were able to become ethical
and live well through adopting good habits. This was thought to require self-cultivation,
meaning a person taking an active interest in forming the best habits and reflecting on
their behaviour and possible areas of improvement. Also common to both traditions was
an emphasis on moderation or ‘the doctrine of the mean’, meaning the middle or average.
This meant that people were supposed to avoid either excess or deficiency in their lives.
An excess might have meant spending too much time on one kind of task and neglecting
others or having very heightened emotions. A deficiency could be a lack of motivation, or
very low energy. Both traditions advocated for the person to spend some time doing the
opposite to bring themselves back to moderation. If someone is very busy and active, for
instance, they might spend some time meditating and being very still (Baggini, 2018).

There are, of course, other approaches to the question of the good life. Ancient Indian
philosophy, for instance, held that transcendence and spirituality were more centrally
important to living well than the Chinese or Greek tradition did. Organised religions also
provide frameworks for how to live a good and moral or ethical life (although what counts
as ‘moral’ or ‘immoral’ differs between religions and often changes within a religion over
time). The range of ideas about living well, however, also poses a problem for psychology
researchers who, unlike religious leaders or ancient philosophers, are not seeking to tell
people how they ought to live. Instead, the aim of psychological approaches to wellbeing
is to measure, describe and theorise wellbeing and the circumstances which enable
people to flourish. This has proved to be a difficult task.

Two very influential ways which psychologists have argued that wellbeing can be
measured are:

e How people feel about their life: ‘subjective’ wellbeing.

o  This refers to how people evaluate their own lives. It includes measures about
life satisfaction, the presence of positive emotions, and the absence of negative
emotions. A typical survey question to assess this is ‘how satisfied are you with
your life nowadays’? This method gives us insight into a person’s emotional
state and overall happiness from their perspective.

« To what extent people’s needs are being met in their life: ‘objective’ wellbeing.
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A human need is something essential for a person to function well and thrive. At
a basic physiological level, hunger indicates a need for food, and shortness of
breath a need for oxygen. Beyond these, people also have emotional and
practical needs — such as love, belonging, shelter and security — to enable them
to live well. Psychologists have developed theories about human needs, but
perspectives vary across the sciences. One well-known theory is the ‘hierarchy
of needs’ developed by psychologist Abraham Maslow (1943). Maslow
organised these needs into a five-tier pyramid which included basic needs like
food, water and shelter at the bottom, moving up the pyramid to love and safety,
all the way to self-actualisation at the top — achieving one’s potential. Maslow
argued that people cannot focus on higher tier needs until the basic needs have
been met.

First read the case study of Ceri, and then work through Activity 5 to think more about
each of these.

Case study: Ceri

Ceri is a woman in her thirties living in the UK. She has chronic health problems
which affect her mobility. Her health and mobility vary and at times she needs to use
a wheelchair.

Ceri works from home as a freelancer in the charity sector, meaning that she is in
control of the hours she works, and is able to work less during periods of ill health.
She is well respected in her field. As well as her paid work, she is entitled to disability
support and her home is well adapted for her mobility needs. She lives with her
partner and is close to her family, who mainly live nearby. She also has an active
social life, and her friends are understanding of the fact that her ability to socialise
can vary with her current state of health. She has an adapted car which enables her
and her partner to easily travel for trips away.

Ceri feels contented with her life. She sometimes gets frustrated with her health and
struggles emotionally when she has prolonged periods of pain and low mobility. At
these times she finds her partner and family really help to cheer her up. She also
tries to ‘count her blessings’ and not focus on the negative too much.

Activity 5
Read Ceri’s case study and then answer the following questions.

1. If you were to ask Ceri in a survey ‘how satisfied are you in your life
nowadays?’, what kind of answer do you think she would give?

2. Think now about Ceri’s physical, emotional and practical needs. You might
think here about emotional needs like purpose, love, belonging and respect.
Practically you might think about her need for financial stability, mobility and
medical care. What needs of Ceri’s are being met, and what are not?

3. What features of Ceri’s life do you think are most responsible for her wellbeing?
Think here about qualities of Ceri herself, of the people around her, and of her
environment. It may help to think here about what major changes to her life
might most affect her wellbeing.

[ Provide your answer... }
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Discussion

You probably thought here that Ceri is someone with high wellbeing. She has a full
life, with strong relationships and fulfilling employment. Asking Ceri about her life
satisfaction would probably get a reasonably high score. In terms of needs, you
might have noted that Ceri is able to get her emotional needs met through her
friends, family and partner. Her physical needs are also met through her access to
medical care; the adaptations to her house and car; and her financial security from
work and benefits.

Thinking about the final question, you may have identified that Ceri’'s wellbeing is
supported by a mixture of all of these elements. She is able to work, due to her own
ability and experience, which is helped by technology enabling her to work from
home and to the flexibility of freelancing. A more rigid kind of work which required
daily attendance in an office might block Ceri from paid employment. Similarly, her
relationships and social life are, in part, made possible by the set-up of her
environment and the people around her. Without disability benefits and the
adaptations to her house and car, it is possible that Ceri would not be able to live
such a full and independent life. Her health is less of a barrier than it could be, due
to the adaptations to her environment and the attitudes of her friends and family.

What this example illustrates is that, to understand individual wellbeing, psychologists
have to also understand the full context of a person’s life. Asking about individual feelings
can be a good quick measure, but it doesn’t really tell you much about what causes good
or poor wellbeing. It also can lead people to see wellbeing as being something that is only
to do with an individual — how happy or resilient they are. As you saw with Ceri’'s case,
however, the full context of the environment which someone lives in helps to create and
sustain wellbeing. Practical concerns such as good housing, transport and medical care
can be just as important as the individual choices people make about their lives.

A really important context which psychologists are increasingly interested in looking at, is
the status or group that someone belongs to in a society. It's well established that people
with higher status tend to have better health and wellbeing (Wang and Geng, 2019). In
countries which are living with the legacy of colonialism, for instance, health disparities
can be stark between the Indigenous and settler populations (Gracey and King, 2009).

In the next section, you will learn about the approach taken to wellbeing by Maori
psychologists in Aotearoa New Zealand.

2.1 Kaupapa Maori psychology: approaches to
wellbeing

Before learning about approaches to health and wellbeing developed in Indigenous Maori
psychology, read the box below to learn more about Kaupapa Maori research.

Kaupapa Maori research

The Maori are the Indigenous people of what is now known as Aotearoa New

Zealand (Aotearoa is the Maori name and New Zealand is the English name). The
country was officially colonised by the British in 1840 with the signing of the Treaty of
Waitangi. This was an agreement between the British and a majority of Maori chiefs,
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stating that Maori people would have full citizen rights and be recognised as
landowners. The exact meaning of the treaty is contested as the rights granted can
be interpreted differently in the English and Maori versions (Rochford, 2004). The
fulfilment of this treaty remains a live political issue, as the subsequent century saw
Maori people lose much of their land and face suppression of their culture and
language. The 1950s onwards saw the emergence of a political movement to
improve Maori rights and restore Maori language and culture.

Maori-centred research, theory and practice has developed in several fields in
Aotearoa New Zealand from the 1980s onwards, including psychology. Nikora
(2007) described how earlier research looking at Maori culture and experience
tended to be from an outsider perspective, being about Maori people rather than by
them. One danger of this was that Maori experiences were compared to Pakeha
(European-heritage New Zealander) norms, and consequently were often seen as
deficient or problematic.

A research approach which instead starts with Maori experience and perspectives
as the norm and is driven by Maori people is known as Kaupapa Maori research.
‘Kaupapa’ means a set of principles or plan on which to base action, a practical
philosophy or an agenda. So, Kaupapa Maori means that the research or practice in
question is guided by Maori ways of thinking and being. Kaupapa Maori psychology
is a thriving field in several universities in Aotearoa New Zealand.

Kaupapa Maori approaches have been influential in many fields and adopted into
government policy and practice in some areas.

Activity 6

Watch Video 2 and then answer the three questions that follow. Note that the
speakers in the video use a number of words from te reo Maori, the Maori language.
Below are some of the words that are used, with English explanations for what they
mean in the context in which they are being used.

Maori English
Kaupapa Principles and practices

Whakapapa (pronounced Genealogy, family history, connection to ancestors and places

‘fakapapa’) where ancestors came from
Iwi Tribe or people, extended family connections
Matauranga Maori Traditional Maori knowledge and cultural ways of thinking

Traditional Maori songs (oriori and waiata) and dances (haka).
Oriori, waiata, haka Oriori in particular are part of storytelling, preserving and
passing on Maori culture

Video content is not available in this format.
Video 2 Maori psychology and approaches to wellbeing
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What is Kaupapa Maori psychology?

What is the importance of relationships in Kaupapa Maori psychology? You
might want to think about some of the Maori words used by the speakers in the
video, and how those concepts influence Kaupapa Maori psychology.

What implications does this approach have for wellbeing, healing and therapy?
You might think here about some of the example projects discussed in the
video.

[ Provide your answer... ]

Discussion

1.

You may have noted down that Kaupapa Maori psychology is described as
being ‘by Maori for Maori’ — an approach to understanding psychology which is
rooted in the Maori world view and uses Maori concepts. You may also have
noted that Kaupapa Maori psychology is more than a theory; it is also a
practical approach to working with people, communities and solving everyday
problems. Some issues highlighted in the interviews include homelessness
and poverty which Linda Waimarie Nikora describes as ‘survival'.

You may have noted down that Kaupapa Maori psychology views people as
being interconnected with their environment — both with other people and the
natural world. The importance of viewing people as interconnected was talked
about in terms of respect, meaning a respect for others and the environments
in which people live. This in turn was discussed as underpinning a commitment
to leaving the world in a better state for the next generation. Several of the
Maori words used reflect this, such as the importance of a person’s whakapapa
as part of their identity. This includes how Maori introduce themselves to new
people, which typically includes saying which iwi they belong to. The sharing of
stories, songs, dances and rituals as part of both preserving matauranga Maori
and using them in practice to help people’s wellbeing (e.g. working with grief
and loss) also highlights the importance of relationships and a connected way
of thinking about people.
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3. You may have thought about some of the examples given in the video. One is
the ‘Family 100’ project (e.g. Hodgetts et al., 2014), where families receiving
welfare were given food for a year and were found to thrive. This is given as an
example of providing services which are caring rather than punitive. It is also
an example of trying to build on people’s strengths and capacities, as
discussed by Shiloh Groot. In this case, the approach of the project was to give
families sufficient food, rather than to focus on fixing problems which can
emerge from not having enough food — such as reduced school attendance.
More generally, you may have noted down that this approach sees wellbeing,
therapy and healing as happening with other people, and being rooted in
relationships with others. This is a way of saying that wellbeing is not only
something that individuals have but is a reflection of the strength and health of
relationships between people as well.

Kaupapa Maori psychology is an example of psychology theory and practice that has
been developed from a non-European cultural base. Psychologies from around the world,
grown from multiple cultural standpoints, have become more respected in recent years.
The discipline is still, however, largely dominated by a European and North American
worldview. In the next section you will explore why this is, and what problems it might
present for our understanding of human psychology.
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Psychology as it is researched and practised today has its roots in Europe and North
America in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, although with some influence
from elsewhere. The late 1800s may seem very recent in human history, and indeed
people have been asking ‘psychological’ questions for thousands of years (probably much
longer, but we have no written records older than about 5,000 years). However, the
modern academic discipline of psychology is very young: only about 150 years old.

An idea of the ‘diversity’ (or, more accurately, the lack of diversity) of psychology in its
earliest days can be gleaned from the fact that probably the two most influential early
psychologists were both called ‘William’ (sort of). In Germany, Wilhelm Wundt (Wilhelm is
the German equivalent of William) set up what was called the first psychology ‘laboratory’
to investigate psychological questions through experimentation. In the United States,
William James (William is the English equivalent of Wilhelm) investigated many questions
including the nature of emotion, mainly through reflecting on his own experience. Both of
these men worked in the late nineteenth century, and can be considered to have set many
of the foundations for modern psychology.

Figure 8 Spot the difference! Wilhelm Wundt (left) and William James (right) were two
important early psychologists.

Psychology developed from the ideas of a very narrow set of people: almost exclusively
white men in Europe and North America. At the time, women were largely excluded from
public life, including academic education, and were not able to gain university degrees, so
there were very few women contributing to the early days of the discipline. More women
than men now study for psychology degrees in the UK, but this was not always the case.
The two Wills were not only men; they were also white, upper class and lived in similar
cultures, either Europe or North America (the United States and Canada themselves
being former European colonies).

3.1 It’s awfully narrow for something so broad

You may be wondering whether this matters at all and, if so, why it is important. Perhaps
early psychology being produced by a narrow range of people is fine, as humans are the
same everywhere. Maybe, despite these narrow beginnings, psychology today is far more
diverse and is researched by people all over the world. Indeed, as you have learned
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throughout this course, modern psychologists do come from, and study, a variety of social
and cultural contexts. There are, however, still legacies of the narrow beginnings of
psychology which persist. Most of the history of psychology has come from a very limited
range of people and places, and that is inevitably reflected in the current knowledge base
of the discipline.

A study in 2008 looked at the top psychology journals (meaning the most prestigious
places to publish psychology studies) and found that 96 per cent of the people who had
taken part in the studies reported were from rich, industrialised countries. These countries
have around 12 per cent of the world’s population (Arnett, 2008). Henrich, Heine and
Norenzayan (2010) describe the majority of people who have taken part in psychology
studies as WEIRD, standing for ‘Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich, Democratic’.
‘Western’ in this context refers to the shared culture of Europe and North America,
including people in other parts of the world who also share that culture such as Pakeha in
Aotearoa New Zealand. ‘Educated’ refers to the fact that many of the people studied in
psychological research are college or university students who, especially in the United
States, come disproportionately from white, and relatively wealthy, backgrounds. Even
when studies are done on people who did not go to college or university, they typically
have had access to formal education during their childhoods in schools. ‘Industrialised’,
‘rich’ and ‘democratic’ refer to the societies in which most psychological research has
taken place (even if the people studied are not personally ‘rich’, by the standards of their
own society).

These authors, along with many others, have pointed out that much of psychology is
therefore based on studying a narrow selection of people who differ from much of the
world’s population in ways that may be important (or may not — until we have the data,
there is no way to know). A historical assumption that European culture was superior to
other places around the world has also been argued to still have an impact on what
questions and concepts are seen as worthwhile within psychology (e.g. Oppong, 2019).

These are all live issues in psychology, and will continue to be so for the foreseeable
future. Psychology is now becoming global, and in this course you have already learned
about some contributions to psychological knowledge from around the world. At the same
time, in many topics within psychology, the questions which are still asked were originally
defined in this specific historical and geographical context. Psychology is, as mentioned, a
relatively young discipline and is still finding its feet in many ways. There are not many
settled answers. This makes it an exciting and vibrant discipline to study and research,
with plenty to think about. As psychology tries to include more and more perspectives, it is
likely that both the kinds of questions asked and the answers found will shift even further
in the future.

Activity 7

Rad, Martingano and Ginges (2018) looked to see if anything had changed in
psychology publication since the 2000s. They looked at a highly regarded journal
Psychological Science. If a researcher is published in a journal like this, their work is
seen as high quality and also more likely to influence other researchers. See if you
can guess the proportions they found:

United States
o 20.1%

o 3.9%
O 50.8%
o 11.4%

01/07/25



3 WEIRD psychology

O
O
O

Canada, Australia, New Zealand

O0OO0OOOOOOoaGo

Latin America

O

O
O
O
O

0.6%
11.9%
1.3%

20.1%
50.8%
1.3%
0.6%
3.9%
11.4%
11.9%

20.1%
11.9%
50.8%
130/0
3.9%
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o 11.4%
O 0.6%

Unknown
20.1%
11.4%
3.9%
11.9%
1.3%
50.8%
0.6%

OO 0O0Oo0oaoOoad

In 2014 the world population was 7.3 billion. See if you can guess what percentage
of the world population each of the categories represented at that time.

United States
4%

60%

16%

1%

10%

8%

O 0O0Oo0OaoOoaoo

Canada, Australia, New Zealand
o 60%
o 4%
o 16%
o 8%
o 1%
o 10%
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Africa
60%
8%
1%
4%
10%
16%

[ I [ [ o [

Latin America

4%

16%

60%

1%

10%

8%

1. Which area has the biggest difference between their population and
percentage of psychology studies?

2.  What does looking at these differences tell you about psychology — how much
does this matter?

O0O0Oo0oao0oa0o

[ Provide your answer... ]

Discussion

Asia has 60 per cent of the world’s population but only 3.9 per cent of the studies in
Psychological Science were carried out with people who live there. The other huge
difference is the US, where just over half of studies were carried out despite being
only 4 per cent of the world’s population.

You might wonder if these discrepancies matter. Maybe people in India, China and
the US are so similar that studies done with US undergraduate students can be
generalised to the rest of the world. One issue is that if psychology continues to
operate in this way, we will never know if that is true! It may be, but many
psychological theories developed in Europe and the US have not been tested
elsewhere. For many psychological concepts, it is still an open question as to
whether they apply globally and universally. Some may well do, and some almost
certainly do not. Some concepts will be somewhere in between, perhaps fitting
people from some parts of the world well and others poorly, or perhaps parts of the
concept will apply universally and other parts will not.

You may be wondering if this journal is particularly US focused, and that maybe this
biased the types of people they studied. Certainly that could be a large part of it, and
there are whole areas of psychology which look specifically at cultural variation,
where the studies have more varied participants. There are also journals based
outside the US, including Asian psychology journals which have increasing
influence globally.
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If you decide to continue your learning journey in psychology, it is worth bearing in mind
that much of the work which has been done so far has been based on this narrow range of
people. This does not mean that what you will learn is invalid or wrong, but it does have
limitations, as all knowledge and theories do. What psychology has done to date is a start,
but only a start, in answering the broad questions which motivate psychologists: what
makes people think, feel and act in the ways that they do?
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Conclusion

In this free course, you've explored how psychology works across diverse cultures and
societies. It highlighted how psychological processes, such as thinking, remembering and
perceiving, can differ by cultural and societal factors. You learned that our emotional,
behavioural and practical responses to things are influenced by cultural and societal
factors.

The course outlined how culture, including language differences, can influence how
people see the world; how early life experiences affect infant development, and some
issues in researching those effects; and how different cultural perspectives can give
insights into wellbeing. Additionally, it explained some of the historical limitations of
psychological research, particularly its focus on WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industria-
lised, Rich, Democratic) populations, and emphasised the importance of incorporating
diverse cultural perspectives to broaden and enrich our understanding of human
behaviour.

This OpenlLearn course is an adapted extract from the Open University course

D110 Exploring psychological worlds: thinking, feeling doing. If you enjoy this course, you
might want to have a look at the psychology, and psychology-related, qualifications that
the OU offers.



https://www.open.ac.uk/courses/modules/d110
https://www.open.ac.uk/courses/psychology
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Glossary

If reading this text has inspired you to learn more, you may be interested in joining the
millions of people who discover our free learning resources and qualifications by visiting
The Open University — www.open.edu/openlearn/free-courses.

Glossary

colour constancy

The ability to perceive the same colour under different lighting conditions. For example,
perceiving a strawberry as red under blueish light.

Kaupapa Maori research

An approach (e.g. to research or practice) that is guided by Maori ways of thinking and
being.
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