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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to trace the role of culture as an explanatory construct in developmental processes and
outcomes, and its implications in the understanding of developmental psychopathology. Literature reviews were
conducted by historical period: 1930—1939, 1960-1969, and 1990-1999. The percentage of the total articles and
chapters pertaining to cultural issues increased as a function of time. Both conceptual and methodological
continuities and discontinuities were observed among the three periods. The preponderance of comparative studies
using deficit models still remains, but more enlightened alternative conceptual models, within culture studies, and
measures of cultural processes, are emerging. In contrast, although contextual influences are considered important in
developmental psychopathology, the field lags in its empirical consideration of cultural influences. The need to
seriously address these issues will increase as globalization and rapid cultural change become even more the norm

than the exception.

If culture is reducible, in any realistic sense to ex-
tremely complicated, but quite specific, chains of
socially transmitted patterns which dominate the
feelings, thought and behavior of individuals in all
human communities, then this factor must be ana-
lyzed and evaluated if the etiology and form of
mental disorders are to be thoroughly understood.
(Hallowell, 1934, p. 1)

We now recognize that in spite of shared values,
there are a number of very real cultural differences
between blacks and whites, and that these differ-
ences cannot be equated with inferiority as they
have in the past. The major implications of such a
framework are first, that direct comparative studies
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become less significant and second that there will
be an increased emphasis upon the study of the
culture for its own sake and upon the adaptive as-
pects of black culture. Rather than focus on pathol-
ogy in this latter emphasis, there will be a greater
concern with success in the face of adversity.
(Miller & Dreger, 1973, pp. 1-2)

Conceptualizations of “culture” and its role
in human development, both normal and atyp-
ical, have changed significantly over the
course of the twentieth century (Cole, 1996;
Shweder, 1991). Ideological fluctuations dic-
tating how culture should be perceived and
understood are especially pertinent within the
context of psychology and other “institution-
alized” forms of understanding human devel-
opment that have flourished over the past cen-
tury (Gergen, Gulerce, Lock, & Misra, 1996).
The ever-changing role of culture, in addition
to its multitude of meanings both within and
outside of academic circles, make it an espe-
cially challenging subject for study.

In this paper we trace the role of culture
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as an explanatory construct in understanding
developmental processes and outcomes. The
study of different cultures can affirm,
broaden, and challenge extant theories of nor-
mal and pathological development by eluci-
dating what developmental sequences are
logically necessary, discovering possible al-
ternate pathways to adaptive and maladaptive
outcomes, and providing evidence on which
factors are most important for mental growth
(e.g., biological, social, emotional, cognitive,
linguistic, representational). Within the histor-
ical approach taken in this paper, the role of
culture will be explicated through an exami-
nation of the psychological literature pertain-
ing to children’s development in the United
States. The primary focus of this analysis is
to document how culture has been used
through the years to explain child and adoles-
cent development in the United States. This
endeavor will center on three distinct and
highly critical historical periods of psycholog-
ical thought and research: the 1930s, the
1960s, and our own fin-de-siecle, the 1990s.
It should be emphasized that our ultimate goal
in unraveling how culture has been invoked
through the years in the field of normative
child development in the United States is to
gain insight into how best to study the role of
cultural processes in the development of psy-
chopathology, as well as in the promotion of
adaptive functioning despite adversity (cf. Lu-
thar, Cicchetti, & Becker, in press).

A closer look at the periods in history that
we have selected explicates the specifics of
why and how these particular 10-year inter-
vals were chosen. Aside from their conve-
nience (they are 30 years apart and can easily
represent the beginning, middle, and end of
the 20th century), each of the periods depicts
a distinct and significant historical time in the
field of child development.

Although the systematic study of children
had existed since the end of the 19th century
(see Parke, Ornstein, Reiser, & Zahn—Waxler,
1994), the emergence of a formalized profes-
sion of developmental psychology (or of child
development) did not take place until the be-
ginning of the 1930s (Cairns, 1983, 1998). At
that time the Society for Research in Child
Development was established and a number
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of new publications emerged, including Child
Development, Child Development Mono-
graphs, Child Study, and (the more popular)
Parent’s Magazine. Several child research in-
stitutes also were founded throughout the
United States, funded and supported by foun-
dations and government—university agencies.

However, as Cairns has noted, “It seems
ironic that the most notable development in
child psychology during this period was
brought about initially by social and eco-
nomic forces instead of scientific advances”
(1998, p. 83). The 1930s were filled with new
challenges and ways of thinking that emerged
as a result of specific developments in war,
industry, and technology. In addition to their
respective effects on the human life course,
such changes served to profoundly influence
the direction of psychological thought and re-
search. Having established itself as a major
world power during the First World War, the
great depression of the 1930s grossly im-
pacted the United States as a whole.

The systematic approach taken by the so-
cial and natural sciences countered the wide-
spread unpredictability that seemed to charac-
terize the essence of humanity at this point in
time. Researchers and theoreticians alike felt
a desire to systematize and create order out
of the chaos surrounding the depression. This
quest for classification and orderliness was
manifested in the work of many develop-
mental psychologists and anthropologists in
search of universals, as well as of their excep-
tions. As such, cultural influences were stud-
ied in order to determine the specific hows
and whys of developmental processes and
outcomes and their relative universality.

In contrast, the 1960s were a time when
many standards of behavior, values, and atti-
tudes that dominated American society were
reevaluated. Youth and other groups who felt
oppressed or marginalized by the established
norms, systems, and institutions began to
question many of the given assumptions in
our society. The civil rights movement, as
well as the women’s and the Black Nationalist
movements, exemplified the profundity of the
questioning of the social establishment with
its prescribed social hierarchies and institu-
tions. Through placing the locus of control on
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systems and institutions, instead of solely on
the individual, these movements provided
support for highlighting cultural influences as
the core in the etiology of pathology and so-
cial problems. The premise was that if only
we could create a culture in the United States
with the “right values and practices,” then the
incidence of developmental deviations would
decrease. Social programs were devised, ex-
perimental programs were evaluated and so-
cial science research was conducted in order
to examine how cultural deprivation could be
invoked as a key explanation for many devel-
opmental deviations. The 1960s also have
been characterized as an era of expansion and
maturation for the field of child development
(Cairns, 1998), yet as we will examine later,
the use of deficit models did not reflect the
progressive views that many of these social
challenges espoused.

By the 1990s, beliefs in universals were
called into question in what has been referred
to as a “postmodern era.” Individual rights re-
placed civil, women’s, and other groups’
rights. As such, cultures (as individual enti-
ties) are seen as legitimate contexts in which
development operates. Maladaptation is in-
creasingly viewed as a function of the fit be-
tween the culture (or subculture, although that
language is now unacceptable) and the de-
mands of the majority or dominant culture.
The tensions between the systematic classifi-
catory and descriptive approach to childhood
psychopathology and the more contextual-
ized, fluid, adaptive view of human develop-
ment and psychopathology as a function of
context is very evident (Boyce, Frank, Jensen,
Kessler, Nelson, & Steinberg, 1998; Cic-
chetti & Aber, 1998). Another issue has
stemmed from the prevalent outcries regard-
ing the “lack of family values” and “declining
morality” as explanations for increasingly
alarming social problems such as unpredict-
able violence among youth, increases in the
incidence of single parenting, and declining
academic achievement as compared to other
industrialized countries. Notions of high-risk
children have replaced the construct of cul-
tural deprivation, although many of the popu-
lations under study (e.g., poor people of color
and English-language learners) are the same
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and deficit models have been primarily em-
ployed in conceptualizing these children’s
psychological functioning.

Methodological Approaches Taken in
this Paper

Within each of the historical periods selected
(i.e., 1930-1939, 1960-1969, and 1990-
1999), three methodologies were employed in
order to obtain a representative perspective on
the research and thinking of each decade.
First, we undertook an analysis of the table of
contents of all issues of Child Development (a
premier journal in the field of developmental
psychology that was published during all 3
decades). Any article that employed “culture”
in its title, compared two or more cultural
groups, or implicated sociocultural influences
was included in our analysis. In addition, we
further examined in greater depth randomly
chosen articles published within each year of
the 3 decades under examination. One poten-
tial drawback of this method is that the basis
of identification was the use of the article ti-
tle. However, it also was our estimation that
when the word “culture” was used (or impli-
cated) or the comparative nature of the study
was indicated in its title, this reflected the rel-
ative importance ascribed by the author(s) to
these constructs within the study or the theo-
retical position expressed.

The second methodology that we utilized
involved conducting more broad-based litera-
ture searches using PsycLIT, in order to in-
clude the entire body of psychologically rele-
vant literature from each of our chosen time
periods. Key words used in the searches were
“development,” “culture,” and “development
and culture.” Thus, any articles that included
these words in their titles or text were identi-
fied through this method. As was the case for
articles chosen through an examination of ta-
bles of contents, several randomly selected ar-
ticles were analyzed, along with the abstracts
of all of the articles identified. The main limi-
tation of this method is that it reflects only
those journals included in PsycLIT, and these
are primarily drawn from United States—
based research and theories. The advantage is
that these journals are among those consid-
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ered to be the more established publications
in the field. Thus, they most likely reflect the
dominant views on these topics extant in the
United States.

The third methodological approach taken
was a content analysis of how culture was in-
voked to explain developmental processes and
outcomes in three different editions of the
Handbook [or Manual] of Child Psychology
that were published post-1930s (Carmichael,
1946), post-1960s (Mussen, 1970), and in the
1990s (Damon, 1998). These editions were
conceived with the goal of bringing together
experts in the field of child development to
provide “a factual introduction to the under-
standing not only of child psychology, but
also of the psychology of the normal adult hu-
man mind and even of the abnormal human
mind” (Carmichael, 1946, p. v). The indexes
of the three editions of the Handbook of Child
Psychology were used to identify where the
word “culture” was used. Additionally, a con-
tent analysis of the chapters in each edition
was undertaken.

Several general trends were found as a
function of these analyses. The percentage of
the total articles and chapters pertaining to
cultural issues increased as a function of time.
For example, using as our criterion the num-
ber of published articles in the literature, the
1930s revealed a relatively smaller number of
articles pertaining to culture (i.e., 3.4% of the
papers in the Child Development table of con-
tents) as compared with the 1960s (4.2%).
Similarly, the 1990s contained more papers
on culture (i.e., 11% of the articles in Child
Development) than either the 1930s or 1960s.
Similar findings were reflected when we con-
ducted literature searches using PsycLIT: the
number of articles increased as a function of
time. (PsycLIT search numbers: 1930s, 124;
1960s, 320; 1990s, 960.) This might be a
function of changes in lexicon, or alterna-
tively, what we favor as an explanation, of
an increased attention to cultural issues in the
literature.

A different trend was observed in the three
editions of the Handbook [or Manual] of
Child Psychology that we surveyed and which
reflect what is considered “really dominant
and important” in the field. When the index
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for the words “culture” and “cultural” was ex-
amined in the 1970 edition of the Handbook,
the number of entries decreased from the 16
notations to culture that had been contained
in the 1946 Manual of Child Psychology. An
inspection of the 1998 edition of the Hand-
book revealed that references to culture grew
exponentially in the 1990s. Thus, in the 1960s
there was a decline in the number of entries
that invoked cultural processes. In addition,
the number of chapters that contained exclu-
sively, or included a substantial section on,
cultural issues reflect a similar trend: 2 chap-
ters in 1946 out of 19 (5.3%), 1 chapter in
1970 out of 29 (3.5%), and 22 chapters in
1998 out of 71 (31%).

In addition to our historical survey of cul-
ture in the field of normal child development,
we also initiated an investigation of work con-
ducted on cultural processes in atypical devel-
opment. Because the field of developmental
psychopathology has a shorter history than
that of developmental psychology, we focused
on a number of publications generally consid-
ered to be among the major historical land-
marks of the newer discipline: (a) the special
issue of Child Development devoted to devel-
opmental psychopathology (Cicchetti, 1984);
(b) all papers published in Development and
Psychopathology since its inception in 1989;
(c) the Cicchetti and Cohen (1995) two-vol-
ume, first edition, Developmental Psycho-
pathology, the closest work to the Handbook
of Child Psychology in the field; (d) all chap-
ters in the nine volumes covering the Roches-
ter Symposium on Developmental Psycho-
pathology (e.g., see Cicchetti, 1989); and (e)
a review of PsycLIT for the 1930s, 1960s, and
1990s using the words “culture,” “develop-
ment,” and “psychopathology” to generate the
list of citations.

Out of the 25 papers published in the spe-
cial issue on developmental psychopathology
in Child Development (Cicchetti, 1984), none
(0%) addressed the topic of culture. Similarly,
in the 11 years of its existence, the journal
Development and Psychopathology has pub-
lished only 8 papers that specifically or tan-
gentially address cultural processes. One of its
special issues, although it had few papers that
dealt explicitly with culture, emphasized the
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importance of context in the consideration of
adaptive and maladaptive developmental out-
comes (Cicchetti & Aber, 1998).

The papers that have expressly examined
cultural processes in Development and Psy-
chopathology have addressed topics such as
resilience, school adjustment of shy and ag-
gressive children in China, pathways to edu-
cational achievement in African American
and Puerto Rican adolescence, impoverish-
ment and maltreatment, and substance use and
abuse. The small number of papers published
on cultural processes accounts for approxi-
mately 1% of the papers in Development and
Psychopathology.

An examination of the chapters in the nine
volumes of the Rochester Symposium on De-
velopmental Psychopathology, published be-
tween 1989 and 1999, reveals that 9 of the
102 chapters addressed cultural processes in
development and psychopathology. Thus,
fewer than 10% of the chapters focused on
cultural aspects of developmental psychopath-
ology. Relatedly, the Cicchetti and Cohen
(1995) volumes entitled Developmental Psy-
chopathology published only 3 chapters out of
44 (6.8%) that addressed cultural processes.

Finally, in the only direct methodological
comparison with the field of normal child de-
velopment that we can make, between 1930
and 1939 two articles appeared on our search
of the terms “culture,” ‘“development,” and
“psychopathology” in PsycLIT. Likewise, two
papers were found in the 1960-1969 Psych
Lit review. Finally, our examination of the
decade 1990-1999 in PsycLIT uncovered 36
citations that represented an integration of all
three terms entered into our computer search.

From these analyses, there is a clear sense
of the increasing relevance of cultural pro-
cesses in understanding normative child de-
velopment in the last 20 years of this century.
This is accompanied by an interest at the be-
ginning of the century and a more mixed pic-
ture in the 1960s regarding the need for cul-
turally based interventions. How can we
explain these historical shifts, especially the
decrease in the 1960s and the exponential in-
crease in the 1990s? If we adopt the view that
social, political, economical, and historical
events shape science (Sears, 1975; Siegel &
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White, 1982; White, 1996), then we should
look there for answers to this question. Per-
haps the civil rights and the Black Nationalist
movements provided a sharp contrast to the
Eurocentric view of the world that had domi-
nated U.S. society and, as a consequence, its
scientific enterprises. As cultural deficits were
decried as explanations of developmental out-
comes (e.g., critiques of the Moynihan report;
Rainwater & Yancey, 1967), the 1960s wit-
nessed a decrease in ascribing deviant out-
comes to cultural processes. It took over 20
years to develop “new” theoretical models
that would lead to more acceptable views of
cultures within and outside the United States.
This also was supported by the fact that con-
textual considerations in general have become
more prevalent in developmental psychology,
thus allowing for a more comprehensive and
differentiated specification of processes (i.e.,
how do cultural influences as opposed to
other contextual influences affect develop-
ment?) and a critical examination of devel-
opmental outcomes and their measurement
(i.e., as reflective of cultural biases). Other
worldwide changes also may have contributed
to the exponential growth in the attention to
cultural processes. Demographic changes
resulting in the ‘“colorization of America”
and other “immigration” issues—have high-
lighted acculturation and other cultural ac-
commodations such as bilingual education as
explanations for differential outcomes across
populations. In addition, increasing progress
and growth in other cultures and competition
with other countries has led the United States
to question the unique supremacy of its cul-
ture. These social and demographic changes
have contributed to our increasing awareness
and need for reformulation in scholarship in
order to address these issues satisfactorily.
Unfortunately, because of the recent ascen-
dancy of the field of developmental psycho-
pathology, we cannot make firm conclusions
regarding the changes in the importance ac-
corded to the role of culture in the study of
development and psychopathology. More-
over, for similar reasons, we are not in a posi-
tion to make 20th century decade by decade
comparisons between the fields of develop-
mental psychology and developmental psy-
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chopathology. However, it is clear that, at the
beginning of a new millennium, the role of
cultural processes has yet to assume a major
topic of inquiry in the field of developmental
psychopathology.

The majority of theory and research in the
field of developmental psychopathology has
been generated from research conducted in
Western cultures. Although useful, such re-
search may fail to elucidate the diverse paths
development may follow, the different factors
that may contribute to dysfunction, or the var-
ied definitions of abnormality that may be de-
rived from different cultures (Cicchetti &
Toth, 1998). Reliance on a monocultural data-
base also might result in a blurring of the dis-
tinction between phenomena that are culture
specific and those that are culture general
(Canino & Guarnaccia, 1997; Kleinman,
1988; Weisz, 1989). Similarly, little work has
been directed toward efforts to understand and
apply culturally sensitive modes of interven-
tion. To be optimally effective, interventions
must incorporate knowledge of cultural, fam-
ily, and individual codes and values (Samer-
off & Fiese, 1990; Toth & Cicchetti, 1999).
Moreover, an understanding of culturally spe-
cific value systems must be present in order
for prevention scientists to develop and im-
plement effective interventions.

Continuities and Discontinuities:
Culture as an Explanatory Construct
in the 20th Century

There are several commonalties or continu-
ities across the three historical periods that we
would like to point out before we enter, in
greater depth, into the content of each period.
These encompass both conceptual and meth-
odological aspects that pertain to both re-
search and theory.

Conceptual

Cultural influences have been seen as unique
or solely responsible for the issues being ex-
amined. For example, when an author asserts
that “The high suicide rate in Japan is consid-
ered to be a function of the culture’s lack of
more acceptable solutions for dealing with the
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retrieval of lost honor” (Hirsh, 1966, pp. 337-
339), this implies that cultural patterns of be-
liefs, emotional and behavioral expression,
and regulations are solely responsible for the
phenomenon under study. In contrast, culture
can be seen as part of a series of contributors
to the question being investigated. The fol-
lowing quote from an article written by Bron-
fenbrenner, published in Child Development
in 1967, illustrates the latter approach:

A review of research indicates that the serious in-
adequacies experienced in school by disadvantaged
children, especially Negro boys, have their origins
primarily in prenatal damage, father absence, im-
poverished home environment, and dysfunctional
patterns of child rearing. (p. 909)

In a more recent example, in an integrative
theoretical model, Garcia Coll et al. (1996)
have placed cultural influences in children’s
development within the dominant stratifica-
tion system of a society, thus viewing culture
not as isolated but as intrinsically related to
issues of class, gender, and race in any partic-
ular society.

Examples of these two approaches to the
role of cultural influences on normal develop-
ment and on psychopathology can be found in
all the historical periods examined, although
the preponderance of one approach versus the
other might differ from one period to another.
For example, we see in the 1990s the com-
plexity of minority status and of cultural dif-
ferences emphasized and delineated more
clearly than beforehand (e.g., see Canino &
Guarnaccia, 1997; Garcia Coll et al., 1996;
Hoagwood & Jensen, 1997; Ogbu, 1994; Ser-
afica, 1997).

Another variant in the conceptualization of
culture can be seen in the distinction between
difference versus deficit approaches (Garcia
Coll et al., 1996; McLoyd, 1990; Spencer &
Markstrom—Adams, 1990). Cultural differ-
ences can be seen as legitimate, appropriate,
and even desirable variations in human behav-
ior and development. A contrasting view con-
ceptualizes these differences as deviation,
maladaptation, or pathology, reflective of the
deficits inherent to the cultural values, norms,
and behaviors of a particular group. Again,
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examples of both are seen in all historical pe-
riods, yet their relative distribution changes
over time. For example, a major paradigm
shift is seen in the higher frequency of con-
ceptualizing African American behaviors
(when they are different from White middle-
class standards) as adaptive and sometimes as
strengths in the 1990s (Boykin & Toms, 1990;
Ogbu, 1981; Spencer, Cole, DuPree, Glymph,
& Pierre, 1993; Spencer & Dupree, 1996)
than in the 1960s when, as a norm, African
American behavior was seen as a reflection of
negative culturally transmitted values. There
are, of course, exceptions in both historical
periods (e.g., see Iscoe & Pierce—Jones, 1964,
and Iscoe, Williams, & Harvey, 1964, for an
exception to the 1960s dominant paradigm of
cultural deprivation).

The final variant in conceptualization is
that the investigator can be interested in cul-
tural change rather than the particular culture
per se, and in how an individual’s behavior
and attitudes are modified accordingly, or
how coping strategies fail and psychopathol-
ogy arises. Change can be brought about by
contact between cultures or by migration of
individuals. Issues of acculturation and accul-
turative stress and their relation to psycho-
pathology are very salient within this concep-
tualization (see Canino & Guarnaccia, 1997,
Mezzich, Kleinman, Fabrega, & Parron, 1996;
Rogler, Cortes, & Malgady, 1991).

Methodological

There are also methodological continuities
and discontinuities among the different histor-
ical periods that operate as a function of how
culture is conceptualized and the question un-
der investigation. Comparative studies have
increased in scope and number (see
McLoyd & Randolph, 1986), despite the spo-
radic examples of this type of article that are
found in the 1930s. It is important to keep in
mind that comparative studies can differ along
several lines. Two or more cultures can be
compared for the following reasons: (a) to test
the universality of a phenomenon (i.e., inse-
cure attachments as a function of maternal re-
sponsivity), (b) to examine the universal ap-
plication of a theory (i.e., do children around
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the world display attachments to their primary
caregivers?), or (c) to use differences in cul-
tural practices or context as a natural ex-
periment to test a particular theoretical predic-
tion using cultural difference as a natural
experiment (i.e., do infants raised by multiple
caregivers in a kibbutz still attach to their
mothers?). These studies can use an etic (cul-
ture-general) or an emic (culture-specific)
approach, and again the historical periods dif-
fer in the preponderance of one versus the
other.

Comparative studies also have been used
to explain observed developmental deviations
as a function of membership in a “subculture”
as compared with that of a majority or domi-
nant culture (i.e., delinquency behavior as a
function of belonging to a youth culture that
condones and promotes such behavior; see
also Luthar & McMahon, 1996, and Rich-
ters & Cicchetti, 1993). Furthermore, within-
culture analyses have been used in studies that
are directed toward documenting how particu-
lar cultural practices, norms, or behaviors re-
late to developmental outcomes of interest.
These studies also can be of an emic or etic
approach, although the former tends to be
more prevalent. A final dimension character-
istic of the literature is that of descriptive ver-
sus explanatory studies. Initially, in the field,
descriptive studies dominated, whereby devel-
opmental phenomena were documented in a
particular culture or contrasted among cul-
tures. As a rule, over time we have moved
from these highly descriptive studies to more
explanatory ones, paralleling the evolution of
the field as a whole.

It will be evident from this review and
analysis of the literature that the invocation of
cultural influences as a major explanation of
adaptive and maladaptive developmental out-
comes usually differs if the phenomena under
study pertain to groups residing in the United
States and its territories (e.g., immigrant
groups, Native Americans, groups that are
here as a product of conquest) as compared to
groups living in other countries. The distinc-
tion between emic and etic approaches bor-
rowed from anthropology is relevant here. In
general, studies that are conducted within the
United States tend to invoke an etic approach
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(i.e., comparing one culture to another, hold-
ing one as the standard) in which the issues
under study are seen as the products of cul-
tural deficiencies expressed by the attitudes,
beliefs, and behaviors of the “other” group.
These deficiencies are found when an etic
(rather than emic) approach is utilized. In
other words, the lack of adoption of attitudes,
values, and behaviors that conform to the
dominant rules are seen as responsible for the
phenomena under study. Moreover, the bulk
of “normative” developmental research is
within one particular cultural group (i.e.,
White, middle class, United States born) and
for all other language and cultural minorities,
the questions, study designs, and interpreta-
tions are made within deficit theoretical mod-
els (Spencer & Markstrom—Adams, 1990).

Now that continuities across historical pe-
riods have been identified, we turn our atten-
tion toward the specifics of each decade being
examined.

Thirties: Defining the Parameters of
Normality and Universal Aspects
of Development

The majority of developmental research in
this early period was conducted in order to
define what could be considered “normal” and
by consequence “abnormal” in many different
areas of development such as motoric, percep-
tual, linguistic, and physical growth. Based on
convenient samples and disregarding many
sociodemographic characteristics, except for
gender and race, investigators set out to define
the parameters of normal and abnormal devel-
opment and inferred universality in many
cases from very limited data.

Despite the tremendous drive to system-
atize that dominated much of the 1930s, some
theorists and researchers indicated a discom-
fort with the strict notions of “normal” based
on notions of development that were estab-
lished by the leading scholars of an earlier era
(e.g., G. Stanley Hall, John Dewey, and James
Mark Baldwin). Uncommon as they were, a
number of articles published in different psy-
chologically related journals of the period ad-
dressed this highly critical question of what it
means to be “normal,” along with the differ-
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ent standards and nuances associated with this
ill-defined term. Many researchers arrived at
the conclusion that the notion of what consti-
tuted normality was entirely plastic and de-
pended primarily on the cultural context in
which it was being used (Benedict, 1934a;
Mekeel, 1935). One theorist even claimed that
only a scientist with a rich understanding of
the cultural specifics at hand could possibly
classify and distinguish between the normal
and abnormal individuals of a particular soci-
ety (Hallowell, 1934). Others argued that the
expression and incidence of mental disorders
is not a function of a racial trait but is to be
found in the social situation (Faris, 1934).

A number of articles published within each
year of Child Development addressed the im-
pact of cultural differences on the process of
human development. Comparative studies that
contrasted the competence level of individuals
in different racial, ethnic, or cultural groups
graced the pages of many of the early journals
dedicated to understanding children’s devel-
opment. Articles examining the difference be-
tween bimanual dexterity in Latin versus
American children (Lamb, 1930) and the rela-
tive visual capacities of White and Negro
children (Beasley, 1933) are but two exam-
ples of the articles that attempted to under-
stand culture through this comparative angle.
Others, such as a study that simply looked at
five bilingual children from a single family,
were more open ended (Smith, 1933). An-
other investigation utilized the spontaneous
drawings of children in different cultures as a
way of understanding how mental develop-
ment might differ as a function of cultural
background (Anastasi & Foley, 1936). These
research projects represent just a few of the
endeavors dedicated to understanding the ef-
fect of cultural differences on the process of
human development.

Irrespective of the tremendous influence of
the work of John B. Watson (1914), Arnold
Gesell (1928), and other leading scientists, the
1930s were a decade that valued many of the
interdisciplinary approaches that appear to be
regaining prominence in mainstream psycho-
logical debate today. Regardless of the early
scientific drive to empiricize, classify, and
systematize human behavior, a significant
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amount of research in the 1930s also ac-
knowledged the profound complexity of hu-
man development; it is the latter window that
provided a more fluid approach to the exami-
nation of cultural constructs. The role of cul-
ture, as viewed through the multidisciplinary
approach of the 1930s, can be divided along
several different lines, each with its own
dogma, theoretical background, and research
method.

Culture as negative influence

A large part of the drive to attain a cultural
understanding of human development in the
1930s came from an uneasiness within the
time period caused by events such as war and
increased industrialization. The goal of many
immigrants was to become assimilated into
the American culture rather than to maintain
the mores of their prior (abandoned) culture.
In his book entitled Institutional Behavior, F.
Allport (1933) discussed the tremendously
negative influence of these environmental oc-
currences on the healthy development of the
individual. Claiming that the “biological indi-
vidual has changed very slowly, if at all, since
the remote age in which the species first ap-
peared,” Allport explained how the changes
of “cultural civilization” had proceeded at an
alarmingly rapid pace (p. 211). The “strains
and frictions” of the modern world that force
“primeval” humans to adjust to the social
world is antithetical to the natural state of man
and woman; Allport aligned ‘“culture” with
“civilization,” both of which he separates fun-
damentally from that which is “human na-
ture” (p. 508). Allport was not alone in his
claim that culture “could not have been
learned by us except as modification of those
biological tendencies with which we were
born” (p. 509).

Within this approach, culture and civiliza-
tion represent all that is in opposition to the
natural and biological state of humanity (i.e.,
the premodern, free-living human). Thus, cul-
ture was viewed as a modifier of the instinc-
tive tendencies with which men and women
are born.
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Culture as natural experiment

The exploration of “primitive” peoples, as all
non-Western cultures were referred to, was a
common practice for anthropologists of this
period who sought to understand the lifestyles
and behaviors of societies different from our
own, most likely as a means of globalizing
the way in which humanity was previously
perceived. Books such as Margaret Mead’s
Coming of Age in Samoa (1928) and Ruth
Benedict’s Patterns of Culture (1934b) were
widely distributed texts that addressed devel-
opmental processes and outcomes. For anthro-
pologists such as Mead and Benedict, the in-
vestigation of developmental phenomena was
a tool by which to increase one’s comprehen-
sion of and familiarity with cultures markedly
different from our own. This reversal in the
role of culture from a vehicle by which to un-
derstand child development to an end in and
of itself demonstrates the mutability and plas-
ticity of “cultural” studies, which took many
different forms during this period of time.
Mead elevated the importance of develop-
mental issues such as “family relations” and
“child training” in anthropological research.
In her article “More Comprehensive Field
Methods” (Mead, 1933), she criticizes re-
searchers who describe culture only in terms
of the “conspicuous, the conventional, and the
bizarre,” thereby neglecting whole aspects of
the culture supposedly under study. Such
characteristic omissions lead one to doubt the
efficacy of ethnographic research as an appro-
priate method by which to measure and inter-
pret different cultures. Mead calls for a re-
evaluation of methods used by asserting the
significance and necessity of recording all of
the “inexplicit unformulated aspects of cul-
ture” (p. 9), most of which, she claims, relate
to child behavior (p. 8). According to Mead,
the varying degrees to which the formulations
of child life correspond with the adult culture
under study are fundamental to understanding
that society. By asserting that child behavior
is a cultural fact as opposed to relegating it to
a piece of interesting yet superfluous informa-
tion, Mead draws attention to and reasserts
the significance of child life as a reference for
scientific study. Mead’s role in the push for
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child study in anthropological ethnographic
research was highly influential (see, e.g.,
Flannery’s 1937 article “Child Behavior from
the Standpoint of the Cultural Anthropolo-
gist”). Mead’s influence in developmental
psychology also was important. Her chapter
“Research on Primitive Children” was the
only article addressing cultural influences in
the 1946 Manual of Child Psychology. None-
theless, Mead’s viewpoint did not go unchal-
lenged by scholars of the day. For example,
in Terman’s chapter on “Psychological Sex
Differences” in the same volume, he asserts
“the work of Mead is interesting but uncon-
vincing in view of the known difficulties in-
herent in the subjective estimation of sex dif-
ferences from brief observation of primitive
groups” (p. 982).

Culture as a dynamic influence

In hindsight, it is remarkable how progressive
some of the cultural theorists of the 1930s
were, leading us to wonder whether perhaps
the only thing that has really changed since
the 1930s is the number of researchers who
are now interested in cultural forms as they
relate to normal and atypical development.
For example, Lerner, author of “New Tech-
niques for Tracking Cultural Factors in Chil-
dren’s Personality Organization” (1937),
complained adamantly about the rigidity of
classification models that oversimplified the
complexity of cultural and environmental ef-
fects on the development of human behavior.
Attempting to avoid either the one-sided para-
digm of cultural determinism or the “existing
psychobiological simplification and dichoto-
mies” that attempt to explain everything from
personality characteristics of introversion—
extraversion to those of inferiority—superior-
ity, Lerner (1937) proffered a new model of
social cultural formation based upon “fused
rates of convergence between possible heredi-
tary—temperamental and environmental cul-
tural forces” as applied to “specific cultural
milieus” (p. 481). The dynamic nature of Ler-
ner’s proposal for a new paradigm by which
to conduct studies of children in order to pro-
vide “increasingly meaningful and dependable
clues to specific cultural factors in specific
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types of personality” (p. 486) is an exciting
and particularly “modern” interpretation of
developmental psychology. Thus, although
Lerner’s model may not have been widely
adopted during its time, its very presence in
the psychological literature of its era points to
the existence of an alternative view advocat-
ing the significance of culture in human de-
velopment.

Culture as a racial trait

This approach towards culture maintains that
a child has a certain propensity to unleash a
host of predetermined traits or, more ex-
tremely, pathologies. A particular “culture” (a
term used then interchangeably with “race”),
thus, is a contributory influence that can lead
to the development of certain mental disor-
ders; it is an all inclusive, defining trait and,
as such, represents a vast oversimplification
of the human condition. Within this realm,
culture is either construed as a deterministic
predisposing trait that indefinitely leads to a
certain kind of behavior (and, eventually, clin-
ically diagnosable symptoms), or is bypassed
completely as unworthy of its own analyses
within the larger picture of “human life.”
Mental disease was thought to be incited by a
number of different catalysts, including prob-
lems with acculturation (Hallowell, 1934) and
even adaptation to the modern, civilized
world (Cooper, 1934).

Although many of the studies that at-
tempted to explore culture utilized the com-
parative approach (e.g., investigations of the
mental development of a particular cognitive
domain between members of two different ra-
cial groups), some researchers began to real-
ize that such overt reductionism was, perhaps,
not the most fruitful approach. Faris (1934)
and Benedict (1934a) started to probe the idea
that perhaps mental disorders were not ra-
cially determined but, rather, socially defined.
Therefore, issues such as what is considered
to be normal or abnormal behavior, as well as
explanations of the causes and consequences
of mental disorder, are seen as varying ac-
cording to the social constructions of person-
ality and ““accepted/tolerated” social behavior
across cultures and within cultures (Meekel,
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1935). Unfortunately, the vast majority of the
research and theorizing published in develop-
mental, psychological, and psychiatry publi-
cations gave more credence to the former
more constrained view of the development of
psychopathology than to the latter.

In sum, although Watson, Gesell, and their
predecessors (such as Dewey and Hall) repre-
sent the most influential of the child develop-
mental theorists during the inception and pro-
fessionalization of the field of developmental
psychology as an independent discipline,
other researchers were beginning to struggle
with the complicated nature of race and cul-
ture and their influence on development. Al-
though the work of such individuals may have
been marginalized in comparison to the can-
onized scholarship of the leading theorists of
this era, the fact that researchers of the 1930s
struggled with issues pertaining to cultural
difference with the same interest and diffi-
culty as contemporary ones is not only excit-
ing, but also important for a comprehensive
understanding of normal and atypical devel-
opment. Thus, it appears that many of the
“culture questions” that are addressed with
such regularity and intensity at our present
point in psychological discourse have existed
for over 60 years. Despite the fact that the
form, structure, and content of the inquiry
may have changed, the fundamental challenge
of attempting to understand the role of culture
in human development and psychopathology
remains the same: How does culture help in
shaping the nature of children’s growth, and
to what extent does it influence the final out-
come of development?

Sixties: From Universals to Explaining
Cultural Differences, Cultural
Deprivation, and the Impact of
Cultural Change

In the 1960s, several major paradigm shifts
occurred. Instead of descriptive studies em-
phasizing either differences or similarities be-
tween cultural groups within the United States
or between the United States and other coun-
tries, the field moved to a more explanatory
phase. Up until the 1960s, speculations on the
origins of similarities and differences between
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cultural groups would occupy a sentence or
two at the end of the article. Although there
were exceptions found in the literature (see,
e.g., Allport & Schank’s, 1935, work discern-
ing the relative contributions of culture and
biological influences on attitudes), the major-
ity of the work in the 1930s was descriptive
in nature. The 1960s witnessed a greater focus
on explanation and the consequent potential
to create or induce change. Perhaps as a re-
flection of the need for social change de-
manded by women, Blacks, and college stu-
dents, the idea of understanding and thus
modifying cultural influences had come of
age. As Bruner, Oliver, and Greenfield (1966)
asserted, “a child does not perform a certain
act at a certain age because the culture he
lives in exhibits that pattern.... What is
needed for a psychological explanation is a
psychological theory. How does a culture in
which a child lives affect his way of looking
at the world” (pp. 2—-3; emphases in original
work).

In the decade of the 1960s, mere compari-
sons between cultural, racial, or ethnic groups
were not viewed as sufficient to provide, in
and of themselves, evidence to explain partic-
ular outcomes. As Robert LeVine stated in his
chapter “Cross Cultural Study in Child Psy-
chology” in the 1970s Manual of Child Psy-
chology,

In attempting such an explanation, we would be
confronted with the fact that the populations. ..
differ from one another in numerous ways, each
one of which could account for the differences.
This confounding of possible determinants leaves
open several divergent lines of explanation.
(p. 560)

... malnutrition affects brain function and retards
or arrests a variety of developmental processes.
(p. 560)

There is a genetic basis for the differences. . . . If
the populations differ in some obviously inherited
characters (visible morphological characteristics),
they may differ in others that determine . . . devel-
opment and performance). (p. 560)

The differences are attributable to differences in
early stimulation [and the children’s subsequent
experiences with caretakers, peers, and the school
setting]. (p. 560)
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The measured differences have their basis in the
social motives the children have acquired through
the socialization process . . . (p. 561)

Broad differences in cultural milieu, not reducible
to specific child-training or early stimulation prac-
tices, . . . the child’s early and pervasive exposure
to his culture’s beliefs and values [is what] deter-
mines his mode . . . of functioning and . .. perfor-
mance. (pp. 560-561)

LeVine (1970) went on to advocate further
for the “cross-cultural research strategy” in
search for explanations for the causes of indi-
vidual development and behavior: “How
should we decide which of these many plausi-
ble explanations to accept or reject, or what is
the relative contribution of their alleged deter-
minants to the observed variance in perfor-
mance? Most generally, by investigations of
such variance in which each of the hypothe-
sized causes varies while the others are held
constant through comparative, quasi-experi-
mental, and experimental studies” (p. 561).
Unlike in the 1930s, investigators of the
1960s had to provide evidence that a single
cultural practice was empirically related in
statistical terms to a certain developmental
outcome or process. Cultural variation cannot
be used to attribute causality with no statisti-
cal, quantifiable data to support it.

However, LeVine’s advocacy was not
unanimously adopted by cross-cultural re-
searchers of this period. For example, in the
1970 Manual of Child Psychology, cultural
differences are invoked to explain individual
differences in the development and manifesta-
tion of aggressive behavior in children (Fesh-
bach, 1970), the importance of the peer group
as a source of authority, and the age at which
children would join gangs (Hartup, 1970).
Most of the studies cited throughout the Man-
ual of Child Psychology in 1970 utilized cul-
tural differences to infer causes (as described
in the last three displayed quotations above),
with no consideration of any of the possible
confounds to which LeVine alluded. It has
been relatively recently (i.e., in the 1990s)
that these alternative explanations have been
pointed out and that the extant literature has
been critically analyzed for failing to take
these competing influences into account (see,
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e.g., Garcia Coll et al., 1996; McLoyd & Ran-
dolph, 1986; Rowe, 1997; Spencer & Mark-
strom—Adams, 1990).

LeVine (1970) identified a number of topic
areas within which a series of investigations
(as opposed to an isolated article) had accu-
mulated by the end of the 1960s. From these
studies he concluded that there was enough
data to substantiate cross-cultural differences
in child-rearing environments, including the
amount of mother—infant contact, nutrition
and feeding practices, sleeping arrangements,
caretaking patterns, number of caretakers,
early disciplines, verbal stimulation, contact
with the father, use of punishment, teaching
methods, and emphases on separation. For ex-
ample, in two studies comparing the child-
rearing attitudes and practices of Germany
and the United States, German parents were
found to be more controlling than were par-
ents in the United States (Karr & Wesley,
1966; Rapp, 1961). These differences are
clearly attributed to legitimate cultural differ-
ences: “in this respect the uniqueness of cul-
ture does not allow judgmental interpretation”
(Rapp, 1961, p. 675).

In many instances in the literature, cultural
differences were used systematically to relate
to specific aspects of the caregiving environ-
ment and ultimately to developmental pro-
cesses and outcomes (an approach made pos-
sible and acceptable by the work of John and
Beatrice Whiting, 1975). However, at this
point in time it was not clear what causal im-
pact the variations on cultural prescripts and
childrearing practices had on the child. As
Levine (1970) explicated, “The review of an-
tecedent—consequent studies uncovered few
relationships that have been strongly substan-
tiated through cross-cultural research so far”
(p. 603).

For other investigators, the search for uni-
versal processes and outcomes that reigned
supreme in the 1930s was guiding their re-
search in the 1960s. This was clearly exempli-
fied by Mary Ainsworth’s (1967) study of at-
tachment in Ugandan infants. Influenced by
John Bowlby’s (1969) ethological—evolution-
ary perspective on attachment, Ainsworth em-
ployed anthropological and observational
methods in an effort not only to ascertain in-
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dividual differences but also to discern simi-
larities in developmental processes and out-
comes in mother—infant attachment as a
function of the unique environmental input
from the Uganda culture. She concluded that
“a number of patterns of behavior have been
identified as attachment behavior and emerge
in orderly sequence over time; separation anx-
iety and stranger anxiety also undergo a de-
velopmental sequence, [but] neither seems to
be an adequate sole criterion for attachment;
attachment to familiar figures other than the
mother can merge very soon after attachment
to the mother (if not simultaneously), and this
is particularly noteworthy in a society in
which there is an especially close and intimate
infant mother relationship” (Ainsworth, 1967,
pp. 384-385).

Subsequent replications and refinements of
this study in the United States and in other
countries have served as the bases for recog-
nizing both the universal (i.e., etic; e.g., at-
tachment between infants and main caregiver
occurs and can be classified similarly in all
societies studied) and more culture specific
(i.e., emic) aspects of this phenomena (e.g.,
distribution of attachment classifications dif-
fers by culture; see Garcia Coll & Magnuson,
1999a, and van Ijzendoorn & Sagi, 1999, for
reviews of the cross-cultural evidence).

Ethnic and racial variations
within the United States

Thus, cross-cultural variations in childrearing
practices and developmental processes and
outcomes were almost universally seen as ap-
propriate adaptations to ecological and histor-
ical circumstances. A very different view of
cultural differences was espoused in the 1960s
when this construct was used to examine ra-
cial and ethnic differences in the United
States. Although in the cross-cultural studies
described above many different ways of con-
ceptualizing and studying culture were used,
cultural influences became a major explana-
tory variable for “deficits” found in processes
and outcomes among groups in the United
States. For example, a series of comparative
studies (e.g., Negro and White) found that fa-
ther-absence boys are less masculine than fa-
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ther-present boys, especially in Negro fami-
lies (Biller, 1968; Hetherington, 1966). A
popular interpretation of the time was an-
chored in a deficit view of the Negro family:

These writers have emphasized that it was not only
the father absence per se which contributes to diffi-
culty in masculine development, but also the typi-
cal matriarchal role structure of Negro families.
Fathers even when present, in the majority of lower
class Negro families, are reportedly passive and in-
effectual in family interactions. (Biller, 1968,
p. 1003)

A major indication of the shift to viewing
cultural influences for the “deficits” found in
“high-risk” groups was the popularization of
the phrase “cultural deprivation.” The phrase
started to appear in the literature around 1965
(see Gray & Klaus, 1965; Staats & Butter-
field, 1965). Zigler and Butterfield (1968)
provide an operational definition of this phe-
nomenon:

Culturally deprived children, although more wary
of adults, are more motivated toward securing at-
tention and praise, are less motivated to be correct
for the sake of correctness alone, and are willing
to settle for lower levels of achievement success
than are middle class children. (p. 2-3)

Where does cultural deprivation originate?
The consensus held that the learning environ-
ments provided primarily in the home and
compounded by other important environments
(e.g., schools, peer groups) were to blame
(Staats & Butterfield, 1965). Throughout the
literature, cultural factors such as predomi-
nant family structures (i.e., father-absence),
impoverished home environments, and dysfunc-
tional patterns of child rearing were invoked to
explain everything from low self-concept and
dysfunctional sex-role orientations, to failed ac-
ademic achievement, cultural-familial forms of
mental retardation, and juvenile delinquency
(Barclay & Cusumano, 1967; Biller, 1968;
Carpenter & Busse, 1969; Sarason & Doris,
1969; Zigler, 1969). For example, Bronfen-
brenner (1967) asserts, “A growing body of
research evidence points out the debilitating
effect on personality development on Negro
children, particularly males, resulting from
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the high frequency of father absence in Negro
families” (p. 914). Furthermore, Bronfenbren-
ner (1967) stated that “an additional factor
contributing to the inadequacies and problems
of the Negro child is the alternately repressive
and indulgent pattern of upbringing” (p. 917).

Finally, Bronfenbrenner (1967) viewed
these patterns of family structure and child
rearing as the legacy of slavery, poverty, and
discrimination:

[1I]t is noteworthy how many of the characteristics
of the Negro family of today which are dysfunc-
tional for modern society were functional for, or at
least adaptive to the conditions of bondage. With
the father constantly at risk of being sold to an-
other owner, a matriarchal family structure became
almost inevitable. But since the mother too had to
work, it was necessary to keep her child from inter-
fering by his activity, question or misbehavior.
(p- 917)

Thus, even if cultural groups had evolved
adaptive family structures and patterns of
child rearing, these were deemed as in need of
intervention for their posited outcomes (i.e.,
school failure, delinquency, early childbear-
ing) and were not seen as adaptive to modern
society. Accordingly, intervention programs
from preschool to adolescence were imple-
mented and evaluated in changing those de-
velopmental deviations (Gray & Klaus, 1965;
Staats & Butterfield, 1965; Zigler & Butter-
field, 1968).

Acculturation and psychopathology

A final trend in the 1960s found in investiga-
tions of cultural influences on developmental
processes is represented by those studies that
are interested in mapping out the psychosocial
costs of cultural change. Change, as the prod-
uct of modernization or contact with another
culture, was seen as a possible source of stress
and subsequent maladaptation. From expres-
sions of guilt, to conflict between less accultu-
rated parents and more acculturated offspring,
to pure acculturative stress as a result of con-
tact with Western culture, change was con-
ceived as disruptive and potentially harmful
(Ausubel, 1960; Kurokawa, 1969; McMi-
chael & Grinder, 1966).
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Some efforts were made in the understand-
ing of other developmental consequences of
such change or contact, such as ethnic or ra-
cial preferences, attitudes, and stereotypes. In
general, racial identities are developed from
the preschool years and are rather well estab-
lished by adolescence (Abel & Sahinkaya,
1962; Hess & Torney, 1962; Stabler, Johnson,
Berke, & Baker, 1969; Wilson, 1963). Al-
though the amount of systematic research in
these areas conducted during the 1960s was
actually small relative to others, this trend
opened a whole new area of research that
blossomed in the next decades and beyond.

In sum, the 1960s renewed interest in cul-
ture was primarily evidenced in the search for
explanations of individual and population dif-
ferences in developmental processes and out-
comes. Cross-cultural studies were employed
to investigate the range of normative child
rearing environments and the contextual dif-
ferences that bring those about. In accord with
the approach of Mead and Benedict in the
1930s, in the 1960s conducting research in
other cultures also was seen as an opportunity
to assess universal and context-specific as-
pects of human development. However,
within the United States the emphases on cul-
tural differences can be understood as a func-
tion of an increased concern for the differen-
tial outcomes of subpopulations within the
United States. Unlike the normative emphases
of the 1930s or the cross-cultural approaches
of the 1960s, culture was invoked to explain
maladaptation and psychopathology within
subgroups of the population in the United
States. Moreover, contact among cultures, a
side effect of increased communication and
world economic and political interdepen-
dence, and differential histories and racial
backgrounds within our own country, were
seen as contributing to new developmental
challenges, and thereby a possible cause of
developmental deviations and maladaptive
outcomes.

Nineties: Cultural Differences as Adaptive
and Cultures, Cultural Contact, and
Change as Legitimate Objects of Study

Perhaps because of our increasing global con-
tact and communication or our genuinely re-
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newed theoretical and empirical interest, the
literature in this decade more than doubles the
frequency of journal articles and books dedi-
cated to the role of culture in developmental
outcome and processes in the prior eras exam-
ined. As Shweder, Goodnow, Hatano, Le-
Vine, Markus, and Miller (1998) assert, “cul-
tural psychology [of development] is not new.
What is new, and is news, is that the disci-
pline has experienced a major revival in the
1980s and 1990s” (p. 866).

Several new trends have emerged in the
conceptualization, as well as the methodolo-
gies used to study cultural differences and
continuities in development. Shweder et al.
(1998) make a useful distinction between two
approaches to study cultural influences on de-
velopment: one is exemplified by the terms
“cross-cultural psychology,” the other by
“cultural psychology” (see also Cole, 1996).
This distinction is a refinement of the emic
and etic conceptual and methodological di-
chotomy, with some innovative and important
changes. Cross-cultural psychology usually
presupposes that categories and models de-
rived from experimental, social, cognitive,
and personality psychology are universal and,
therefore, can be transported to other cultural
contexts to test the generalizability of the
findings of the influences of context in their
expression, timing, and so on. In most cases,
the direction of influence is conceived as uni-
directional (from culture to individual psy-
chology). Cultural psychology, in contrast,
derives procedures for each culture from the
typical behavior and modes of communication
of that culture; it looks for both similarities
and differences in developmental processes,
and it assumes that culture and psychology
are mutually constitutive phenomena which
cannot be reduced to each other. Although
Shweder et al. (1998) point to the increase
over time of studies representative of cultural
psychology (vs. cross-cultural psychology), a
closer analysis of the literature in the 1990s
as captured in the pages of Child Develop-
ment, The Handbook of Child Psychology,
and PsycLIT reveal that the majority of inves-
tigations are more in the cross-cultural than
in the cultural psychology tradition. However,
there are some important exceptions to this
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state of affairs that might be signaling an im-
portant shift in how the role of culture is be-
ing investigated.

Perhaps as a reaction to the preponderance
of deficit models of development for minority
children in the United States, and the social
pressures of the 1960s to move away from
these as bases of public policy, alternative cul-
tural difference and diversity models have ap-
peared in the literature. These more recent
models (see, e.g., Boykin & Toms, 1990;
Garcia Coll et al., 1996; Ogbu, 1981) propose
that cultures, lifestyles, and even developmental
outcomes that are different from the White mid-
dle-class mainstream are neither a product of
pathology nor deviant or deficient relative to
mainstream standards; rather, they are legiti-
mate adaptations to contextual demands or are
valuable in their own right. In these models,
cultural differences are embedded in systems of
oppression derived from their status as minori-
ties in the United States. This institutionalized
racism is even expressed in the preponderance
of conceptual deficit models that have domi-
nated “scientific” study in this country. The ar-
gument, for example, has been raised to eluci-
date cultural differences in family functioning
(Kelley, Power & Winbush, 1992; Slaughter—
Defoe, Nakagawa, Takanishi, & Johnson,
1990) and learning styles (Boykin, Allen,
Davis & Senior, 1997), among others, as legiti-
mate and functional adaptations within their re-
spective ecological niche.

The alternative cultural difference para-
digm also has been used to elucidate theoreti-
cal controversies in many different areas of
development. For example, comparisons be-
tween Mandarin- and English-speaking tod-
dlers were examined to discern whether there
is a universal “noun bias” when learning a
first language (Tardif, Gelman, & Xu, 1999).
Investigations such as that of Tardif et al.
(1999) are reminiscent of the 1930s approach
of using culture as a natural experiment to ad-
dress theoretical issues in developmental psy-
chology. However, what is really new in the
more contemporary cultural difference para-
digm is the systematic and careful assessment
of the cultural context along side the develop-
mental phenomena under study. Whereas ear-
lier studies would simply compare the devel-
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opmental outcome in the two cultures and
infer the process out of which these differ-
ences would arise, without a measure of the
cultural process per se, in contrast, in the Tar-
dif et al. (1999) study, a careful analysis of
the linguistic input of the mothers to their
children is presented and used to explain the
differences obtained in the rate of language
acquisition. Unpacking culture becomes a
challenge to be contended with in the 1990s
(see Cooper, Jackson, Azmitia & Lopez,
1998). The pleas of Mead (1946) and LeVine
(1970) have finally materialized in a substan-
tial number of investigations.

Aside from a more sophisticated measure-
ment and specification of cultural influences
in the 1990s, other methodological trends can
be observed. One is the increasing use of sin-
gle-culture studies, in contrast to comparative
studies. This approach can be found not only
in single-culture studies conducted outside the
United States (i.e., Arnett & Balle—Jensen,
1993; Vinden, 1996), but also in studying mi-
nority groups within the United States (i.e.,
Black students’ perceptions toward education;
see, e.g., Ford & Harris, 1996). Although
some studies are conducted to test the gener-
alizibility of findings obtained in the United
States (e.g., behavioral inhibition in a Swed-
ish sample [Kerr, Lambert, Stattin, & Klack-
enberg—Larsson,1994], relationships of ma-
ternal behavior with toddler adaptive
behaviors in Egyptian toddlers [Wachs, Bishry,
Sobhy, McCabe, Galal, & Shaheen, 1993], or
the negative effects of teenage pregnancy on
Puerto Rican offspring [Garcia Coll & Vaz-
quez Garcia, 1996], others are designed to an-
swer specific questions that are relevant to
that particular culture and not others (e.g., de-
velopmental outcomes of only children in
China [Falbo & Poston, 1993]).

Moreover, if comparative studies are
found, then many of them employ emic (or
cultural psychology) approaches rather than
etic (or cross-cultural approaches), discussing
their findings as adaptations in their own right
instead of as deficits in a particular group
(e.g., consequences of retaliatory aggression
in urban minority children [Herzberger &
Hall, 1993], maternal perceptions of attach-
ment behaviors [Harwood, 1992], parent re-
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ports of behavioral and emotional problems
[Weisz, Sigman, Weiss, & Mosk, 1993], or
preschoolers social interaction and play be-
havior [Farver, Kim, & Lee, 1995]). The defi-
cit approach found in the 1930s that still re-
mained prevalent in the 1960s is being slowly
replaced by a comparative emic approach,
very much in tune with anthropological ap-
proaches espoused by Mead and Benedict in
the 1930s and LeVine in the 1970s.

However, this slow change is not taking
place without resistance. As Garcia Coll and
Magnuson (1999a) have expressed this state
of affairs, the serious consideration of culture
in developmental research represents a para-
digm shift:

A paradigm shift will be necessary in order to
place cultural processes at the core and not at the
periphery of our conceptualizations and investiga-
tions of developmental processes. . . . [It] will also
start with the individual child, but will conceptual-
ize most of the environmental influences on the
child as a primary reflection of cultural processes
and as a major medium for developmental change.
Cultural context has to be conceptualized as more
than the background against which development
unfolds and instead, as a major source of influence
on these processes. Moreover, cultural context will
be as much a part of the analyses of developmental
processes of children in other cultures as for own
culture. (p. 2)

Another new trend parallels the develop-
ment of the field of child development from a
more descriptive to a more explanatory field
of knowledge (Cairns, 1983). As such, many
of the studies conducted abroad from either a
comparative or single-culture approach test
the relations among variables with the goal of
providing possible explanations for the devel-
opmental phenomena under study. Thus, for
example, psychological maladjustment is as-
sessed as a function of high academic
achievement among Japanese, Chinese, and
American high schools students. Not only
were there differences in the level of these
variables as a function of group membership,
but also the association among the variables
were different between groups: High aca-
demic achievement was generally not associ-
ated with more feelings of stress, except for
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the American sample (Crystal, Chen, Fuligni,
Stevenson, Hsu, Ko, Kitamura, & Kimura,
1994). The trend from descriptive to explana-
tory studies that started in the 1960s has be-
come the norm in the 1990s.

A final trend observed in the 1990s is the
derivation of public policy implications from
comparative or single-culture studies con-
ducted within the United States. The appeal
to influence public policy is not new, as is
clearly exemplified by the 1960s demonstra-
tion of the effects of particular interventions
in reversing or preventing the impact of “cul-
tural deprivation”; however, the more current
studies are not necessarily originating from a
deficit model and researchers advocate for a
clear link between their conceptualization and
public policy (Garcia Coll & Magnuson,
19990, in press). For example, Winsler, Diaz,
Espinosa, and Rodriguez (1999) assert in their
study of groups of Mexican American chil-
dren who either did or did not attend a bilin-
gual preschool,

Contrary to fears that have been expressed by some
that early exposure to English would lead to chil-
dren’s native language loss, the results of both
studies offered no evidence of Spanish proficiency
loss for children attending bilingual preschools. . . .
[M]ore systematic research [needs] to be con-
ducted in this area to inform public policy and
practice in the early education and development of
language minority children. (p. 349)

Another example of the close link between
cultural research and public policy is illus-
trated by the study of intergroup attitudes
among ethnic minority adolescents conducted
by Phinney, Ferguson, and Tate (1997):

These findings have clear implications, because
many educational programs in the United States
are based on multiculturalism . .. Although this
idea is widespread, there has been relatively little
empirical research in school settings to support or
refute this view. The present results suggest that
even though adolescents view their group more
positively than others, there appears to be little rea-
son to fear that encouraging positive attitudes to-
wards ones own group will lead to negative views
of other groups. (p. 966)

In sum, as we move forward into the 21st
century, a substantial increase in the number

349

of articles that involve some consideration of
culture in their analyses of developmental
processes and outcomes has occurred. How-
ever, the changes observed in the decade of
the 1990s do not only reflect a change in the
relative and absolute number of publications
in the area of cultural research, but also reveal
many significant qualitative changes as well.
The growth of the theoretical and method-
ological sophistication of the field of develop-
mental psychology observed in this century
(Cairns, 1983, 1998) is also reflected in this
area. New theoretical approaches are seen that
bridge disciplinary boundaries (e.g., anthro-
pology and developmental psychology). Cul-
tural processes are measured and not inferred,
and might even become the subject of study
per se. Although investigations couched in the
framework of comparative—deficit models
and cross-cultural studies with an etic orienta-
tion still predominate in the field, especially
in reference to minority groups in the United
States, a growing body of literature decries
comparative studies using deficits models and
urges for single-culture studies (Garcia Coll
et al., 1996; McLoyd, 1990; Spencer & Mark-
strom—Adams, 1990; Spencer et al., 1993).
Finally, connections between empirical find-
ings and current practices and public policy
have grown in the literature. Increasingly,
links between research and practice have
come to be expected in publications address-
ing cultural processes. We fully expect these
research and policy integrations to become the
norm in this new century.

The Future

After a century of utilizing the scientific
method to investigate the role of cultural pro-
cesses, it is safe to state that we have made
many strides in our understanding of how cul-
ture permeates and contributes to adaptive and
maladaptive outcomes. Testing the universal-
ity or cross-cultural validity of many develop-
mental phenomena has given us insight into
what aspects of these phenomena are or are
not subject to cultural influences. For exam-
ple, although we know that infants do show
similar patterns of attachment across many
different caregiving and cultural contexts, the
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intensity of the manifestation of attachment
behaviors and the percentage of insecure and
secure attachment classifications differ across
cultural contexts (Garcia Coll & Magnuson,
1999a). We also know that some develop-
mental phenomena are highly culturally deter-
mined (e.g., language spoken; definition of
the self), whereas others are highly canalized
and not susceptible to many environmental in-
fluences unless they create substantial deficits
in the organism (e.g., the acquisition of some
linguistic capability). The dance between na-
ture and nurture is a complex one that differs
in its balance as a function of the develop-
mental domain or outcome under study (e.g.,
cognitive, socioemotional, motoric, or linguis-
tic development) and the stage of develop-
ment under scrutiny.

We also have made methodological ad-
vances. The transportation of paradigms, mea-
sures and constructs across cultures is no
longer viewed as a simple function of good
linguistic translation. Indeed, we concur with
Spencer and Markstrom—Adams’s (1990) as-
sertion that, in order to investigate the devel-
opmental adaptation of children from diverse
cultures, we need to go beyond solely utiliz-
ing the traditional paradigms employed by re-
searchers studying mainstream, White mid-
dle-class society. Research has shown that
constructs can be deeply influenced by culture
(e.g., what constitutes for a parent a well-be-
haved child and per that definition a behav-
ioral problem), and thus a good translation of
a “standard” scale (developed and normed in
a particular culture and context) is not neces-
sarily equivalent (Canino & Guarnaccia,
1997; Erkut, Garcia Coll, Tropp, & Vazquez
Garcia, 1999; Fantuzzo, McDermott, Manz,
Hamptom, & Burdick, 1996). Mixed method-
ologies—qualitative and quantitative—are
more frequently used to elucidate both emic
and etic definitions of development and create
a richer understanding of cultural influences
on normal and atypical development (Can-
ino & Guarnaccia, 1997; Sullivan, 1998).

Nonetheless, our understanding of how
culture and cultural change influence develop-
mental processes is really in its infancy. For
the most part we do not understand how or
why these cultural influences occur. Most of
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our explanations are speculative or post hoc
interpretations, which are not well substanti-
ated by data. For instance, why is the timing
of the onset and cessation of stranger anxiety,
in addition to its magnitude, affected by cul-
tural context, while its occurrence remains
constant across cultures? What aspects of a
culture determine these parameters, (e.g.,
number of caregivers, prior experiences with
strangers, closeness in the relationship be-
tween the mother and the child)? Clearly, the
list could be endless. In other words, we know
more about the similarities and differences in
the outcome between cultures, but very little
about the processes that operate and eventuate
in these outcomes.

For example, we know that formal opera-
tions are not as universal as other Piagetian
stages; however, it is unclear why this is the
case. What aspects of the cultural context
(e.g., particular kinds of schooling, other in-
formation processing demands) determine
these outcomes? Can changes in some but not
other aspects of cultural context bring about
formal operations? We do not need more
cross-cultural research: we need more re-
search into the cultural processes that affect
development, both normative and atypical.
We must go beyond comparisons of groups
with a posteriori interpretation to theory
driven hypothesis testing, combined with
emic qualitative approaches, to evaluate the
construct and content validity of our models.

The dominance of Eurocentric theory and
research that pervaded developmental psy-
chology in the 20th century is being chal-
lenged not only by empirical findings but also
by world economic and political changes. The
authority and domination of the United States
over the bulk of published knowledge in this
area is being questioned as other countries
start devoting resources to these questions. It
is now more customary for scientists from dif-
ferent countries and disciplines to be collabo-
rating than ever before. As other societies
reach higher stages of development, the need
for answers to particular social problems will
steadily increase. As health and other basic
human needs are addressed more effectively,
the fulfillment of psychological needs be-
comes more of a global priority for many na-
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tions and for the world as a whole (see e.g.,
the WHO position statement referring to de-
pression as a costly worldwide phenomena
[Brundtland, 2000]).

New outlets for dissemination also are dis-
puting the predominance of the United States
in this academic area. Not only is there a pro-
liferation of journals around the world, but
also electronic communication might make
the process of publication (as we now know
it) obsolete. We are presently capable of in-
stantly accessing findings produced in Tibet
and of engaging in an ongoing conversation
with colleagues from around the world. Cur-
rent research projects using the Internet are
receiving answers from all over the world that
break with rules of sampling, generalizability,
and other standard research procedures. The
possibilities are infinite and we, as a product
of the 20th century’s endeavors, are probably
blind to their range.

As the amount and speed of cultural
change accelerates in the new millennium, the
scientific potentials are innumerable. The
global experiment, which benefits from such
recent increases in communication as well as
economic, political, and ecological interde-
pendence, provides many opportunities to
study cultural influences on development.
First and foremost is the fact that new ranges
of caregiving environments, socialization, and
schooling patterns are challenging the West-
ern view of “normal” and atypical develop-
ment. These challenges will result in increas-
ing our understanding of the universal aspects
and cultural definitions of developmental pro-
cesses and outcomes. It also will allow us to
delve even deeper into the influences of cul-
tural change at a scale much larger than that
previously used. One of the revolutions of the
20th century has been the reality that rapid
cultural change is the norm rather than the ex-
ception. This provides certain opportunities to
provide answers to questions such as: How
are individuals, families, and other institutions
coping and developing in these rapidly evolv-
ing contexts? As traditions and customs con-
tinue to erode, how is the process of socializa-
tion shaped in response? Why do some
individuals and institutions survive while oth-
ers succumb? The profoundness of these
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questions and their eventual answers will
shape our understanding of who we are as hu-
man beings and the nature of the conditions
that can promote human development and
prevent psychopathology.

As our knowledge of the influences of cul-
tural processes on normal development in-
creases, so too must our understanding of the
cultural mediators and moderators of atypical
development. Within the discipline of devel-
opmental psychopathology, it often is the case
that knowledge of psychopathology lags until
gains in the understanding of normal develop-
mental processes occur. We are hopeful that
the gains in the comprehension of the impact
of cultural processes on normal and atypical
development that were witnessed in the dec-
ade of the 1990s will sustain and flourish in
this new millennium.

Within the United States, the burgeoning
multiculturalism poses both opportunities and
challenges for the field of developmental psy-
chopathology to augment its knowledge base
on the impact of cultural processes on the eti-
ology and course of psychopathology (cf. Ba-
sic Behavioral Science Task Force of the Na-
tional Advisory Mental Health Council, 1998;
see also Greenfield & Suzuki, 1998). In order
to be successful in achieving these laudable
goals, a number of methodological improve-
ments must be implemented. These include
employing both quantitative and ethnographic
methods (Sullivan, 1998); investigating a
range of biological and psychological devel-
opmental domains and processes (Cicchetti &
Lynch, 1993); utilizing culturally appropriate
and sensitive measures, and collecting infor-
mation from multiple informants in multiple
contexts (Canino & Guarnaccia, 1997); disen-
tangling culture from disadvantaged socioeco-
nomic status; and examining not only differ-
ences but also similarities in the risk and
protective factors and mechanisms across cul-
tures (Canino & Guarnaccia, 1997; see also
Cicchetti, 1993, and Cicchetti & Pogge—
Hesse, 1982, for discussions of the importance
of investigating similarities and differences in
the field of developmental psychopathology).

As Harkness (1992) noted, the majority of
cross-cultural research publications do not
provide systematic information on relevant
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aspects of the cultural setting in which the re-
search took place. Accordingly, as Harkness
(1992) stated, the paucity of information on
culturally specific meaning systems makes it
extremely difficult to interpret, and to have
confidence in, the results of much cross-cul-
tural research. The inclusion of ethnographic
information can enhance the understanding of
the role that the cultural context plays in the
development of maladaptation and psycho-
pathology (Canino & Guarnaccia, 1997; Lo-
pez & Guarnaccia, 2000; Sullivan, 1998). For
example, there is variation in concepts of nor-
mality across cultures and this variability
likely impacts the definition, identification,
and explanation of a diverse array of mental
disorders of childhood and adulthood.

As noted, the field of developmental psy-
chopathology can best be described at present
as a monocultural science. Much of the extant
work on culture and psychopathology lacks
an explicit developmental focus; however,
there are signs of an integration occurring
among cultural influences, development, and
psychopathology (see, e.g., Jensen & Hoag-
wood, 1997; Manson, Bechtold, Novins, &
Beals, 1997, Serafica, 1997).

One area ready for the incorporation of
culture into a developmental psychopathology
perspective is that of resilience, a dynamic
construct that is defined as successful adapta-
tion despite the experience of significant ad-
versity (Luthar et al., in press). In contrast to
much of the work in developmental psycho-
pathology that investigates pathways to mal-
adaptation and psychopathology, researchers
in the area of resilience examine the pathways
to adaptation despite the presence of adverse
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