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A lack of interpretive power (i.e., the ability to understand
individuals’ experiences and behaviors in relation to their cultural
contexts) undermines psychology’s understanding of diverse psy-
chological phenomena. Building interpretive power requires at-
tending to cultural influences in research. We describe three
characteristics of research that lacks interpretive power: normaliz-
ing and overgeneralizing from behaviors and processes of people
in Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD)
contexts; making non-WEIRD people and processes invisible; and
misapplying WEIRD findings in non-WEIRD contexts. We also de-
scribe research in which leveraging interpretive power prevented
these negative consequences. Finally, using the culture-cycle
framework, we outline a vision for creating culture change within
psychology by implementing culture-conscious practices to guide
the formation of research questions, empirical design, and data
analysis and interpretation.

culture | interpretive power | scientific practice | scientific norms |
culture change

In 1973, William McGuire called for psychologists to better
understand human behavior by fully considering the people

from whom psychological data derive:

In our holy determination to confront reality and put our theory to
the test of nature, we have plunged through reality, like Alice through
the mirror, into a never-never land in which we contemplate not life
but data. All too often the scientific psychologist is observing not the
mind or behavior but summed data and computer printout. He is thus
a self-incarcerated prisoner in a platonic cave, where he has placed
himself with his back to the outside world, watching its shadows on
the walls (1).

We build on this call by asking psychologists to intentionally
observe and leverage an understanding of diverse people and
experiences to improve psychological science. This shift involves
recognizing that people are cultural beings whose histories, val-
ues, and experiences shape their understanding of what consti-
tutes good or normative behavior and how they make sense of
the world. We use the lens of interpretive power—the ability to
understand individual experiences and behaviors in relation to
cultural contexts—to illustrate how instilling culture-conscious
scientific norms and practices will improve psychological science.
To set the stage for our discussion, we first define culture in the

context of psychology. Then, we use the concept of interpretive
power to illustrate how insufficient attention to culture obscures
our understanding of psychological processes by (i) normalizing
and overgeneralizing Western, educated, industrialized, rich,
democratic (WEIRD) (2) processes, (ii) making non-WEIRD
people and processes invisible, and (iii) misapplying WEIRD
findings in non-WEIRD contexts.* We then use existing research
to demonstrate that accounting for the ways in which culture
shapes individuals’ experiences and behaviors—and thus leveraging
interpretive power—renders a more comprehensive understanding
of human functioning. Finally, we offer a vision for cultivating in-
terpretive power in psychological science by instilling norms and
practices that promote attention to culture at all phases of research.

Defining Culture in Psychological Science
While “culture” takes on many meanings in psychology, we draw
upon Kroeber and Kluckholn’s (3) work to highlight two key
features. First, culture consists of explicit and implicit historically
derived and selected patterns of behavior. That is, culture is
context laden and develops through time and experience. While
some outcomes of this experience are visible (e.g., behaviors),
others are not (e.g., ideas, assumptions, values). Second, culture
encompasses both products of action and conditioning elements
of further action. The prevailing values and norms shape cultural
products (e.g., societal institutions; individual thoughts and be-
haviors). When cultural products align with prevailing values and
norms, they reinforce these values and norms and strengthen
their legitimacy. For instance, laws both reflect cultural beliefs
about how people should behave and reinforce these beliefs by
punishing behavior that deviates from what is considered “good”
or “acceptable.” When cultural products do not align with the
prevailing cultural values and norms but are not dismissed as
“bad” or “unacceptable,” they can challenge the legitimacy of
these values and norms and elicit cultural change. For example,
Saudi Arabian activists recently challenged and succeeded in
overturning a longstanding law banning women from driving. Such
challenges to the status quo cause people within a given culture to
question the prevailing cultural values and norms and change the
patterns of behavior deemed acceptable in that context. Culture
therefore is not a static characteristic that differentiates people
(e.g., Easterners vs. Westerners), but a set of dynamic processes
that both shape and change in response to cultural products (4–7).
Group characteristics (e.g., geography, race, gender) function

as proxies for culture inasmuch as they suggest that people who
share certain characteristics likely participate in similar cultural
processes. However, cultural influences are not uniform (8, 9);
variation exists both within and between individuals and groups
of individuals in a given cultural context (10–13). The same in-
dividual may demonstrate different psychological and behavioral
processes in different contexts, depending on both the prevailing
norms and expectations and the group characteristics made salient
in those contexts (14–17). For example, Asian American women
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perform worse in math when reminded of their female identity
(negatively stereotyped in math) but better when reminded of
their Asian American identity (positively stereotyped in math)
(18). Such findings suggest that individuals are inextricably linked
to the cultural contexts in which they participate. Fully un-
derstanding human behavior necessitates understanding the cul-
tural influences on individuals in a given context.

Psychological Science Often Overlooks Cultural Influences
Although culture plays a critical role in shaping cognitions, emo-
tions, and behaviors across contexts, psychologists often overlook
cultural influences on the phenomena they study by failing to
consider (i) the people from whom data derive [as McGuire cri-
tiqued (1)] and (ii) how psychologists’ own cultural experi-
ences shape their assumptions and practices. While certain
subfields (e.g., cultural psychology, racial/ethnic minority psychol-
ogy) place a more explicit emphasis on culture than do others, the
field as a whole lacks agreed-upon mechanisms by which to attend
to and report on cultural influences. Published papers, for exam-
ple, rarely discuss which groups are—and are not—represented
among subjects (2, 19–24) and which cultural influences are likely
to shape subjects’ experiences. Many researchers report basic
sample demographics in the methods section but otherwise pay
little attention to cultural influences until the discussion section,
where culture—if mentioned at all—is described only as a po-
tential moderating variable with little further theorizing about
how culture shapes phenomena (25). This lack of attention to
culture likely arises from the historical assumption that, unless
otherwise shown, psychological research reflects “fundamental”
or “universal” truths about human experiences. While many
psychologists now reject this notion, assumptions and practices
within the field have been slower to change (25–28).
Psychologists also often overlook how culture shapes their

approach to research. Although work in related fields such as so-
ciology and education highlights the importance of reporting on
researcher positionality or social location (i.e., identities, values,
and experiences in relation to the populations or phenomena
studied) (29–32), psychologists rarely offer such information.
Outside of cultural and racial/ethnic minority psychology (e.g.,
refs. 20 and 33), there is little discussion of how researchers’
experiences shape their questions, methods, and interpreta-
tions. The underlying assumption is that this reflection is un-
necessary because the scientific method is “objective.”

Attending to Culture Builds Interpretive Power
When psychologists ignore variation in psychological processes
within and between cultural contexts or rely only on culturally
homogenous samples, their theories reflect a narrow—and in-
accurate—understanding of human behavior. Improving psycho-
logical science involves attending to who is represented in research;
how culture shapes subjects’ experiences and researchers’ inter-
pretations; and how, where, and why research is conducted. In
other words, improving psychological science involves leveraging
interpretive power. In the following sections, we illustrate in-
terpretive power, describe how interpretive power manifests in
psychological science, and argue that leveraging interpretive power
enhances the understanding of diverse psychological phenomena.
The notion of interpretive power originates in the education

literature, where it refers to a teacher’s ability to understand di-
verse cultural ways of knowing (34–36). Teachers with interpretive
power consider the cultural contexts in which students participate
and how their experiences in these contexts shape their ways of
knowing. These teachers assume that if they do not understand a
student’s reasoning or engagement, it may be because the stu-
dent’s cultural experiences differ from their own (36).
Greenfield et al. (37), for example, described an interaction in

which a lack of interpretive power undermined a teacher’s ability
to understand a student. When a preschool teacher asked

students to describe an egg, a Latina student began telling a story
about cooking eggs with her grandmother. The teacher ignored
her in favor of students who described the physical properties of
eggs. As Greenfield et al. discussed, the student was not wrong; she
was trying to convey her understanding based on her cultural way
of knowing, in which objects are important because of the social
relationships to which these objects are tied. Because the teacher
did not recognize the student’s contribution as a reflection of her
cultural experiences, she assumed the student did not understand
the question and inadvertently gave the student negative feedback.
In contrast, Warren and Rosebery (38) described an interac-

tion in which interpretive power enabled a teacher to recognize a
cultural difference, allowing her to connect with and enhance
learning for a student from a different cultural background. In
the first lesson about plant growth, the class planted seeds in soil
to observe how stems and leaves grow. In the next lesson, the
teacher showed the class a seed that she germinated in a Petri
dish of water. An African American student interrupted, asking,
“Did you put magic beans in there or something?” While the
question was unexpected, the teacher gave the student the ben-
efit of the doubt. She did not immediately know what the student
was conveying but considered whether his cultural experiences
may have shaped his engagement. As Warren and Rosebery
discussed, African American discourse involves expressive ar-
gumentation, metaphors, counterfactual reasoning, and language
play. The teacher asked the student to explain his thinking. He
responded by asking how seeds can germinate without soil,
demonstrating that he was trying to reconcile the necessity of soil
for growth in the first lesson with the absence of soil in the
subsequent lesson. His response showed that he was in fact
deeply engaged in learning. Instead of assuming negative intent
on the part of the student and potentially undermining motiva-
tion, the teacher used the student’s question to explain the ap-
parent contradiction to the class.

Interpretive Power in Psychological Science
In educational contexts, interpretive power allows teachers to
understand how students’ diverse cultural ways of knowing shape
students’ contributions. Although the term “interpretive power”
is rarely used in psychology, interpretive power plays a similar
role in researchers’ ability to understand diverse people and psy-
chological processes. All data include variation. While some var-
iations are random noise, others reflect meaningful differences
arising from individuals’ cultural experiences. How psychologists
make sense of variation depends upon their interpretive power.
When researchers do not attend to culture, they dismiss culturally
derived variations as errant and misunderstand the people show-
ing these variations. Without interpretive power, psychologists
also risk overlooking variation, even in cases when it may be in-
formative precisely because it is nonnormative (e.g., people who
show exceptional resilience; ref. 39). Even with otherwise strong
methodological and statistical skills, researchers who lack in-
terpretive power miss opportunities to learn from a wide range of
psychological processes.

Interpretive Power Improves Psychological Science
When researchers cultivate interpretive power, their knowledge
of cultural influences becomes a tool that guides their empirical
approach and interpretation. They expect psychological processes
to differ cross-culturally and include diverse perspectives in their
work. However, researchers with interpretive power go beyond
simply documenting cross-cultural differences; they use their un-
derstanding of how culture shapes cognition, motivation, and
emotion to build theories that explain why, how, and when psy-
chological processes manifest differently in diverse cultural con-
texts. Furthermore, these researchers reflect on how culture shapes
their own assumptions and empirical decisions. They recognize that
their culturally informed experiences may differ from the subjects’,
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and they use methodologies that capture psychological processes as
they occur for the populations being studied.
As an example, throughout the 1980s and 1990s Western psy-

chology largely viewed self-esteem as beneficial for well-being
(40). Cross-cultural research, however, demonstrated that East
Asian samples showed lower self-esteem and higher self-criticism
than Western samples (10). Without interpretive power, Western
researchers might conclude that these differences represent an
objective reality and assume East Asians feel badly about them-
selves. However, as Heine et al. (41) argued, this conclusion is
misguided because it overlooks cultural differences in how the self
is defined and which factors are important to well-being. While
self-esteem is beneficial in Western contexts, where cultural norms
encourage differentiation and individuation, it is often less so in
Eastern contexts, where cultural norms encourage fitting in and
maintaining social harmony (4). When researchers fail to recog-
nize such cultural differences, they often use measures that reflect
culturally incongruent psychological experiences (e.g., individual-
istic measures of self-esteem) and thus generate misunderstand-
ings of entire groups of people (41).
While differences in psychological processes are easier to see

when the overarching cultural context (e.g., East vs. West) dif-
fers, the consequences of overlooking culture are often greater
when differences lie between cultural subgroups, particularly
when one group is viewed as normative. The emphasis on self-
esteem in US education provides one such example. Because
research linked self-esteem with positive life outcomes, educa-
tors focused on building students’ self-esteem, assuming these
efforts would improve performance, particularly among racial
minority and low-income students. However, the research did
not demonstrate causality or question the extent to which findings
generalized beyond predominantly white, middle-class samples. In
fact, later work suggested that many efforts to boost self-esteem
did not improve academic outcomes for many students and that
positive effects of self-esteem interventions were likely limited to
white students (42–44). Thus, in working to improve minority and
low-income students’ outcomes, teachers who focused on self-
esteem often used ineffective, culturally incongruent methods.
At the same time, they inadvertently located the cause of educa-
tional disparities within racial minority and low-income students
themselves (i.e., their lack of self-esteem) rather than in the sys-
temic disadvantages these students face.
In these examples, a lack of interpretive power undermined

psychologists’ understanding of psychological phenomena and
led to the application of psychological research with little knowledge
of how this work would affect the intended beneficiaries. Had re-
searchers attended to culture, however, these problems could have
been prevented. When psychologists leverage interpretive power,
they can use cultural differences to build theories that explain a
greater range of phenomena with greater nuance. For example, they
can describe how social structures, norms, and relationships shape
how self-esteem is conceptualized and expressed both within and
between populations and what effect, if any, self-esteem has on well-
being for different individuals in different contexts. These insights
improve our understanding of diverse groups and result in more
effective interventions. In the following sections, we discuss three
characteristics of psychological science that lacks interpretive power
and illustrate how attending to culture renders a more accurate and
complete understanding of psychological processes. Unless other-
wise specified, we focus on psychological science conducted in
WEIRD settings by WEIRD researchers and published in the most
selective journals, as this research represents a place in which in-
terpretive power is particularly relevant but often lacking.

Characteristic #1: WEIRD Ways of Being Are Normalized and
Overgeneralized
Research that lacks interpretive power often recruits culturally
narrow samples and draws overgeneralized conclusions about

psychological processes based on culturally specific findings. In
psychological science, the great majority of research is conducted
in WEIRD contexts, with limited attention to the fact that the
majority of participants are WEIRD (2). While this work provides
a wealth of information about WEIRD psychological processes,
psychologists know very little about the extent to which these
findings generalize. Due to the assumption of homogeneity of
psychological processes across people (i.e., the same behaviors
reflect the same processes for all people), psychologists often
presuppose that processes documented among WEIRD people
are normative and thus do not think to explore variations in these
processes among non-WEIRD populations or do not believe such
investigations are necessary (2, 20, 27, 45).
For example, for decades psychologists studied attributional

processes almost exclusively with WEIRD samples. One of the key
theories in this area regards the fundamental attribution error
(FAE), the tendency to attribute causes of behavior to individuals’
dispositions and to discount situational influences (46–50). The
FAE appeared robust in US samples, but rather than examining
whether all cultures exhibit FAE, psychologists went on to
document the cognitive processes that give rise to this phe-
nomenon (e.g., refs. 47, 49, 51, and 52) among WEIRD samples,
thus implicitly supporting the view that the phenomenon is
universal. However, psychology’s understanding of the FAE was
revolutionized when research included non-WEIRD samples.
Miller (53) demonstrated that the FAE does not occur to the

same extent in all cultural contexts: Middle-class American subjects
made more dispositional attributions and fewer situational attri-
butions than middle-class Hindu Indian subjects. Miller hypothe-
sized that differences in cultural meaning systems explained FAE
variation: While Western cultures promote an individualistic view
of the person, Eastern cultures promote a holistic view that con-
siders both the person and situation. Thus, in the West, disposi-
tional attributions are culturally congruent, while in the East,
situational attributions are culturally congruent. Furthermore,
Miller demonstrated that even within a given cultural context at-
tributional tendencies vary according to individuals’ exposure to
different cultural meaning systems. Lower-class Anglo-Indian sub-
jects, who had more exposure to Western cultural norms, made
more dispositional attributions than did lower- or middle-class
Hindu Indian subjects, who had less exposure to Western cultural
norms. These findings challenged decades of research that largely
failed to consider how culture shapes attributional processes. A
PsycInfo (www.apa.org/pubs/databases/psycinfo/index.aspx) search
for the terms “fundamental attribution error,” “correspondence
bias,” or “attribution” reveals 5,120 papers published between 1965
and 1984, when Miller’s work was published. These papers provide
a deep knowledge, not of a fundamental human process, but of a
culturally specific process. Later research (54–60) replicated and
extended Miller’s finding, advancing psychology’s understanding of
attributions and of how culture shapes meaning making.
As this example demonstrates, decentering WEIRD ways of

being by considering non-WEIRD findings as valid and important
in their own right can build psychology’s interpretive power. This
practice allows researchers to expand theories by documenting
variations in how psychological phenomena manifest in different
cultural contexts and explaining why these variations occur. How-
ever, given the discrepancy in knowledge of WEIRD compared with
non-WEIRD groups, cross-cultural comparisons must be executed
with caution. Findings that do not hold across cultures—weighted
against the larger WEIRD knowledge base—can perpetuate
deficit perspectives of non-WEIRD people (61). For example,
Hilliard (33) argued that the misuse of culturally biased IQ tests
leads to the inaccurate conclusion that African Americans are
less intelligent than whites. Hilliard offered guidelines for un-
derstanding how and when cultural comparisons are appropriate
in psychological science. Merely making cross-cultural compari-
sons without a deeper understanding of how culture shapes
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individuals and how culture guides researchers’ assumptions can
perpetuate beliefs about cultural superiority rather than im-
proving psychological theories.
Psychological science that lacks interpretive power normalizes

WEIRD ways of being and produces inaccurate conclusions
about human functioning (see ref. 62). When research focuses on
certain populations while overlooking others, it renders an in-
complete understanding of psychological processes on a broad
scale. Building interpretive power requires recognizing the need
to understand diverse cultural experiences in research to build
more comprehensive psychological theories.

Characteristic #2: Non-WEIRD Ways of Being Are Rendered
Invisible
A second characteristic of psychological research lacking in-
terpretive power is that it overlooks psychological processes oc-
curring in non-WEIRD contexts and thus renders non-WEIRD
people and processes invisible. Psychologists often dismiss non-
WEIRD data as outliers and consider research with non-WEIRD
populations “applied,” “niche,” or “culturally specific.” For ex-
ample, there are outlets specific to non-WEIRD populations (e.g.,
the Journal of Black Psychology) but no WEIRD-specific outlets.
Compared with general outlets, non-WEIRD outlets are often
regarded as less prestigious and have lower scientific impact.
Furthermore, when researchers study non-WEIRD groups to
which they belong, their work is often criticized as politically
motivated “me-search” or “advocacy,” while WEIRD researchers
studying WEIRD populations do not face these criticisms. These
norms make it difficult to publish non-WEIRD research and ul-
timately deter psychologists from studying non-WEIRD processes.
Indeed, psychologists studying non-WEIRD populations (e.g.,
racial/ethnic minorities) argue that psychology’s norms and prac-
tices preclude inclusion and understanding of non-WEIRD groups
(19–23). When top-tier journals do publish research with non-
WEIRD samples, reporting norms often undermine the impor-
tance of these findings. For instance, many journals request or
even require that research using non-WEIRD samples include a
WEIRD comparison group, but non-WEIRD samples are rarely,
if ever, requested for research reporting findings from WEIRD
samples (63–65). This process continues to center theory and
praxis around WEIRD processes.
Our own research offers an example of how one non-WEIRD

group—Native Americans—remains invisible in social psychol-
ogy. While 5.4 million US citizens identify as Native American/
American Indian/Alaska Native, alone or in combination with
another race (66), Native Americans are vastly underrepresented
in the psychological literature. Fryberg and Eason (67) found
that less than 0.5% of ∼40,000 papers about prejudice, stereo-
typing, stigma, or intergroup relations mentioned Native Ameri-
cans, and only 0.2% included Native American subjects. Although
Native Americans face disparate outcomes due to prejudice and
discrimination, research on these phenomena has paid virtually no
attention to Native Americans. Furthermore, much of the litera-
ture on prejudice and discrimination focuses on black–white re-
lations, but these findings do not always generalize to groups such
as Native Americans, whose histories and relationships with whites
differ (68). Failing to include Native Americans in research not
only renders Native Americans and their disparate outcomes in-
visible but also implies that the black/white dichotomy is repre-
sentative of all types of bias and/or that the forms of bias and
discrimination that Native Americans face are not as important to
understand as the forms faced by other groups.
Responses to our research with Native Americans similarly

suggest that many psychologists are resistant to research that
focuses on non-WEIRD groups. Reviewers at top-tier journals,
including the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology and
Social Psychology Quarterly, have commented, “What can we
learn from Natives?”, “How do we know that Native Americans are

simply not less intelligent than whites?”, and “Because this research
was conducted on a reservation, it doesn’t involve true random
assignment.” The first comment suggests that non-WEIRD re-
search does not contribute to psychology’s understanding of human
behavior, while the second illustrates a lack of interpretive power,
and the third, a failure to appreciate the value of research in non-
WEIRD samples for enhancing our understanding of human be-
havior (33). While all research involves limitations, such resistance
suggests that many members of the scientific community do not be-
lieve that research with small or hard-to-reach groups is informative.
Rendering non-WEIRD populations invisible in research also

perpetuates these groups’ underrepresentation among researchers.
Indeed, in 2016, only 1% of associate professors, 1% of under-
graduates, and no full professors or graduate student members of
the Society for Personality and Social Psychology identified as
American Indian or Alaska Native (69). Seeing that non-WEIRD
groups are largely excluded from research may imply that psy-
chology does not value non-WEIRD perspectives and may prevent
people from these backgrounds—who are crucial to expanding
psychological science (22, 64)—from entering or persisting in
the field.
The invisibility of non-WEIRD populations also leaves gaps in

the field’s understanding of diverse cultural contexts, processes,
and people and limits understanding of human functioning as a
whole. Rather than building an understanding of psychological
processes that includes WEIRD samples as one of many types of
samples, psychology has largely built an understanding of WEIRD
psychological processes and behaviors under the guise of un-
derstanding general human behavior. While our example focuses
on Native Americans, many non-WEIRD groups remain under-
represented in research, including transgender people, people
living with disabilities or chronic illness, people who have experi-
enced adversity, veterans, working-class and poor people, and
many more. All of these populations have something to contribute
to psychological research, and all stand to benefit from a better
understanding of the issues they face.

Characteristic #3: Misapplication of WEIRD Findings in Non-
WEIRD Contexts
When psychologists overlook how culture shapes key psycho-
logical processes, they at best develop ineffective interventions
for problems in non-WEIRD contexts. At worst, they implement
culturally inappropriate treatments that exacerbate negative
outcomes among non-WEIRD populations (20, 25, 45). Indeed,
psychologists working internationally caution against exporting
Western ideas and methods to non-Western contexts (28, 70–75).
Watters’ Crazy Like Us: The Globalisation of the American Psyche
(76) provides a vivid illustration of the dangers involved. Watters
documented how Western countries dominate the study and
treatment of mental illness and export Western treatments to
contexts in which people’s understanding of and responses to ad-
versity differ. The result is a rise in mental illness among the
intended beneficiaries of treatment. Thus, a lack of interpretive
power—particularly the failure to question whether WEIRD find-
ings generalize and how cultural factors shape treatment efficacy—
harms people psychology intends to help.
On the other hand, research on education and social class il-

lustrates the importance of attending to culture and including non-
WEIRD samples to avoid ineffective or detrimental interventions.
Stephens et al. (77) found that well-meaning but culturally in-
congruent messages from universities undermine working-class
students’ academic success. Initial studies demonstrated that uni-
versities promote independent motives for attending college, and
students who endorse these motives perform better academically
(i.e., achieve higher grade-point averages), while students who
endorse interdependent motives perform less well. Importantly,
working-class students, who often struggle in college, endorse in-
terdependent motives more strongly than middle-class students,
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suggesting that the discrepancy between working-class students’
motives and university motives contributes to social class disparities
in performance. Without interpretive power, researchers might
conclude that working-class students’ motives are the problem.
However, Stephens et al. leveraged an understanding of how

cultural contexts, specifically culturally incongruent contexts, shape
academic performance to understand why social class disparities in
performance emerge. In one study, students read a university’s
welcome letter that included either independent or interdependent
values endorsed by the university. When participants read the in-
dependent letter, working-class students performed worse than
middle-class students on a subsequent academic task. However,
when students read the interdependent letter, working-class stu-
dents performed as well as middle-class students. By focusing on
the relationship between individuals and cultural contexts, the re-
search demonstrated that the problem was not with working-class
students’ motives (i.e., a deficit perspective) but was with univer-
sities’ failure to acknowledge or legitimate these motives.
Recent work has built on these findings, searching for ways to

alleviate non-WEIRD students’ anxiety and underperformance in
educational contexts (78–81), arguing for culturally grounded (vs.
one-size-fits-all) educational interventions (82), and creating in-
terdependent school cultures to improve non-WEIRD students’
outcomes (83). This work provides a starting point for under-
standing how cultural factors such as race and social class interact
with contextual factors to shape students’ outcomes. Future re-
search can further cultivate interpretive power by exploring how
multiple sociocultural factors interact to differentiate educational
outcomes both within and between diverse populations. Under-
standing how culture shapes experiences and behavior and making
non-WEIRD populations visible in research—in other words,
leveraging interpretive power—allows researchers to create more
effective interventions.

Moving Forward: Building Interpretive Power by Changing
Scientific Practices
As the examples above suggest, including diverse groups in
psychological research is a necessary but not sufficient condition
to improve psychological science. Greater sampling diversity
provides opportunities to learn how culture, social structures,
interactions, and individual experiences shape psychological
processes. However, using this understanding to improve psy-
chological science requires changing scientific practices and as-
sumptions that undermine attention to culture. In the remainder
of this paper, we use the culture-cycle framework (Fig. 1) (5) to
illustrate how the scientific community can achieve this change.
According to this framework, cultural ideas give rise to the
norms, assumptions, and practices that shape processes at all
levels of culture. Ideas include beliefs about what is right, good, or
moral and offer scripts for acceptable behavior. In psychological
science, cultural ideas consist of beliefs about which questions,
methodologies, and practices represent “good” science. Institu-
tions reflect and foster these cultural ideas. For example, scientific
institutions (e.g., professional organizations, journals, funders,
universities) provide professional standards rooted in cultural
ideas about what constitutes good science that determine who/
what gets funded, published, and tenured (84, 85). These stan-
dards set the stage for interactions within the scientific community
and between scientific and lay communities. Ideas about which
subjects and practices are valuable or normative determine how
scientists conduct their research and which people feel welcome to
participate (22). Finally, individual psychologists’ beliefs, attitudes,
and behaviors are shaped by the ideas, practices, and norms
handed down through all levels of the culture cycle. “Successful”
psychologists are those who conduct research in ways that align
with the dominant cultural ideas and practices.
The culture-cycle framework provides a helpful guide for build-

ing psychology’s interpretive power by ensuring that all relevant

processes, from intraindividual to interpersonal to institutional/
societal, are given sufficient attention. These processes mutually
reinforce one another to create sustainable cultural change. A
culture-cycle approach also explains why psychology often lacks
interpretive power. If, for example, psychological science views
WEIRD populations as normative, then, over time, all levels of
the culture cycle reinforce this idea and convey that studying non-
WEIRD populations confers little benefit. Publications, grants,
and tenure decisions favor WEIRD research, which is easier and
faster to publish, and the notion that WEIRD findings are gener-
alizable goes unquestioned. These norms create uncertainty about
why researchers, especially pretenure, would choose to study non-
WEIRD populations. To interrupt this process and create change in
psychological science, psychologists can replace problematic acul-
tural ideas with ideas that promote attention to and understanding of
culture. Psychologists can also make an effort to understand cultural
influences in their research, and scientific institutions can implement
policies and practices that support and encourage these efforts.
While we cannot speak to all the factors that limit psychology’s in-
terpretive power, the next section illustrates how accounting for
culture in research questions, design, and analysis/interpretation
renders a more complete understanding of human behavior.

Culture-Conscious Research Questions. To exercise interpretive power
in developing research questions, psychology can begin by aban-
doning the notion that any one group or context demonstrates
normative or generalizable psychological processes. The field can
instead affirm that culture plays a critical role in shaping human
experiences (including WEIRD experiences) and is an essential
component of developing an accurate view of human functioning.
This culture-consciousness challenges existing ideas about what
represents good psychological science by acknowledging that (i)
WEIRD findings are culturally specific; (ii) WEIRD findings are
not more representative of human nature than non-WEIRD
findings; and (iii) non-WEIRD research enhances understanding
of human nature in meaningful and legitimate ways.
Scientific institutions have the power to change research ques-

tions by setting standards that encourage psychologists to consider

Fig. 1. Culture cycle of psychological science. Adapted from ref. 12. Ideas
about “good science” shape practices that occur within scientific institutions,
in interactions between individuals and the scientific community, and
among individual psychologists. Psychology can cultivate interpretive power
by promoting the idea that culture is an important influence throughout all
levels of the culture cycle.
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how culture shapes the processes they study. Journals can highlight
research that includes non-WEIRD groups and make space for
reexaminations of WEIRD findings with non-WEIRD samples.
They can also require researchers to specify the cultural contexts to
which they expect findings to generalize [e.g., freshmen psychology
students at large, public universities (27)]. In tandem, universities
can support non-WEIRD research by adjusting tenure standards
for scientists whose research progresses more slowly because it
focuses on non-WEIRD populations (20, 22, 86). Professional
organizations can recognize and reward non-WEIRD research as
being equally important as WEIRD research. Most importantly,
scientific institutions can intentionally include diverse people as
members, leaders, and decision makers so that institutional stan-
dards and rules reflect a variety of perspectives (see ref. 24).
By attributing equal importance to WEIRD and non-WEIRD

research, these institutional standards will set the stage for positive
interactions among psychologists that enhance understanding of
culture. For example, as the field promotes attention to culture and
exploration of non-WEIRD processes, psychologists may embrace
cumulative science practices (e.g., data sharing, cross-laboratory
collaboration) that allow them to explore questions about culture
that are difficult or impossible to explore individually and to
compare diverse non-WEIRD samples with one another rather
than with WEIRD samples. Certain subfields of psychology that
struggle with small sample sizes already embrace cumulative re-
search practices (87), providing a model for the field as a whole to
cultivate a deeper understanding of culture through collaboration.
As psychology places greater importance on understanding and

including diverse perspectives, interactions between scientists and
non-WEIRD populations are also a critical point of change. His-
torically, these interactions were characterized by distrust, as some
scientists mistreated, misunderstood, or ignored non-WEIRD pop-
ulations (33). Researchers can connect with historically marginalized
populations, reserving judgment, and working with these communi-
ties to learn about the issues that are important to them (86). Rather
than entering non-WEIRD communities as outsiders, researchers
might engage community partners who can identify and correct
misassumptions. These relationships create avenues for developing
culturally informed research questions and improve psychology’s
understanding of and ability to help diverse populations (73).
With the support of scientific institutions and their peers in the

scientific community, individual psychologists can cultivate in-
terpretive power and develop culture-conscious research questions
by seeking input from diverse interdisciplinary scholars. For exam-
ple, some psychologists have advocated for intersectional research
that considers how multiple social identities shape individuals’ ex-
periences (88–92). These discussions provide a framework for
building research questions that explore how culture shapes
psychological processes. Psychologists can also consult experts in
other disciplines to learn about diverse sociopolitical and his-
torical contexts and integrate this information into their research
questions. Similarly, collaborating with diverse people elucidates
otherwise invisible cultural assumptions. For example, Markus
and Kitayama (4) developed their influential theory of culture by
interrogating their own cultural experiences to generate and test
hypotheses about various psychological consequences of cultur-
ally shaped models of self. These practices produce research
questions that leverage interpretive power, but they require in-
stitutions and individuals to work together to enhance their un-
derstanding of and attention to culture.

Culture-Conscious Research Design.Given the tendency to overlook
culture when developing research questions, it is not surprising
that the prevailing ideas about what constitutes good research
design also exacerbate, albeit unintentionally, psychology’s lack
of interpretive power. In particular, valuing hypothesis testing
over hypothesis generation plays a significant role. Hypothesis
testing is the gold standard in psychological science, and nearly

all published research involves hypothesis testing (74, 75, 93–96).
However, new hypotheses are often based on researchers’ in-
tuition, which is informed by their personal experiences. Even
theory-derived hypotheses reflect the experiences of theory
originators. This approach is not intrinsically problematic, but
when a majority of researchers come from WEIRD cultures, the
majority of hypotheses tested reflect only WEIRD psychological
processes. Researcher diversification will reduce this bias, but
such changes take time. In the meantime, psychology can ame-
liorate this problem by conferring greater value on hypothesis-
generating research that expands understanding of cultural ex-
periences with which researchers are unfamiliar. For example,
ethnographic observations, focus groups, case studies, content
analyses, and archival analyses provide immense information
about non-WEIRD groups. To cultivate interpretive power, the
field should value such methodologies as expanding knowledge
about understudied groups and contexts.
Thus, we recommend that scientific institutions make space for a

wider range of data. Journals can incentivize research with under-
studied populations and be more accepting of non-WEIRD find-
ings that seem to defy theories built with predominantly WEIRD
samples. As long as it is clear that findings are not due to chance
and authors refrain from overgeneralizing, the size of the pop-
ulation to which the finding applies should not affect the publishing
decision. The goal is not to claim that people, or even certain
groups of people, generally do X when Y but to provide an exis-
tence proof (i.e., some people predictably do X when Y). Journals
can also develop mechanisms for sharing such findings without
increasing false positives, for example, by clearly specifying the
subpopulation to whom the results likely apply and creating in-
frastructure for systematically accumulating findings with small and
difficult-to-reach populations (e.g., ref. 97). Making such findings
available will encourage further research into factors that distin-
guish these populations, which we predict will often involve culture.
Funding agencies might also increase access to non-WEIRD pop-
ulations by creating non-WEIRD research grants and financing
pilot studies that allow researchers to develop and validate mea-
sures for use with non-WEIRD populations. These efforts not only
improve psychology’s understanding of diverse cultural contexts but
also pave the way for research predicated on a more substantive
understanding of relevant cultural processes. It is a simple but
significant shift to view hypothesis-generating work with under-
studied populations as being on the forefront of knowledge.
As psychologists work to design projects that offer a better

understanding of diverse cultural experiences and processes,
their interactions with other scientists will also help expand their
methodological repertoires. Certain psychology subfields make
extensive use of information-rich methodologies (e.g., case
studies and focus groups) to glean new, potentially generalizable
information from small samples. Newer methodologies, such as
the highly repeated within-person design for quantitative idiog-
raphy (98), also generate much more information, sensitive
enough to detect the presence of a subgroup of participants for
whom the effects observed at the group level do not apply, or are
in the opposite direction. For example, rather than the usual
conclusion that a certain situational variable had a statistically
significant effect for participants on average, the finding would
be reported as follows: For the majority (X%) of the partici-
pants, the situational variable had a statistically significant
within-person effect, but for a minority (Y%) of the participants,
there was a statistically significant within-person effect of the
same situational variable in the opposite direction. Rather than
the findings that apply only to the minority of individuals being
averaged out by the majority and thus becoming invisible, this
methodology makes those findings recognizable to the re-
searchers, possibly leading to discoveries of cultural influences
for which there is little prior research. Thus, even within the field
of psychology, there is a wealth of knowledge and experience to
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help psychologists develop research that expands the under-
standing of diverse cultural contexts.
As individuals, psychologists can be vigilant in identifying over-

generalizations that create misguided assumptions about the ap-
propriateness of psychological measures and methodologies in
diverse contexts. At the same time, psychologists can reflect on the
values and assumptions of their own cultural contexts and consider
how these cultural influences shape their empirical approach. Just
as researchers conduct a priori statistical power analyses, so too
could they conduct a priori interpretive power analyses to ensure
that they have the necessary conceptual and methodological tools
to accurately document psychological processes as they unfold in a
particular cultural context.

Culture-Conscious Data Analysis and Interpretation. Many of the statis-
tical analyses psychologists use to test hypotheses treat unexplained
variations as noise and use these variations as a basis for estimating
error variance. However, not all variations are noise. With new re-
search designs that can differentiate meaningful individual-
to-individual differences from noise (ref. 98), psychology can better
account for culture in data analysis and interpretation by viewing
variation not as noise but as potentially meaningful and informative.
Scientific institutions can encourage psychologists to attend to

and explore cultural variations, even when data are collected in
one cultural context, by adjusting standards for reporting findings.
As the American Psychological Association Task Force on Sta-
tistical Inferences recommended (99), journals can require au-
thors to report not just central tendencies but also variations, for
example by plotting line or bar graphs over scatterplots or histo-
grams of raw scores. Journals can also encourage researchers to
identify outliers and report what is known about these participants
that may explain their variation. While space in print journals is
limited, such information could be included easily and inexpen-
sively in online supplements. These changes not only force psy-
chologists to contend with rather than ignore variation but also
make this information accessible to researchers who can generate
hypotheses about the cultural sources of that variation.
Because outliers are by definition a small minority of any

particular dataset, researchers need to interact with one another
and learn from each other’s data. One laboratory may not have
an explanation for all the variability in a given study, but others
may have ideas that spark interlaboratory dialogue and lead to
collaborative analyses (potentially of pooled data) and new
studies including a greater diversity of participants. These in-
teractions between scientists reduce the pressure to portray
“flawless” data and reinforce the notion that quality data include
variation. For example, variation may reflect sample diversity,

which is desirable in working to understand human behavior on a
broad scale. Furthermore, such interactions encourage collabo-
ration and meta-analyses to understand puzzling variations and
build theories that account for these variations.
Even as individuals, psychologists can make a concerted effort to

understand variation within their data via statistical modeling. In
addition to scatterplots and histograms, graphics for examining the
diversity of effects, such as spaghetti plots, illustrate the extent to
which responses, associations, and effects vary across subjects.
Programs such as R (100) offer customizable graphing functions,
allowing researchers to plot data according to subject characteris-
tics or to combine variables to produce 3D graphs, heat maps, and
other sophisticated visual representations of data. These graphics
offer a useful supplement to model fitting and null hypothesis
significance testing to describe the true range of effects within
studies and generate new hypotheses about when, how, and why
culture shapes psychological processes.

Conclusion
When psychologists leverage interpretive power, they expand and
improve psychological science. Building interpretive power re-
quires understanding how culture, experience, and context shape
both researchers’ and subjects’ perspectives, experiences, and be-
haviors. It requires understanding that people are products of
their cultural environments just as their thoughts, attitudes, and
behaviors shape and reinforce these environments (5). Rather
than regarding differences as problematic or dismissing them as
noise, psychologists with interpretive power view differences as
generative and work to understand their causal influences.
By implementing culture-conscious practices throughout the

culture cycle, psychological science can challenge WEIRD-centric
ideas and norms that create inaccurate understandings of human
behavior. As these practices take hold, psychologists as individuals
and as a scientific community will cultivate interpretive power. We
will no longer be confined to the questions, theories, samples, and
methodologies that have impeded our understanding of diverse
people and rendered our theories simultaneously incomplete and
overreaching. Instead, we will be empowered to conduct research
that better captures psychological processes and behaviors as they
occur in many different cultural contexts. By consciously and ex-
plicitly attending to culture, we will build a science that better
understands all human functioning.
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