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Bovet (1974) asserted that aspects of the culture, physical (the shapes and dimen-
sions of eating utensils) as well as behavioral (the practices surrounding the serving 
of food), guide and constrain the assumptions and questions children naturally have 
about quantities. Contrast her description of Algerian culture with your impressions of 
middle-class North American culture. Dinner tables are set such that everyone has the 
same kind of glass, spoon, plate, and so on. A parent serves each child with roughly the 
same serving size (perhaps affected by the age or size of the child). Disputes about who 
“got more” (of, say, an appealing dessert) are common. All these factors might help, in 
subtle ways, to focus attention on quantities and how quantities relate to such things 
as container shape and perceptual appearance. This focus in turn might help perfor-
mance on later tests of conservation. Of course, these assertions warrant more rigorous 
testing before we can accept them. Other aspects of the culture might produce the 
effect; without empirical testing, we can’t be sure.

More recently, social psychologist Richard Nisbett and his colleagues have been investi-
gating differences in cognitive processing between East Asian residents (of Japan, China, 
Korea, etc.) and Western European and North American (primarily U.S.) residents. These 
researchers hold that East Asians typically process information more holistically and 
more contextually, whereas Westerners process information more analytically (Ji, Peng, 
& Nisbett, 2000; Miyamoto, Nisbett, & Masuda, 2006; Nisbett & Norenzayan, 2002; 
Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan, 2001; Varnum et al., 2010).

A fundamental question raised by cross-cultural research is the degree to which prac-
tices, beliefs, competences, and capacities are culturally relative or culturally universal. 
To assert that a cognitive process is culturally relative is to assert that the process is  
specific to a particular culture or set of cultures (Poortinga & Malpass, 1986). For exam-
ple, the ability to form hierarchically organized categories (e.g., poodles are dogs, which 
are mammals, which are animals, which are living things) may be much more relevant to 
people in some cultures than in others (Greenfield, 2005). Cultural universality, by con-
trast, refers to phenomena believed common to humankind such as the use of language.

The answer to this question profoundly affects the way research questions are framed. If, 
for instance, a process, capacity, or strategy is assumed to be universal, then cross-cultural 

 Photos 15.1 and 15.2: An American family eating dinner (left) and a family from another culture eating dinner 
(right). According to Bovet (1974), even an ordinary setting, such as the dinner table, can affect certain cognitive 
processing such as concepts of measurement.
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