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Grossmann, Kitayama, & Nisbett, 2010). Instead, the goal is to “unpack” the term and 
to try to determine which aspects or dimensions of a culture contribute to the differ-
ences found. For example, might differences in counting skill be attributed to different 
uses of number within a culture? Might differences in perception have to do with the 
typical landscapes encountered by participants of different cultures? What, specifically, 
within the culture affects the ways people acquire, store, and process information?

Bovet’s (1974) research addressed these questions by comparing the performance of chil-
dren and adults from Algeria and Geneva, Switzerland, on Piagetian tasks of cognitive 
development. Bovet found some unusual patterns of results among her Algerian partici-
pants that she was able to relate to specific features of the Algerian culture. For example, 
Algerian children had a difficult time with the conservation of quantities. Bovet spec-
ulated that some of their difficulty reflected their everyday environment and customs:

A further point to be mentioned is that eating and cooking utensils (bowls, glasses, 
plates) of the particular environment studied were of all shapes and sizes, which 
makes it somewhat difficult to make any comparisons of dimensions. Furthermore, 
the way of serving food at table was for each person to help from a communal dish, 
rather than for one person to share it out amongst those present; no comparison of 
the size of the portions takes place. Finally, the attitude of the mother who does not 
use any measuring instrument, but “knows” how much to use by means of intuitive 
approximations and estimations, may have some influence on the child’s attitude. 
Thus, adult modes of thought can influence the development of notions of conser-
vation of quantity in the child by means of familiar types of activities, in which the 
child participates, even if only as spectator. (p. 331)

 Table 15.1:  Examples of Cultural Syndromes

Tightness In some cultures, there are very many norms that apply across many situations. Minor deviations from 
the norms are criticized and punished; in other cultures, there are few norms, and only major deviations 
from norms are criticized.

Cultural Complexity The number of different cultural elements, such as role definitions, can be large or small (e.g., about 20 
jobs among hunters and gatherers versus 250,000 types of jobs in information societies).

Active–Passive This syndrome . . . includes a number of active (e.g., competition, action, and self-fulfillment) and passive 
(e.g., reflective thought, leave the initiative to others, and cooperation) elements.

Honor This pattern is a rather narrow syndrome, focused on the concept of honor. It emerges in environments 
in which property is mobile and to protect it individuals have to appear fierce so that outsiders will 
not dare to try to take it from them. It includes beliefs, attitudes, norms, values, and behaviors (e.g., 
hypersensitivity to affronts) that favor the use of aggression for self-protection, to defend one’s honor, and 
to socialize children so that they will react when challenged.

Collectivism In some cultures the self is defined as an aspect of a collective (e.g., family or tribe); personal goals are 
subordinated to the goals of this collective; norms, duties, and obligations regulate most social behavior; 
taking into account the needs of others in the regulation of social behavior is widely practiced.

Individualism The self is defined as independent and autonomous from collectives. Personal goals are given 
priority over the goals of collectives. Social behavior is shaped by attitudes and perceived enjoyable 
consequences. The perceived profits and loss from a social behavior are computed, and when a 
relationship is too costly it is dropped.

Vertical and Horizontal 
Relationships

In some cultures hierarchy is very important, and in-group authorities determine most social behavior. In 
other cultures social behavior is more egalitarian.

Source: Excerpted from Triandis, H. C. (1996). The psychological measurement of cultural syndromes. American Psychologist, 51, 407–415. Table is on pp. 408–409.


