
Getting to grips with the 
“culture thing”:

One pilgrim’s halting progress 
towards his Celestial City

Michael Harris Bond

Faculty of Business

Hong Kong Polytechnic University, China

Invited keynote address, presented to the 

Warwick International Conference in Applied Linguistics,          
June 29, 2021

1



Abstract
For me, culture has always been the “magnum mysterium”, endlessly rich 

and enchanting in its polysemous manifestations, “an arch wherethro, 
Gleams that untravelled world, whose margin fades, For ever and for ever 
when I move” (Tennyson, Ulysses). In my version of the culture quest as a 
social psychologist, I have moved through four developmental stages, each 

associated with a questing mentor: 1. Aristotle – the eureka stage; 2. 
Mercator – the psychography stage; 3. Wundt - the idiocentric stage; 4. 

Bronfenbrenner – the systems stage.

Progression through these stages has brought me and the field of cross-
cultural psychology closer to the goal of understanding how an individual’s 
enculturation experience has interacted with his or her genetic endowment 

to produce the behavior characterizing that individual. I will describe 
these four stages as they emerged in my pilgrim’s progress, giving 

examples of my own research along the way, especially as it relates to 
issues of language and its interface with communication behavior. Finally, I 
will venture a futurescape for our scientific work in cross-cultural social 

psychology.

I hope that this story of my intellectual journey in culture will inspire 
listeners of this personal narrative to revision their approach to thinking 

about culture and studying topics of interest in language and social 
psychology. 
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Alternative title?

• Encountering, embracing,                
enumerating, and elucidating the               
magnum mysterium of culture for cross-
cultural psychology
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This pilgrim’s progress –
Four shades of brown 

• A personal and (sub)disciplinary history 
since Japan, 1971

• Four emerging, still-overlapping stages
• 1. Aristotle - The Eureka Stage - discovering a

tsunami of cultural differences
• 2. Mercator – The Psychography Stage –

mapping “psychological” differences across 
many cultures, usually nations 

• 3. Wundt – The Idiocentric Stage –
explaining cultural differences with  

psychological factors 
• 4. Bronfenbrenner - The Systems Stage -
explaining cultural differences more fully by 
using both psychological and cultural factors
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Progressing to my 
“City of Golden Light”

• My discipline: social-
personality psychology

• My goal: to contribute 
scientifically to the 

understanding of human 
social behavior

• My contribution: 
building culture into the 

predictive equation
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1. My version of 
The Eureka Stage:

• Constructing a 
social 

psychology of 
the Chinese 

people 
• a.k.a. “Chasing 

the Dragon”
• Compare the 

Chinese dragon 
to the Western 

dragon on topics 
of interest 

• Q: Different?
• My approach: 

Search for 
psychological 

data! 
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1. Comparing Chinese people            
with another people in 

The Eureka Stage
• Data came in three types of 

psychological studies:

• a. Imposed etic replication
in a different cultural group

• b. Imposed etic bi-cultural comparison

• c. Derived etic bi-cultural comparison

• Terms developed from Berry, “On cross-
cultural comparability”  (1969, IJP) 

• Work focused on ensuring respect for 
the integrity of the cultures studied
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1. Comparing Chinese people  with 
another people 

in The Eureka Stage

• a. Imposed etic replication: 

• Import theory, constructs, and study 
methodology into a new culture

• Run the study, and                                      
“eye-ball-compare”  results

• ex: Hiniker, 1969, “Chinese reactions to 
forced compliance”, JSP

• Q: How comparable?

• Equivalence of “subjects”, of 
measurement scenario, of 

measurements taken?
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1.  Comparing Chinese people       
with another people in

The Eureka Stage
• b. Imposed etic bi-cultural comparison

• Use theory, constructs,  measures, and methodology from 
established literature

• Run the study in both cultural groups, compare and “make sense” 
of results

• Early study involving informed collaboration and inter-cultural 
negotiation: Leung and Bond on distributive justice (1984, JPSP)

• Produces t-test difference in average response 
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1. Comparing Chinese people 

with another people 
in The Eureka Stage

• 1c. Derived etic comparison – take measures of a 
given construct developed separately in each 

cultural group 

• Administer to comparable populations from   both
cultural groups

• Best [and rare!] exemplar: NEO-PIR and CPAI, 
(Cheung et al., 2001, 2003, JCCP) 

• Discovered the indigenousness of “Openness to 
experience” and “Interpersonal Relatedness”

• Integrity of both cultural traditions ensured

• Much preparatory work involved!
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1. Problematics in
The Eureka Stage -

Are mean differences valid?

• The equivalence challenge – were same participants 
involved, measures used, procedures followed?

• The operationally same is not necessarily the culturally 
same! 
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1. Problematics in The Eureka Stage -
How to explain are these differences?

• Ex cathedra pronouncements given by 
local and bi-cultural “experts” in the two

cultural systems

• clever, creative, plausible, irrefutable

• Previous, rich theoretical constructs from 
anthropologists mined and applied 

• e.g., Geertz on individualism-collectivism 
to explain Leung & Bond

• e.g., Edward Hall on high vs low context 
cultures of communication to explain 
Gudykunst’s differences in implicit-

explicit types of communication
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2. My version of  
The Psychography  Stage

• Disciplinary question: what is
culture psychologically? 

• Hofstede (1980) with the first “typical 
citizen” map of 4 value dimensions

• Provides comparative dimensions of 
national culture in “psychological” 

terms, i.e., “psychography”

• Possible ways  to compare national 
culture A with national culture Z and 

with cultures in between…

• Rationalizing and simplifying 
Hofstede’s 4, 5, and then 6 down to 2 

(Minkov & Kaasa, 2021,   CCSM)
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2. “Psychography” 
extends its reach

• Using beliefs about the world 
(social axioms) rather than 

values (Bond et al., 2004, JCCP)

• Using national priorities for the 
socialization of children (Bond 

& Lun, 2014, SSR)

• Using subjective outcomes, like 
subjective well-being, for 

national citizenry

• Using objective behavior, e.g., 
pace of  life (Levine & 

Norenzayan,  1999, JPSP)
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2. Problematics in
The Psychography Stage 

for cross-cultural psychology
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• Beware the oft-committed 
ecological fallacy! (Hofstede, 

1980)

• Nations are not persons; 
nationology is not psychology, 

ecologic is not psychologic

• e.g., IND/COL is not 
idiocentrism/allocen-trism, or 
SDO, or self-enhancement vs 

self-transcendence

• People are nested within 
cultural systems!



3. The Idiocentric Stage for explaining 
cultural differences

• How does culture work to produce 
a cross-cultural difference?

• Premise: psychological outcomes 
are generated through 

psychological processes

• If X is driving Y, and if X is on 
average higher in Cultural Group 
Green relative to Cultural Group 

Red… 

• …then the cross-cultural difference 
in Y arises because of greater 

cultural pressures for X in Culture 
Green compared to Culture Red
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3. Culture as positioning factor for 
psychological outcomes

• Eco-cultural theory (Berry, 2018): ecological-
societal factors combine to induce socialization                       
pressures  on a members of a cultural group

• Members develop adaptive  “citizen-psychological” characteristics
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3. Problematics in The Idiocentric Stage 
for cross-cultural psychology 

• As with the Eureka Stage, were 
equivalence issues adequately 

managed?

• Could there be some other 
psychological factor responsible for 

driving the cultural difference (X 
rarely unpacked Y completely!)? 

• Only two or three cultural groups
involved – generalizability challenge 

as in The Eureka Stage!
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3. Surprises in  
The Idiocentric Stage!

• A moderation effect was occasionally 
discovered, i.e., cultural group interacted 

with X to predict Y
• e.g., interdependent self-construal was 

stronger predictor of felt embarrassment 
for HK Chinese than for Caucasian 

Americans (Singelis et al., JCCP, 1999) 
• Insight - Could culture operate by making 

certain elements in a general model for 
social behavior relatively more powerful 

in one culture than another culture? 
• Is cultural socialization a “salience 
induction” making certain factors more 

powerfully predictive?
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4. The Systems Stage

• Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological 
model for human development in any 

cultural setting (Bronfenbrenner & 
Ceci, 1994, PR)

• Assumptions: 1. earlier adaptations 
leave stronger imprint - family of 

origin esp. strong; 2. proximal culture 
more dominant in shaping responses 

than more distal cultures…

• A daunting multiplicity of cultural 
influences in different contexts at 

different stages of life!
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4. An emerging approach for cross-cultural
psychology: Culture as shared normative 

context
• Cultural systems arise from ecological-historical-social 

circumstances, “Background Variables” (Berry, 2018)

• Cultural systems function by socializing members to live within a 
normative context for individual behavior , e.g., Grice’s 

conversational maxims

• Some [speech] acts rewarded , many ignored, and others 
punished - “Process Variables” (Berry, 2018)

• Leading to “Psychological Variables” (Berry, 2018) typical of a 
given culture’s members
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4. Conceptualizing individual responses 
in social settings                                                     

across multiple cultural groups
• The role being played in the proximal social 
context, the “situation”, primes culturally based 

norms for behavior-in-cultural context
• Individuals translate these role-based norms in 

terms  of their personal goals and expectations  
for that situation leading to their individual 

responses
• B = f(P.S) - remember Lewin?

• Culture-level process may mediate and/or 
moderate individual, genetic-based, 

developmentally socialized profile of motives and
beliefs…and role-based subjective norms

• …yielding within-culture, individual responses in 
any cultural group
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My futurescape for research in
cross-cultural psychology?

• 1. Multi-cultural – examine mediation and 
moderation by unpackaging the cultural 

category of nation with theoretically sensible 
features of nations driving psychological 
processes and outcomes (Smith & Bond, 

Frontiers, 2019)

• e.g.,  from Li et al., 2021, using nations
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My futurescape for research     
in cross-cultural psychology?

• 2. Longitudinal – Get closer to 
possible causalities by 
examining changes in 

psychological processes and
outcomes within persons

within a cultural group (Deary 
et al., 2011) 

• and across many cultural 
groups of different types
(e.g., Welzel, 2013, with 

nations; Fischer et al., 2014 
with organizations; Georgas 

et al., 2006 with families)
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My futurescape for research        
in cross-cultural psychology?

• 3. Genetically informed - Epigenetics is 
here and growing! (Sasaki & Kim, 2016, 
JCCP) – note their Motivational Setting 

Hypothesis - culture shapes 
motivational priorities which act 

differently on persons with different 
genetic profiles

• 4. Representative of cultural group 
membership - “cultural groups” are 

composed of sub-cultural groups, e.g., 
ethnic group, generational cohort, 

gender, education level, social class, 

• so…unpackage further!
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A summing up…
• Mine has been a personal journey in                                                      

cross-cultural social psychology from the                                                        
Heart-Mind of the “Dragon” to the world

• Researching this area has led to my discovery of four emergent 
stages: The Eureka, The Psychography, The Idiocentric, The Systems

• Each stage enlarges our conceptualization of the cultural issue and 
sharpens our methodologies for revealing how culture operates 

• Widening our approach and sharpening our analyses leads to 
greater precision in predicting individual responses – my Celestial 
City
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Your futurescape?
• From my father: “Son, I wish I could be your age 

and know what I know now.”

• You now know what I now know, but are you still 
intrigued?

• “There lies the port, The vessel puffs her sail; There loom 
the deep broad seas…” Ulysses, by Tennyson
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