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Abstract 

Although many definitions of “culture” exist, studies in psychology typically conceptualize 

different cultures as different countries. This paper argues that cultural psychology also provides 

a useful lens through which to view developmental milestones. Like other forms of culture, 

different developmental milestones are demarcated by shared values and language as well as 

transmission of particular social norms. Viewing development through the lens of cultural 

psychology sheds light on questions of particular interest to cultural psychologists, such as those 

concerning the emergence of new cultures and the role of culture in shaping psychological 

processes. This novel framework also clarifies topics of particular interest to developmental 

psychology, such as conflict between individuals at different milestones (e.g., arguments 

between older and younger siblings) and age-related changes in cognition and behavior. 
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Viewing Development through the Lens of Culture: Integrating Developmental and Cultural 

Psychology to Better Understand Cognition and Behavior 

 The movie Boyhood follows Mason Evans Jr. from age six to adulthood. This film 

captures many developmental milestones, including the elementary school years, adolescence, 

and the transition to adulthood. As viewers watch Mason grow, they may also be observing 

cultural changes. In other words, frameworks from cultural psychology can help shed light on 

transitions such as that between childhood and adolescence.  

 This paper argues for the integration of cultural psychology (the study of how and why 

psychological processes change or stay the same across different cultures) and developmental 

psychology (the study of how and why psychological processes change or stay the same across 

age). Prior studies have conceptualized culture largely in terms of nations, with different nations 

having different cultures (Gelfand et al., 2011; Hofstede, 1980; Schwartz et al., 2012; Triandis, 

1995). This paper presents the novel argument that developmental milestones function similarly 

to cultures in important ways and that understanding such milestones through an integration of 

cultural and developmental psychology may be more informative than using frameworks from 

either sub-discipline alone. This view clarifies topics commonly studied in cultural psychology, 

such as how cultures emerge and how they shape psychological processes, and those commonly 

studied in developmental psychology, such as cross-age conflict as well as changes in cognition 

and behavior across age. 

What Is Culture? 

 As discussed above, psychologists have commonly described culture in terms of nations, 

although scholars in disciplines such as business (e.g., Taras, Steel, & Kirkman, 2016) have 

pointed out that the two terms are not synonymous. Some work has also included groups based 
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on race, religion, socio-economic status, and political affiliation (Cohen, 2009; Haidt, 2013; 

Oyserman, Gant, & Ager, 1995; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). Twenge and colleagues 

(e.g., Twenge, Campbell, & Freeman, 2012) have conceptualized cohort as a form of culture. 

However, the idea that generations (groups of people born at approximately the same time) 

constitute culture differs from the current proposal that developmental milestones function 

similarly to cultural groups because people remain in the same generational cohort their entire 

lives while moving from one developmental milestone to another. Thus, some aspects of cultural 

psychology (e.g., work on moving from one culture to another) are particularly relevant to 

developmental milestones. Regardless of which groups are included, they should generally 

possess shared values and language in addition to shared geography in order to be considered a 

culture (Triandis, 1995; see also Schwartz, 1992).  

 Defining culture in terms of groups such as nations is appealing for several reasons: it is 

straightforward (boundaries between different nations are often clear-cut, so it is obvious 

whether one is talking about, say, Japan or Canada) and allows scholars to compare their 

research with prior work, which has also typically conceptualized culture in terms of countries. 

However, this type of definition contains some difficulties (Heine, 2016; Oyserman, 2017). 

Boundaries between different cultural groups are not always as distinct as boundaries between 

nations. People from different countries can communicate with and learn from each other, and 

cultural norms can therefore spread across groups (Kashima, 2000). Further, the diverse 

experiences of individuals within a culture can create intra-cultural variability. The United States 

is more culturally homogenous than many other countries (Muthukrishna et al., 2020). However, 

even this country shows some degree of cultural heterogeneity. For instance, although cultural 

psychologists typically portray the United States as an individualistic culture (e.g., Markus & 
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Kitayama, 1991), some United States residents may nonetheless adopt collectivist frameworks 

(e.g., Snibbe & Markus, 2005; Vandello & Cohen, 1999). In addition, the degree of 

individualism in the United States has changed over time (Greenfield, 2013; Varnum & 

Grossmann, 2017). 

 Instead of defining culture broadly construed, some scholars have delineated particular 

elements of culture. For example, Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions theory proposes several 

axes along which cultures could differ, including social hierarchy strength and masculinity-

femininity. Somewhat similarly, Schwartz (1992) proposes a system of basic human values that 

exist across diverse cultures, such as openness to change and self-transcendence. Recently, 

Gelfand and colleagues (2011; Harrington & Gelfand, 2014) proposed the additional dimension 

of tightness-looseness, corresponding to the strength of social norms and tolerance for deviant 

behavior within a culture. Likewise, several scholars have proposed relational mobility (the ease 

with which individuals can form new relationships and exit undesirable relationships) as a major 

dimension of culture and shown that this factor explains cross-national differences in trust and 

intimacy (Thompson et al., 2018; Yuki & Schug, 2012). 

When delineating aspects of culture, psychology has largely focused on individualism 

and collectivism. This distinction occurs both in cultural dimensions theory, which includes a 

dimension for these factors, and in the theory of basic human values, which posits that values 

such as self-enhancement may exist across cultures. Numerous studies have shown that different 

cultures place different levels of emphasis on individualism versus collectivism and that these 

differences play a role in other aspects of cognition and behavior, such as emotional experience 

and views of relationships (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Oishi & Komiya, 2017; Oyserman & 

Lee, 2008; Triandis, 1995). 
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Some work focusing on facets of culture has addressed concerns around defining cultures 

as groups with sharp boundaries. For instance, the culture-as-situated-cognition framework 

(Oyserman, 2017) highlights situations, rather than only groups, that make specific facets of 

culture particularly accessible. As one example, people in Western and Eastern cultures can view 

the world through an individualistic lens, and people in both cultures can also adopt collectivist 

perspectives. However, the extent to which each facet is accessible varies across countries. Thus, 

collectivism emerges more commonly in Eastern rather than Western settings because they make 

collectivist construals particularly accessible, but specific situations (e.g., being surrounded by 

one’s family versus by competitors) can make either of these facets salient across nations. The 

culture-as-situated-cognition framework also applies to cultural groups other than nations. For 

instance, Black and White children in the United States receive different cultural teachings 

regarding racism (Hughes et al., 2006; Perry, Skinner, & Abaied, in press). These teachings 

shape the frameworks that are readily accessible when children evaluate themselves (Oyserman 

et al., 1995) and when perceivers respond to children of different races (Goff, Jackson, Di Leone, 

Culotta, & DiTomasso, 2014; Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015).  

Perhaps of greatest relevance to the current work, scholars beyond psychology have 

written about peer cultures (e.g., sociologists, Corsaro & Eder, 1990; anthropologists, Schlegel, 

2000). This work has focused largely on describing the norms of particular cultures. For 

instance, work on peer cultures has investigated how preschoolers in the United States and Italy 

manage conflict (Corsaro & Rizzo, 1990), how children in the United Kingdom play with each 

other (Opie & Opie, 1969), and how Israeli children interact with peers (Katriel, 1988/1989). 

Building on this ethnographic approach, this paper highlights how cultural psychology and 

developmental psychology can come together to elucidate cognition and behavior. For instance, 
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a detailed observation of a particular school can highlight how conflict occurs (e.g., who says 

what to whom). Integrating cultural and developmental psychology can provide novel insight 

into why this conflict occurs (e.g., one underlying mechanism could be children’s more 

individualistic culture, as compared with older adults’ more collectivist culture; see “Questions 

Concerning The Ways In Which Developmental Differences Mirror Cultural Differences” 

below) and what strategies might reduce such conflict (e.g., students in different grades could 

complete cooperative activities together, which may reduce conflict among members of different 

grades; see “Questions Concerning Conflict between Individuals at Different Milestones” 

below). 

The perspectives discussed so far have adopted a descriptive approach. In other words, 

the theories highlighted thus far have sought to characterize particular features of different 

cultures, including the extent to which they vary along dimensions such as collectivism-

individualism. Another approach within cultural psychology seeks to clarify the origins of 

culture. These approaches are another way of addressing concerns with describing cultures in 

terms of nations or other groups. Rather than emphasizing the fuzziness of the boundaries among 

groups, origin theories view culture as a social process through which people transmit knowledge 

to each other (Boyd & Richerson, 2005), teach each other rules that ensure a group’s survival 

(Matsumoto, 1990), or develop a set of patterns governing behavior (Adams & Markus, 2001; 

Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952). These definitions highlight culture as a verb (e.g., transmitting 

and learning social norms) rather than a noun (e.g., Americans, Protestants) and ask how cultures 

came to be rather than emphasizing the current features of those cultures, as descriptive theories 

do. 



DEVELOPMENTAL STAGES AS CULTURE   
	

8 

The social component of knowledge transmission is crucial; as Linton (1936) points out, 

cultures include “social heredity” as opposed to “biological heredity.” According to this view, 

cultural transmission includes social learning as opposed to changes that can occur without social 

input, such as growing taller. Such social learning typically includes intergenerational transfer, 

with members of older generations teaching members of younger generations important 

information (e.g., Boyd & Richerson, 2005). Such learning can happen in formal institutions 

such as schools, a process that is particularly common in Western, industrialized, rich, 

democratic nations (Scribner & Cole, 1973). Such learning can also happen in less formal 

environments, such as parents teaching children what is safe to eat by selecting some available 

items, but not others, for consumption (van Schaik, 2010). Both of these examples highlight 

vertical transmission from older to younger generations, but such transmission can also happen 

horizontally among members of the same generation, as when a group of children teach each 

other norms via playground games (Opie & Opie, 1969; for additional discussion regarding 

vertical and horizontal transmission, see Henrich & Gil-White, 2001). Indeed, informal 

transmission is particularly common when peers teach each other, as they tend to engage in 

collaborative learning rather than formal instruction (Wood & O'Malley, 1996). 

The context in which learning occurs has implications for psychological processes. For 

example, some developmental milestones described by Piaget (e.g., reasoning that a quantity 

would remain the same regardless of the size or shape of its container) appear cross-culturally 

among formally schooled children but not among children who have not received education via 

formal systems (Bruner, Olver, & Greenfield, 1966). Such differences are to be expected given 

that developmental psychologists created many tasks in the context of Western environments that 

include formal education.   
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 In sum, descriptive theories have often defined culture in terms of groups, particularly 

nations. However, some scholars have expanded this definition to include other groups (e.g., 

religious, political) and to highlight the role of social processes. Recent work has extended 

definitions of culture by focusing on particular elements that distinguish one culture from 

another, such as collectivism-individualism, tightness-looseness, and relational mobility. 

Additional work on origins has emphasized questions regarding how cultures came to be the way 

they are, complementing the more descriptive approaches outlined above. However, past work 

within psychology has not emphasized similarities between developmental milestones and other 

forms of culture, and work from other disciplines on peer cultures has focused largely on 

describing particular social groups (e.g., a group of Italian preschoolers). Building on this 

approach, this paper considers how the ways of conceptualizing culture reviewed here may apply 

to development and how integrating cultural and developmental psychology leads to new 

insights that move beyond describing social processes among members of a particular culture.  

How Are Developmental Milestones Similar To Other Forms Of Culture? 

 As discussed above, researchers have described culture in terms of groups (e.g., nations, 

religions) and asked about the processes that give rise to particular cultures (e.g., transmitting 

social information, learning social norms). Like other forms of culture, developmental milestones 

meet these definitions (Table 1). Therefore, integrating cultural and developmental psychology 

can provide a useful lens through which to view such milestones. 
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 Examples from 
development 

Examples from cultures as 
typically conceived in 
cultural psychology 

Culture as a noun (different 
groups constitute cultures) 

Daycares, assisted living 
communities 

Countries, religious groups, 
groups demarcated by socio-
economic status 

 
Groups have shared 
values 

 
Erikson’s model of 
development focusing on 
different values of importance 
at different developmental 
milestones (e.g., autonomy 
versus shame and doubt for 
toddlers; integrity versus 
despair for older adults) 

 
Collectivism-individualism; 
tightness-looseness 

 
Groups have shared 
language 

 
Slang that is common among 
adolescents 

 
Swahili, Spanish, Arabic; 
words with particular 
meanings within certain 
groups (e.g., “communion” 
for Catholics) 

 
Groups have shared rules 
and norms 

 
Following established 
guidelines (toddlers); seeking 
one’s own way independently 
of established guidelines 
(adolescents, particularly in 
the United States) 

 
Saying the pledge of 
allegiance; kneeling to pray; 
sharing one’s resources 

 
Culture as a verb 
(transmitting social 
information constitutes 
cultures) 

 
Teaching and learning what 
types of clothes to wear at 
work as a middle-aged 
businessman; teaching and 
learning what the “cool kids” 
do in high school 

 
Teaching and learning about 
the history of one’s country; 
teaching and learning how to 
interact with members of 
one’s own culture and 
members of other cultures 

 

Table 1. Definitions of culture (left column) with examples illustrating each definition from 

development (middle column) and other forms of culture (right column). 
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 A developmental milestone is a particular pattern of cognition or behavior that most 

people demonstrate by a particular age. For instance, many children take their first physical steps 

around their first birthday. The preschool and early elementary school years constitute a different 

kind of milestone, when many begin to take their first steps toward orienting their social lives 

around peers rather than only family (although family remains important, it no longer constitutes 

children’s only social sphere as they enter school). By convention, developmental psychologists 

have demarcated common milestones as including infancy, toddlerhood (approximately two to 

four years), early childhood (approximately five to eight years), middle childhood 

(approximately nine to twelve years), adolescence (approximately thirteen to eighteen years), 

early adulthood (through one’s forties), middle adulthood (through one’s sixties), and late 

adulthood (until the end of life). Individuals within a given milestone may differ from each other 

(e.g., four-year-olds typically walk better than two-year-olds), but they also share many 

characteristics (e.g., toddlers as a group have less well-developed theory of mind than older 

individuals, have different relationships with their parents than do individuals at earlier and later 

milestones, and so on). Developmental psychology focuses largely on Western, educated, 

industrialized, rich, and democratic countries, particularly the United States (Nielsen, Haun, 

Kartner, & Legare, 2017). Other cultures may demarcate milestones differently; however, these 

differences have not yet permeated much developmental research. 

Historically, developmental psychology has been particularly interested in describing the 

stages through which children must pass to achieve particular outcomes, such as adult-like moral 

reasoning (Kohlberg, Levine, & Hewer, 1983) or cognitive abilities (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969). 

Modern developmental psychology has largely moved away from a focus on stage theories but 

nevertheless attends to important developmental milestones. For instance, rather than theorizing 
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about which stages of moral development children pass through at which ages, recent scholarship 

regarding the emergence of moral cognition has shown evidence of moral judgments at earlier 

milestones than previously thought (i.e., among infants; Hamlin, 2013) and demonstrated 

different moral judgments among children who have versus have not passed particular 

milestones (e.g., different moral evaluations among children who were, versus were not, able to 

accurately attribute mental states to others; Killen, Mulvey, Richardson, Jampol, & Woodward, 

2011).  

 It is easy to see how developmental milestones fit the descriptive perspective that 

different groups reflect different cultures with their own norms and traditions. Many countries 

currently group people according to developmental milestones. For instance, in Western cultures 

such as the United States, daycares separate infants from toddlers, elementary schoolers learn in 

different classrooms than high schoolers, and retirement community residents cohabitate because 

of their common age. However, such groupings are not universal; for example, cultures vary in 

the extent to which elders live separately from other family members (Georgas, Berry, van de 

Vijver, Kagitcibasi, & Poortinga, 2006) and the extent to which children participate in formal 

education that divides them into groups based on developmental milestones (Scribner & Cole, 

1973).  

 Further, several scholars (e.g., Gelfand et al., 2011; Hofstede, 1980; Markus & Kitayama, 

1991; Schwartz, 1992) have pointed out that cultures are not simply discrete groups; rather, they 

may arise from a set of processes and reflect characteristics that both vary along a continuum. 

The developments that mark different milestones are often similarly continuous. For instance, 

much work in developmental psychology has focused on theory of mind—the ability to 

accurately attribute mental states such as beliefs, knowledge, and desires to others (e.g., Wimmer 
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& Perner, 1983). Children begin passing standard theory of mind tasks around the age of five 

years (Wellman, Cross, & Watson, 2001). However, it is not the case that children have no 

concept of others’ minds the day before their fifth birthday and a perfect concept of these minds 

the day after. Infants may have some semblance of theory of mind (e.g., Onishi & Baillargeon, 

2005); children develop first-order theory of mind skills (the ability to accurately infer what 

Person A thinks) before developing second-order skills (the ability to accurately infer what 

Person A thinks about Person B’s mental states; Miller, 2009); and even adults do not always 

demonstrate perfect theory of mind (e.g., Keysar, Lin, & Barr, 2003). Theory of mind 

development is also continuous across culture. Some aspects of this ability appear consistent 

across different environments. For instance, children begin passing standard tasks asking them to 

make inferences about one other person’s mental states around their fifth birthday in multiple 

cultures, including Canada, India, Peru, Samoa, and Thailand (Callaghan et al., 2005). However, 

some scholars (e.g., Greenfield et al., 2003) have argued that theory of mind models originated 

in, and best describe development that occurs in, individualistic cultures. Inferences regarding 

others’ mental states depend on distinguishing one’s own mind from another person’s mind, a 

task that inherently emphasizes individual minds. From this perspective, the more collectivist a 

particular culture is, the less appropriate standard measures of theory of mind become. This view 

accords well with cultural psychology. For instance, Hofstede (1980) described cultures as 

varying along an individualism-collectivism dimension with scores ranging from 0 (high 

collectivism) to 100 (high individualism). Cultural psychology research may compare two 

cultures that vary in the degree to which they exhibit individualism or collectivism, but this is not 

a binary distinction. 
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In addition to these similarities between culture and developmental milestones, such 

milestones also come with another hallmark of culture—“shared values and language” (Triandis, 

1995). One early model of shared values comes from developmental psychology, where Erikson 

(1956) viewed development as a progression through different sets of values. According to this 

model, infants must determine whether to trust or mistrust their environment; toddlers develop 

the value of autonomy (if caregivers provide a safe basis for exploration) or experience shame 

and doubt (if caregivers treat the child’s growing independence with ridicule, severe constraints, 

or other negative responses); and so on through old age, at which point people face the life they 

have lived and experience a sense of contentment if this life conforms to their values and despair 

if it does not. In this model, developing a life that is consistent with a particular value is a central 

focus during a specific developmental time point but becomes an area of less emphasis at other 

times, although it may not disappear entirely. For instance, toddlers share the development of 

autonomy with other toddlers, but this value is less relevant to senior citizens who have 

successfully navigated childhood. In terms of shared language, people at similar points of 

development sometimes use terms that are less common among, or do not make sense to, people 

at other points. For instance, adolescents in a variety of places—including Brazil, France, the 

United States, and the United Kingdom—use slang to develop connections with other 

adolescents, although these ways of speaking may not make sense to individuals at other 

developmental milestones (Eckert, 2003). As another example, elders in South Africa sometimes 

engage in “complaint discourse” as a way to manage their age-related social identity; for 

instance, complaints about disrespect can reinforce the importance of social norms regarding 

respect for one’s elders (Sagner, 2017).  
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A focus on shared rules and norms within particular groups (e.g., Adams & Markus, 

2001; Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952; Matsumoto, 1990) provides another aspect of cultural 

psychology that can offer a useful lens through which to view developmental milestones. Young 

children place a great deal of emphasis on following rules and norms, even while appreciating 

that different norms apply to different groups of people. German preschoolers readily infer the 

presence of social norms (Schmidt, Butler, Heinz, & Tomasello, 2016) and object when others 

violate these norms (Koymen et al., 2014). Further, preschoolers in Western cultures prefer 

people who follow the same social norms as themselves (Heiphetz, 2017) and learn more readily 

from conformists than from non-conformists (Corriveau, Fusaro, & Harris, 2009). In contrast, 

adolescents in the United States often emphasize independence and autonomy (Greenfield, 

Keller, Fulgini, & Maynard, 2003; Stewart, Bond, Deeds, & Chung, 1999). As another example, 

adolescents typically value exploration and encourage each other to try new things (Brown, 

Lohr, & McClenahan, 1986; Kracke, 2002). However, by adulthood, Westerners who have not 

established stability in areas of life such as romantic relationships face negative judgment 

(DePaulo & Morris, 2006). In other words, the rules and norms that govern behavior change 

across development. 

If, instead, one adopts a more origin-based view of culture and emphasizes the emergence 

of culture from the transmission of social information, it is again relatively straightforward to see 

how developmental milestones might fit. Simply being a particular age is a matter of biology, but 

learning and performing the practices associated with particular developmental milestones is a 

social matter. In fact, social practices often demarcate development in addition to—and 

sometimes more than—one’s date of birth. For instance, in the United States, people may 

perceive a forty-year-old businessman who lives with his wife and two children as being more 
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developmentally advanced than a single forty-year-old man who is unemployed and lives in his 

parents’ basement, even though both men are the same age. The businessman has achieved more 

markers of adulthood prominent in Western cultures (e.g., steady employment, parenthood) and 

may therefore be perceived as being at a later developmental milestone than the unemployed 

man, despite their similar biological age. Work that focuses on the origins and transmission of 

cultural practices can therefore shed light on developmental milestones. A cultural psychology 

perspective emphasizing the transmission of social norms can clarify why two people who are 

the same age can nevertheless be at different developmental milestones. In the example above, 

the two forty-year-old men engage in different cultural practices that they have learned in 

different ways. The businessman might wear expensive suits, arrive to work on time, and make 

small talk with his colleagues because he has observed colleagues modeling these behaviors. The 

unemployed man is unlikely to have current exposure to such cues or find himself in an 

environment where they matter. In other words, his culture is not transmitting to him the 

message that it is important to wake up early and wear expensive clothes, so he may be less 

likely to engage in such practices. 

Psychologists often reference maturation to explain differences across different age 

groups. For instance, differences between a toddler and an adolescent can arise from social, 

cognitive, and neural factors that have matured over a decade of life (Tottenham, 2020). Such 

explanations are undoubtedly correct and greatly enhance scientific understanding of what 

changes across development. The purpose of this paper is not to argue that a cultural psychology 

framework should supplant these maturation approaches. Rather, we seek to offer a 

complementary perspective that can further clarify development. Specifically, we argue that in 

addition to maturation, age-related differences can also be viewed through the lens of culture and 
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cultural learning. Adopting this view benefits both developmental and cultural psychology, as 

outlined in the sections below.     

Cultural transmission begins to occur well before adulthood. Young children are already 

adept at social learning, imitating adults even when their practices are inefficient (Gergely, 

Bekkering, & Kiraly, 2002; Legare & Nielsen, 2015). As people develop, they may begin to 

learn from older individuals who are similarly situated in terms of developmental milestones in 

addition to learning from people at different developmental points. For example, in one study 

testing adolescent siblings between 13 and 17 years old, the younger sibling was more likely to 

smoke if the older sibling smoked, but the behavior of younger siblings did not influence older 

siblings (Harakeh, Engels, Vermulst, De Vries, & Scholte, 2007). Similarly, having an older 

sibling become an adolescent mother increases the risk that younger female siblings will engage 

in early sexual activity and become pregnant early in life (East, 1998). Consistent with theories 

that people are especially likely to learn cultural practices from others who are high in prestige 

(Henrich & Gil-White, 2001), popular group members exert more social influence than less 

popular members (Chudek, Heller, Birch, & Henrich, 2012; Laursen, Hafen, Kerr, & Stattin, 

2012).  

Of course, people move from one developmental milestone to another in the context of 

other cultural groups. Important prior work has highlighted how national culture can shape 

development. For instance, children growing up in a Western society distributed more resources 

to individuals who were more successful at a particular task (using a magnet to retrieve cubes out 

of a container), whereas children in a pastoralist African society did not consider task success 

when distributing resources (Schafer, Haun, & Tomasello, 2015). Culture can also shape 

children’s experiences with their caregivers. For instance, caregivers in the United States teach 
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children actively, using strategies such as guiding children’s behaviors and offering praise, 

whereas caregivers in Vanuatu use less formal practices such as collaborating with children 

(Clegg et al., in press). The current proposal builds on these views to suggest that development is 

not only shaped by other forms of culture but that developmental milestones have important 

characteristics in common with other forms of culture, which means that knowledge from cultural 

psychology can inform scientific understanding of development and vice versa. Just as a person 

can be a member of a cultural group based on religion within a broader national culture, so too 

can a person experience age as similar to a kind of sub-culture within broader national cultures.  

Despite these similarities between developmental milestones and other forms of culture, 

several differences exist as well. Perhaps most notably, many of the similarities between 

developmental milestones and cultures discussed above do not apply to infancy. Infants can be a 

group, but they do not engage in many of the social practices typically associated with cultures: 

they do not purposefully teach each other, lack a shared language that allows them to 

intentionally communicate with each other, and so on. Thus, frameworks from cultural 

psychology may be particularly helpful in understanding developmental milestones that occur 

after infancy. Further, some work has discussed the importance of intergenerational transfer 

(Kitayama & Uskul, 2011; Schonpflug, 2001; Senghas, 2003). According to this view, part of 

what defines a culture is the process by which older generations teach social practices to younger 

generations. Although individuals who are similarly situated to each other with regard to 

developmental milestones can teach social practices to each other (assuming these individuals 

are older than infancy), it is clearly impossible for intra-cultural learning to occur across 

generations. Using the lens of cultural psychology, any intergenerational learning would be akin 

to intercultural learning. Still, intra-cultural social learning can occur within particular 
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milestones, with younger individuals learning from older individuals, as in the examples above 

suggesting that the behavior of older adolescents may shape the behavior of their younger 

adolescent siblings (East, 1998; Harakeh et al., 2007). And despite these caveats, integrating 

developmental and cultural psychology to understand developmental milestones offers a number 

of novel insights for both areas of study, as outlined below.  

How Does Viewing Developmental Milestones through the Lens of Culture Benefit The 

Study Of Culture? 

 Currently, cultural psychology and developmental psychology exist largely separately. 

As an exception to this general pattern, several scholars have investigated how culture shapes the 

cognition and behavior of children and their caregivers (e.g., Clegg et al., in press; Greenfield et 

al., 2003; Schafer et al., 2015). However, it is rare for scholars to use frameworks from cultural 

psychology to understand developmental milestones themselves (e.g., to view developmental 

milestones as similar to other forms of culture). Such an approach would provide unique insight 

into questions that commonly arise in the cultural psychology literature, including questions 

regarding how cultures emerge and how culture shapes psychological processes.  

Questions Concerning How Cultures Emerge 

 One of the most intriguing questions concerning culture concerns its origins (Boyd & 

Richerson, 2005; Cohen, 2001). Where do different forms of culture come from, and how do 

they change over time? One way to approach this question is to examine new cultures that are 

just beginning to arise. A recent example is the emergence of Nicaraguan Sign Language among 

schoolchildren in the 1970s and 1980s (Senghas, 2003; Senghas, Kita, & Ozyurek, 2004). Prior 

to this period, deaf people in Nicaragua were not typically considered to form a cultural group; 

they often lived separately from each other and communicated with friends and relatives using 
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idiosyncratic hand gestures. However, in 1977, 50 individuals came together in one program for 

deaf schoolchildren. Studying together created the conditions for the emergence of a new 

language, as children created their own signs and taught these signs to others. Nicaraguan sign 

language has now been transmitted multiple times from one generation to the next and has 

evolved with each generation. These changes typically flow downward; for instance, the second 

cohort of signers developed new methods of expression that they transmitted to the third cohort, 

but the first cohort largely continued using the signs they themselves had developed. 

 The emergence of Nicaraguan Sign Language provided a natural experiment that clarified 

how new languages, and cultures, can form. It was all the more exciting to scholars because of 

how rare this type of phenomenon is. If one wants to study the emergence of culture, one cannot 

create the necessary conditions in a lab or randomly assign one group of people to form a culture 

and another group of people not to form a culture. Luck and patience are required.  

 This task becomes easier if one uses approaches from cultural psychology to understand 

developmental milestones. In this case, researchers are surrounded by people who are forming 

new cultures. For example, in developmental psychology, much research has focused on social 

changes that occur as children transition into adolescence. A common way to learn what 

behaviors one should perform as an adolescent is by observing one’s peers. For instance, 

perceiving that peers are engaging in risky behaviors such as drinking alcohol or having 

unprotected sex increases the likelihood that the participant will engage in these same behaviors 

(e.g., Leung, Toumbourou, & Hemphill, 2014; van de Bongardt, Reitz, Sandfort, & Dekovic, 

2014). Further, people do not perceive all peers as equally informative; young adolescents are 

particularly likely to follow norms set by peers who are popular and slightly older than 

themselves (e.g., Chudek et al., 2012; East, 1998; Harakeh et al., 2007; Laursen et al., 2012). In 
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other words, as an adolescent culture is forming, new arrivals (young adolescents) learn cultural 

norms from individuals who are members of the same culture but who have been in that culture 

longer (i.e., slightly older adolescents) and who are culturally connected (i.e., popular).  

 Developmental theories can do much to explain these patterns, but a cultural perspective 

offers an even more fully elaborated view by explaining why transmission of cultural knowledge 

often occurs between younger and older adolescents and not simply between adolescents and 

older community members. Developmentalists rightly point out that adolescence represents a 

time during which one’s main developmental goal, especially in the United States, is to establish 

independence from one’s parents (Erikson, 1956; Greenfield et al., 2003; Soenens et al., 2007). 

A developmental maturation perspective can explain why adolescents seek autonomy from their 

parents (e.g., as people develop, they seek independence), and a cultural psychology perspective 

can complement this view by explaining why adolescents seek to establish this autonomy in the 

particular way that they do—by turning largely to popular peers who are slightly older than 

themselves rather than people at other developmental stages who are not their parents. From the 

perspective of cultural psychology, it makes sense to learn about new developmental milestones 

from others who are firmly within the milestone in which the participant is a newcomer because 

these individuals may be best positioned to teach newcomers how to be a member of a culture. 

For instance, by observing older adolescents, younger adolescents can learn the cultural norms 

governing interactions with peers in their high school. These lessons would be difficult to learn 

from parents, who are unlikely to be familiar with this context. Psychologists focusing on the 

origins of culture have described such learning—i.e., imitating individuals slightly older than 

oneself—as one of the main adaptations that has allowed human beings to survive in diverse 

contexts (Boyd, Richerson, & Henrich, 2011).     
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Questions Concerning How Culture Shapes Psychological Processes 

 Another common question in cultural psychology concerns how culture shapes 

psychological processes and the extent to which some processes may be culturally universal 

(Heine, 2016; Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010). Work on developmental milestones can 

help address this question. One useful example here is moral realism, or the extent to which 

people perceive that morality is fact-like. Someone who endorses moral realism may claim that 

moral questions have objectively correct answers and that if two people disagree about a moral 

claim, only one person can be right (Sayre-McCord, 1986). This is a useful example because 

moral realism is of great interest to both developmental and cultural psychologists, but the two 

literatures rarely intersect (but see Shweder, Mahapatra, & Miller, 1987, for work examining 

how people from different ages and cultures conceive of moral claims). Developmental 

psychology shows that moral realism decreases across age in the United States (Heiphetz & 

Young, 2017; Wainryb, Shaw, Langley, Cottam, & Lewis, 2004), while cultural psychology 

shows that moral realism decreases with cross-cultural experience (Lu et al., 2017). If one views 

developmental milestones through the lens of cultural psychology, these findings can help 

explain one another. A maturation account may rely on cognitive changes to explain why moral 

realism decreases across age, and such cognitive changes certainly play some role in the 

observed decrease. However, a maturation account cannot explain why moral realism would also 

decrease with cross-cultural experience. Integrating developmental and cultural psychology can 

account for both findings simultaneously by suggesting that the more experience one has with 

other cultures (either by having gone through multiple developmental milestones or by traveling 

to other countries), the more likely one is to view morality as culturally relative or as more akin 

to an idiosyncratic preference than to an objective fact.  
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 However, the two types of cross-cultural experiences referenced here differ somewhat 

from each other. One can develop national cross-cultural experience either by moving from one 

country to another or by living in one country and visiting others. In contrast, one cannot visit 

different developmental milestones; here, permanent immigration is the only option. How might 

such immigration, both in terms of cultural groups and in terms of developmental stages, shape 

cognition? Work in developmental and cultural psychology converges to suggest that one’s 

original culture may leave an imprint even after one has left. Developmentally, adults retain 

many traces of childhood cognition on an implicit level, despite the fact that they may override 

such responses on an explicit level. Much of this work has been conducted in the United States 

and has shown evidence of childhood intuitions among adults across a variety of domains. For 

instance, children report explicit preferences for members of their own groups and members of 

high-status groups (Aboud, 1988; Bigler, Jones, & Lobliner, 1997; Heiphetz & Young, 2019). 

Adults typically report more egalitarianism; however, strong preferences for in-groups and high-

status groups emerge on implicit measures (Nosek et al., 2007). As another example, children 

often report that human characteristics arise from innate, internal “essences” that are rooted in 

biology and remain stable over time (Gelman, 2003). Adults are far less likely than children to 

provide such a characterization explicitly, reporting instead that characteristics are sensitive to 

social factors (e.g., that shy people could be shy because of something they learned from others 

and that they could become less shy over time, Gelman, Heyman, & Legare, 2007; Heiphetz, 

Gelman, & Young, 2017). However, on speeded reaction-time tasks, adults’ responses look more 

similar to those reported by children (Eidson & Coley, 2014). As a third example, children often 

exhibit “intuitive theism” (Kelemen, 2004) and endorse creationist ideas even if they are raised 

in secular backgrounds (Evans, 2001). Secular adults disavow theism explicitly but show 
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evidence of intuitive theism on speeded reaction-time measures (Heiphetz, Spelke, & Young, 

2015). One interpretation of all of these results is that childhood intuitions persist into adulthood. 

Adults can override these intuitions when they have sufficient resources (e.g., time, motivation). 

In the absence of such overriding, such as when adults must respond as quickly as possible, 

childlike intuitions emerge.  

If one views developmental milestones through the lens of cultural psychology, these 

data suggest that moving from one culture to another does not eradicate ways of thinking 

common in the original culture. Instead, these ways of thinking may persist even if individuals 

come to explicitly adopt the cultural practices of their new group. Some initial evidence suggests 

that this does indeed occur, as people who disaffiliate from religious groups show patterns of 

cognition and behavior that are more similar to people who are currently religiously affiliated 

than to people who have never been religiously affiliated (Van Tongeren, DeWall, & Chen, 

Sibley, & Bulbulia, in press). In other words, early religious affiliations, like early developmental 

stages, may continue to shape cognition even after people have left those affiliations or stages. 

Relatedly, the well-being of United States residents who claim ancestry from particular countries 

tends to be associated with the well-being reported in those countries (e.g., residents of Sweden 

and United States residents who report that their ancestors lived in Sweden both show relatively 

high levels of well-being; Rice & Steele, 2004), and immigrants from countries that favor sons 

over daughters may themselves favor sons in some circumstances (Almond, Edlund, & Milligan, 

2013). Future research can more fully examine the experience of “sojourners” (people who move 

from one culture to another, including, in the current conceptualization, moving from one 

developmental milestone to another) using both cultural and developmental frameworks.  
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How Does Viewing Developmental Milestones through the Lens of Culture Benefit The 

Study Of Development? 

 As discussed above, viewing developmental milestones through the lens of cultural 

psychology benefits the study of culture. It also benefits the study of development by providing 

insight into conflict between individuals at different milestones and the ways in which 

developmental differences mirror cultural differences. 

Questions Concerning Conflict between Individuals at Different Milestones 

 Conflict between older and younger individuals is common in some contexts. For 

example, siblings—who are sometimes at different developmental milestones, e.g., a 10-year-old 

who is in late childhood and a 14-year-old adolescent—often experience conflict during 

childhood (Brody, 1998; Song, Volling, Lane, & Wellman, 2016), and adults sometimes hold 

negative views of adolescents (Duffet, Johnson, & Farkas, 1999; Protzko & Schooler, 2019). 

Research on other forms of intercultural conflict can provide insight into the origins of conflict 

between people who are at different developmental milestones and offer suggestions for how to 

reduce it. 

One relevant literature from work on culture centers on the contact hypothesis (Allport, 

1954). According to this perspective, intercultural conflict arises in part due to social distance 

between groups and can be reduced when members of the conflicting cultures interact with each 

other (Berry, 2001; Ward & Kennedy, 1993). The positive effects of intergroup contact are 

typically largest when contact occurs under certain conditions, such as when group members are 

of equal status and are working together toward a common goal (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). 

Establishing these conditions across age groups may reduce conflict between people who are 

navigating different developmental milestones. For example, having an older sibling babysit a 
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younger sibling may exacerbate conflict because this type of contact places the two siblings on 

unequal footing, with the older one controlling the younger one’s outcomes. However, having 

two siblings work together toward a shared goal, such as cleaning their room together to earn a 

reward, may reduce conflict. Supporting predictions that inter-age contact can reduce conflict, 

prior work shows that contact across age groups increases the positivity with which young 

people in the United States and England view older individuals (Caspi, 1984; Drury, Hutchison, 

& Abrams, 2016; Harwood, Hewstone, Paolini, & Voci, 2005). Although the older individuals in 

this prior work were adults, not siblings, future work can determine the extent to which 

interactions that occur under the conditions stipulated by the contact hypothesis promote 

positivity among individuals at a variety of developmental milestones. 

 Similarly, work on cross-cultural negotiation can inform conflict reduction strategies 

between older and younger individuals. Negotiators from different cultures often use different 

strategies, which can make it difficult to engage in productive dialogue with their partners 

(Adair, Okumura, & Brett, 2001; Brett & Thompson, 2016). They also often use different 

communication strategies, which can make it difficult for them to speak to each other (Von 

Glinow, Shapiro, & Brett, 2004). However, trust is paramount to intercultural negotiations, and 

those who do not trust their negotiation partners typically fail to achieve their goals (Gunia, 

Brett, Nandkeolyar, & Kamdar, 2011). How can such trust be established? One line of work 

suggests that in cases where verbal communication is difficult, it can be helpful for negotiators to 

rely on visual aids (Von Glinow et al., 2004). A separate body of work suggests that partners 

from different cultures can obtain better outcomes if at least one of the partners has experience 

with other cultures and, therefore, a deeper understanding of where their partner is “coming 

from” (Cao, Galinsky, & Maddux, 2014; Kern, Lee, Aytug, & Brett, 2012). These insights can 
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inform dialogue between older and younger individuals, who also often employ different 

communication strategies. The suggestion to use visual aids may be particularly pertinent when 

parents are trying to talk with young children, who may be able to draw their emotions more 

easily than they can articulate them. Further, older individuals can rely on their “bicultural 

experience”—i.e., their experience of having been younger themselves—to develop a better 

understanding of where younger people are “coming from.” Perspective-taking exercises where 

older individuals remember what it was like for them to be the age of their conversation partner 

prior to engaging in cross-age conversations could promote more positive interaction.  

Questions Concerning The Ways In Which Developmental Differences Mirror Cultural 

Differences 

 Developmental psychology knows a great deal about changes that occur as people age. 

Adopting a cultural framework to understand these changes can add additional insight to how 

cognition and behavior change across development. 

 As discussed above, a great deal of literature distinguishes cultures based on whether they 

are more collectivist or individualistic (e.g., Oishi & Komiya, 2017; Oyserman & Lee, 2008; 

Triandis, 1995). This difference emerges in diverse areas of human life. For instance, people in 

individualistic cultures tend to experience self-focused emotions, such as frustration and pride, 

more than people in collectivist cultures, who more often experience other-focused emotions 

such as sympathy and shame (e.g., Kitayama, Markus, & Kurokawa, 2000; Scollon, Diener, 

Oishi, & Biswas-Diener, 2004). Additionally, people in individualistic cultures are more likely to 

emphasize consistent selves, seeing themselves as possessing certain characteristics across 

situations, whereas people in collectivist cultures are more likely to emphasize contextualized 

selves, seeing themselves differently depending on the context in which they are located at a 
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particular time (Schweder & Bourne, 1984; Suh, 2002). Even when the behaviors are similar, the 

underlying motivations may differ. For example, performing well in school could stem from a 

desire for personal gain in individualistic cultures and from a desire to reflect well on one’s 

family in collectivist cultures (Markus & Kitayama, 1991).   

 A different emphasis on collectivism versus individualism also marks different 

developmental milestones. For instance, people in the United States typically experience more 

socially connected emotions as they age. A child who does not get what she wants may respond 

with frustration; she may flatly contradict the other person (simply repeating the word “no”), 

yell, or storm out of the room (Noakes & Rinaldi, 2006; Shantz, 1987). These behaviors would 

be unusual among adults, who may instead try to understand the other person’s perspective and 

find a compromise. Developmental psychology typically explains these differences by 

referencing cognitive mechanisms such as language development (young children may lack the 

language to communicate with others during conflict, Church, 2016) and theory of mind (young 

children may lack the ability to understand the other person’s point of view, Randell & Peterson, 

2009). Cultural psychology can provide a complementary framework to these maturation 

accounts for understanding this change. In other words, it may be the culture of being an older 

adult—not only an individual-level psychological change—that creates a more collectivist 

orientation as people age. They may have learned that they must rely on others to achieve many 

of their goals and, therefore, be more likely than children to respond to others’ actions in 

collectivist ways. They may also recognize that their social networks are now smaller and less 

likely to change (Oishi, Schug, Yuki, & Axt, 2015; Yuki & Schug, 2012), a process that could 

facilitate cooperation (i.e., working to resolve conflict productively rather than storming away in 

anger) if adults believe that they will not be able to readily acquire different social partners. 
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Again, this cultural account is not intended to supplant the maturation account; it is clear that 

maturation plays a role in these age-related changes. However, adding the cultural account can 

provide a fuller understanding of what drives change across development.  

 As another example, cultures vary along a tightness-looseness continuum (Gelfand et al., 

2011; Harrington & Gelfand, 2014). Tight cultures contain many social norms that are strongly 

enforced, and people face heavy sanctions for engaging in “improper” behaviors. In contrast, 

looser cultures contain fewer norms, and their norms are less tightly enforced. As with 

collectivism and individualism, cultural differences in tightness and looseness map on to 

different developmental milestones. Like adults in tight cultures, Western preschoolers readily 

enforce social norms (Koymen et al., 2014) and sanction individuals who violate norms 

(Heiphetz, 2017; McAuliffe, Jordan, & Warneken, 2015). Further, preschoolers in the United 

States are relatively intolerant of ambiguity; they often report that only one person can be right in 

a disagreement, even when that disagreement concerns matters that older children and adults 

view as open to multiple correct viewpoints, such as personal preferences and some moral beliefs 

(Heiphetz & Young, 2017; Wainryb et al., 2004). This feature of early childhood reflects tight 

cultures, which also typically promote the idea that there is only one correct answer to many 

questions (Gelfand et al., 2011).  

 Although maturation accounts can explain each of these changes individually, researchers 

do not typically study these developmental differences within one unifying framework. Viewing 

these differences in light of work on tight and loose cultures can lead to insights about why 

various processes, such as the propensity to punish people who violate norms and the propensity 

to say that only one person can be right in a disagreement, occur together in development. 

Further, cultural psychology can provide a framework for understanding why preschoolers 



DEVELOPMENTAL STAGES AS CULTURE   
	

30 

exhibit these patterns more than do older children and adults. Tight cultures tend to experience 

relatively more threat than loose cultures, and their tightness may be a response to this threat 

(Gelfand et al., 2011; Harrington & Gelfand, 2014). Similarly, young children are vulnerable to a 

host of threats and must depend on others to stay safe. For instance, toddlers cannot obtain or 

prepare their own food or secure their own shelter, and they make a host of mistakes about which 

objects in their environment are safe; left to their own devices, they could consume things that 

are not safe to eat, fall from heights, electrocute themselves, and so on. As they get older, people 

develop a greater capacity to protect themselves. Perhaps as this occurs, they no longer need the 

protections of a “tight” culture and become more “loose” as a result. This perspective suggests 

that young children who live in especially threatening environments (e.g., abusive homes, 

countries at war) may show particularly strong similarities to individuals living in “tight” 

cultures (e.g., a greater desire to enforce rules and punish others).  

Conclusion 

 As people grow, they navigate multiple developmental milestones, from infancy to 

toddlerhood to later childhood and beyond. This paper argues that cultural psychology offers a 

useful lens through which to view these changes. Integrating developmental and cultural 

psychology to understand developmental milestones benefits the study of culture by providing a 

unique lens through which to view questions that commonly arise within cultural psychology, 

including those concerning how cultures emerge and how they shape psychological processes. 

Integrating these two sub-disciplines also benefits the study of development by providing a novel 

framework within which to understand topics relevant to developmental psychology, including 

conflict between people who are at different developmental milestones and age-related 

differences in cognition and behavior.  
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