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Emotion between universalism and relativism:  

Finding a standard for comparison in cross-cultural emotion research 

Emotion and culture share a long history. Perhaps one of the first empirical, cross-

cultural studies was on emotion. Charles Darwin (1872/1998) published “On the expression of 

emotion in man and animals”, analyzing within and between species continuity of emotion 

expression. As part of his studies he circulated queries to informants around the globe with 

respect to actual observations of emotion expressions. He received thirty-six reports, from 

which he concluded that “the same state of mind is expressed throughout the world with 

remarkable uniformity; and this fact is in itself interesting, as evidence for the close similarity 

in bodily structure and mental disposition of all the races of mankind.” (p. 24). This 

conclusion is interesting because Darwin used his data to draw conclusions not only about the 

nature of emotions - in terms of specific expressions for specific mental states - but also about 

cross-cultural variation - in terms of universality. While this double focus of cross-cultural 

emotion research may have contributed to its popularity, it may also have contributed to a 

number of unresolved issues that hinder the development of a cumulative science of culture 

and emotion.  

There have been, and still are, strong theoretical debates on the extent to which 

emotions are similar across cultures (i.e., present in similar form and function in populations 

around the globe), or rather that they are culture-specific (i.e., different in form and/or 

function across populations). These are generally known by the name of the universalism-

relativism debate (Manstead & Fischer, 2002). Historically, a pendulum movement can be 

observed between both sides of the debate, with scholars sometimes being more in favor of 

the universalist position and sometimes more in favor of the relativistic position. For example, 

going into the 20th century, Darwin’s universalist ideas were mostly replaced by views that 

emphasized the cultural variation and socialization of emotion (Birdwhistell, 1970; Klineberg, 
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1940). The case for universality was rekindled by perhaps the most well-known cross-cultural 

emotion research by Ekman and Friesen (1969, 1971) on facial expressions associated with 

the so-called basic emotions: happiness, anger, fear, disgust, sadness, and surprise (later 

complemented with contempt). On the basis of findings that most people on the globe 

recognize facial expressions in terms of the basic emotions they concluded that these are 

universal, hard-wired experiences. Later researchers again challenged this conclusion. For 

example, Russell (1994) questioned the criteria used for establishing universalism, claiming 

instead that there is substantial cross-cultural variation in recognition rates across cultural 

groups. Others, such as Lutz (1988) have challenged the notion that the six (or seven) basic 

emotions are universal, describing many cases of culture-specific emotions that derive their 

meaning from the specific cultural context. 

The long history of cross-cultural emotion research does not mean that there is 

consensus on the basic findings. Universalism-relativism debates have proven to be quite 

resistant to resolution by data. In fact, different positions have been argued on the basis of the 

same data (e.g., Ekman, 1994 and Russell, 1994). Although reviews of the cross-cultural 

literature on emotions clearly point to evidence for both similarities and differences in 

emotions across cultures (e.g., Mesquita & Frijda, 1992; Mesquita, Frijda, & Scherer, 1997), 

it has proven too hard to “solve” the universalism-relativism debate and move beyond 

dichotomies, in part because there is little consensus on what data would constitute evidence 

for either position. In other words, the source of disagreement is often not the data as such, 

but rather the interpretation of what those data mean, either for emotion specificity or for 

cultural specificity (see Berry et al., 2011). This has led to a situation where debates on 

culture and emotion often lead to a polarization of opinions, without a prospect of conciliation 

or convergence (cf. Poortinga, 1997). 
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We argue that this state of affairs is undesirable. For a cumulative science of culture 

and emotion, different approaches need to be confronted and integrated. This means that we 

need to move from a situation of too much confirmatory orientation, with researchers of 

different positions working mostly within their own framework and premises, to a situation 

where specific expectations about cultural variation in emotions, both universalist and 

relativist, are formulated in relation to each other. In this paper, we forward four 

recommendations that are derived from the methodological and theoretical literature on 

emotion and on culture that, we hope, facilitate integration and exchange. The first two 

recommendations stem from the emotion literature and focus on making explicit what about 

emotions one is investigating and studying the meaning of the verbal emotion information that 

is used in the empirical studies. The last two recommendations apply theoretical and 

methodological reflections on cross-cultural differences to psychological constructs, some of 

which are also discussed in other methodological chapters in this book (e.g., chapter 14 and 

15), to the study of emotions and invite to go beyond the relativism-universalism dichotomy. 

All four recommendations contribute to the development of a standard of comparison, a 

tertium comparationis, that should allow for a cumulative and constructive exchange between 

culture and emotion approaches. 

1. Specify which facet of emotion you are investigating, preferably using a 

multicomponential approach 

The first recommendation might seem so obvious that it would not merit a special 

mentioning; however, it might be one of the most important tasks for any emotion researcher 

and it is done much less frequently than might be expected. Like many latent psychological 

constructs, emotion is a fuzzy construct (Scherer, 2005). Most people intuitively know what 

feelings or emotions are, yet to scientifically define emotions in a manner that most scholars 
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would agree upon has proven to be a daunting task. Absence of consensus on what emotions 

are, is often a source of misunderstanding or even conflict between emotion studies; cross-

cultural studies of emotion are no exception.  

For cross-cultural research on emotions, such diversity in approaches means that 

studies can be hard to compare and that data of one study may not be generalized. For 

example, suppose that one researcher reports cross-cultural invariance in the extent to which 

specific facial expressions are characterized in terms of a given set of emotion terms (Ekman, 

1994), while others report both cross-cultural invariance and cultural variations in 

subjectively experienced emotion (Scherer & Wallbot, 1994), and still another researcher 

reports substantial cultural variation in the terms of the emotion lexicon (Lutz, 1988; Jackson 

et al., 2019). How should we compare these findings with respect to the question to what 

extent emotions are culturally variable? The answer to that cross-cultural question in part 

depends on the question to what extent facial expressions, subjective experiences, and the 

emotion lexicon can be considered to be equivalent indicators of the same, latent emotion 

constructs. 

The field of emotion has seen a continual movement on the question what an emotion 

is and how it should be measured. Whereas Wundt (1896) saw subjective feelings as the core 

of emotion, the theories by James (1884) and Lange (1885/1922) put psychophysiological 

changes at the center of emotion. Later approaches favored cognitions (more specifically 

appraisals; Schachter & Singer, 1962), action readiness (Arnold, 1960), facial expressions 

(Ekman & Friesen, 1971) or social symbols and roles (Averill, 1980). Each of these theories 

have their own preferred methodology to operationalize and measure emotions, focusing on 

the facet of emotion they deem to be central. For instance, theories that put subjective 

experiences central have focused on emotion lexicons and have identified up to four major 

dimensions in the experience of emotions (valence/hedonic tone, power/dominance, 
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arousal/activity, or novelty/unexpectedness, Fontaine & Scherer, 2013), while basic emotion 

theories that deem emotion expressions to be central have typically investigated how well 

people can recognize facial expressions of these basic emotions (e.g., joy, sadness, anger, 

fear, surprise, and disgust, Ekman & Friesen, 1971).  More detailed analyses can be found in, 

for example, Frijda's (1986) standard work on emotion. 

There is no consensus as of yet with regard to the best, or most optimal 

conceptualization of emotion, although the current literature appears to revolve around the 

ideas of (1) emotions as a combination of core affect (i.e., valence and arousal) and situated 

cognitions (Barrett, 2006) and that of (2) emotions as multi-componential phenomena that 

represent a synchronization of appraisals (the cognitive interpretation of the event), action 

tendencies (the motivational changes), bodily reactions (psychophysiological changes), 

expressions (through the face, the voice, or gestures that can be noted by others), and feelings 

(which represent the subjective awareness of the ongoing emotion process; Scherer, 2009). 

Both ideas see emotions as multi-componential phenomena but differ with respect to the 

status of the components; are these elements that get situationally connected with core affect 

(i.e., valence and arousal), or are these intrinsic elements of the emotions themselves?  

Without committing to a particular emotion theory, the componential emotion 

approach can function as an overarching framework that allows to specify what about 

emotions one is investigating. The componential emotion approach allows to conceptualize 

the emotion domain as a grid of emotion processes, whether or not labelled by an emotion 

term, and emotion features which describe how these emotion processes are defined by or 

related to the different emotion components. One can focus on a single emotion component 

across emotions in the emotion domain, like studies that investigate core affect across 

emotions or studies about facial expressions of emotions, or one can focus on specific 

emotions and how they are characterized by one, more or all of these components. Depending 
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on the approach one takes, the challenges are different. When one focuses on a single 

component across emotions in the emotion domain, the question becomes how what is found 

for that one component generalizes to other aspects of the emotion process. When one focuses 

on a specific emotion, one has to demonstrate how all of the components make up or relate to 

that emotion and can be differentiated from related emotions in terms of these components.  

Choosing the right measure then becomes a matter of what question about emotion 

one wants to address. For example, if one is interested in whether people have positive or 

negative feelings, then this suggests a dimensional approach testing for valence or evaluation 

(i.e., positive - negative). This dimension emerges from a wide variety of measures, most 

often from a set of emotion words (Yik, Russell, & Barrett, 1999). The attractive feature of 

this dimension for cross-cultural research is that it emerges even from culture-specific 

evaluations (Osgood, May, & Miron, 1975), so it is quite robust. The less attractive feature is 

that it tends to be a very general measure of emotion that harbors many possible specific 

effects (e.g., anger, fear, and sadness are all negative emotions but may have very different 

behavioral effects) and thus is not strongly predictive of most behaviors. The alternative is to 

go for a more specific emotion measure, such as a measure of shame, of disappointment, or of 

anger. There are various strategies to measure specific emotions. There are a few scales, such 

as the Test of Self-Conscious Affect (Tangney, 1990) that use vignettes, and others that use 

emotion components such as appraisals, bodily sensations, or action tendencies associated 

with the emotion. There are also non-verbal scales such as manekin approaches (Bradley & 

Lang, 1994) or analyses of facial expressions such as in the Facial Action Coding System 

(Ekman & Friesen, 1978).  

The main challenge with specific-emotion measures is to show what specific 

emotions, or what specific characteristics about emotions, are measured in terms of 

convergent and discriminant validity. Emotions naturally show overlap in their features (i.e., 
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specific emotion components; e.g., Frijda, Kuipers, & ter Schure, 1989; Roseman, 1991), so if 

a researcher wants to study the effects of a specific emotion, say guilt, she should show that 

the effects are due to that specific emotion and not to other emotions, say regret and shame, 

that share many features with guilt (e.g., Breugelmans et al., 2014; Fontaine et al., 2006). 

Many studies therefore also include features of these adjacent emotions to empirically verify 

whether effects are driven by the target emotion (discriminant validity). Similarly, if the 

valence of emotional experiences is measured, it would be good to also show that other 

dimensions that are repeatedly found in such studies, namely power/dominance, 

arousal/activity, or novelty/unexpectedness (Fontaine & Scherer, 2013), do not explain the 

data. This strategy is applicable to nearly any operationalization of emotions such as facial 

expressions, where one could either show that the pattern of action units for the target 

emotion is distinct from that of other emotions, or that the facial expression is categorized in 

terms of the target emotion and not in terms of another emotion. 

Using a componential approach has been proven to be very fruitful in various cross-

cultural studies. One early example is the large-scale study in 37 countries by Scherer and 

Wallbott (1994), who assessed patterns of emotion components for seven major emotions. At 

a general level, they found substantial evidence for cross-cultural universality of differential 

emotion patterning - the distinct profiles of emotions across the emotion components showed 

a large degree of cross-nation similarity. At the same time, they found notable cross-cultural 

differences in specific emotion elicitation, regulation, symbolic representation, and social 

sharing components. Componential approaches have also enabled the comparison of emotions 

for which no equivalent emotion terms could be found. For example, Breugelmans and 

Poortinga (2006) found that the Rarámuri, an indigenous group in Mexico, did distinguish in 

their reactions - in terms of emotion components - between the emotions of shame and guilt, 

even though they did not have distinct terms for these emotions. At the same time, they could 
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identify several emotion components that functioned differently with the Rarámuri (and with 

an Indonesian sample) compared to an international student sample, some of which could be 

interpreted in terms of meaningful differences (see Wong & Tsai, 2007). In a similar vein, 

Van de Ven, Zeelenberg, and Pieters (2009) demonstrated with a componential approach that 

experiences of two types of envy in Dutch (malicious envy and benign envy) could also be 

found in English and Spanish speaking samples even in absence of specific terms for these 

emotions in the respective languages. 

To summarize, in order to create cross-cultural studies of emotion that are cumulative, 

it is imperative that researchers define how they conceive of and measure emotions in their 

studies. Unless researchers a priori have a specific measurement in mind, we propose that 

emotions are measured using a multicomponential approach. Besides integrating very 

different theoretical emotion approaches into a common conceptual framework, it can guide 

the researcher to representatively operationalize all key facets of the emotion(s) under study. 

It thus allows for a much more fine-grained assessment of the emotion constructs. With such a 

more representative operationalization of the emotion construct(s) a simultaneous assessment 

of universal and culture-specific aspects of emotion(s) is possible and allows to go beyond the 

simple dichotomy of relativism-universalism. Unless researchers are only interested in the 

dimensions underlying emotion, such as valence or activation, we strongly recommend 

against the use of emotion words as the sole measure of emotions.  

 

2. Check whether emotion vocabulary is equivalent across languages and cultures 

People use emotion words or phrases to express their feelings; so do researchers. We 

tend to use everyday vocabulary when we write or talk about studying affect, feelings or 

emotions. This poses a challenge to cross-cultural researchers because the equivalence of the 

emotion vocabulary between one language and another cannot be assumed. This has 
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consequences, not only for the stimulus and response materials that are used, but also for the 

theoretical position that is taken with regard to emotions in general. 

The importance of the emotion vocabulary for the psychological process(es) is still 

debated, echoing the old Sapir-Whorf discussions on linguistic relativity. There are 

researchers who see language mostly as a vehicle for communication, arguing that feelings 

and emotions can exist independently of the available emotion vocabulary (Frijda, et al., 

1995). There are others who see the relationship as being more intimate, arguing that the 

available emotion vocabulary shapes the experience of core affect (i.e., valence and arousal) 

into the discrete emotions we generally talk about (Barrett, 2006). As cross-cultural emotion 

researchers it is good to be aware that other researchers may hold quite varied opinions with 

regard to linguistic relativity and that issues that may appear self-evident from one's own 

perspective (e.g., "emotion words are just labels that we use to express our feelings; what we 

feel is independent of these words" or rather "different meanings of emotion words across 

cultures are an expression of a deeper, cultural construction of the emotions themselves") are 

likely not shared among peers. This is all the more reason to pay explicit attention to the 

emotion and emotion-related words that are used. The topic of linguistic relativity is vast and 

still debated, so we will not take a position in this chapter. Rather, we want to address the 

challenges that arise from a more practical point of view when studying emotions by means of 

words across linguistic groups. 

Much emotion research uses verbal material either as stimuli or response items, for 

example in mood questionnaires where emotion and feeling terms are rated in terms of 

intensity (e.g., "How strongly do you feel anger?"). When this verbal material has a different 

meaning in the different cultural groups, incomparability of data is built-in into the research 

and any comparison between the different groups in terms of the emotion construct is invalid. 

After all, both groups in effect responded to different stimuli or response items. For example, 
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Osgood, May and Miron (1975) found that the term “aggressive” was unique in having a 

slightly positive connotation in American English. Thus, any literal translation of 

“aggressive” in closely languages such as French (agressif) or German (agressiv) would 

actually measure different constructs. Another example is the research on facial expressions 

(Ekman & Friesen, 1971). The goal of this research was to see whether specific facial 

expressions are recognized in terms of specific emotions. An often-used method involves 

participants seeing a picture of a facial expression and then identifying which emotion this 

expression conveys by choosing from a list of six emotion words, representing the basic 

emotions (e.g., happiness, sadness, anger, disgust, fear, surprise). Thus, the choice of an 

emotion word is taken to be an indicator of the emotion. Of course, if emotion words differ in 

meaning across cultures, this assumption becomes questionable. Indeed, as Russell (1994) 

discussed, absolute recognition rates did show a lot of cultural variation, with recognition in 

Asian and African societies being markedly lower than in Western-European and American 

samples, sometimes as low as 46% for fear and 50% for anger in Malay samples. One reason 

for these differences could be that the emotion words that are used simply differ in meaning. 

Russell saw these findings as a challenge to the idea of universal, basic emotions, while 

Ekman (1994) saw linguistic differences as a source of error that only strengthened the 

finding that in most cultures the "right" word was matched with the "right" emotion at a rate 

higher than would be expected on the basis of chance. Irrespective of which interpretation is 

more plausible, it does illustrate the importance of checking the meaning of emotion words 

used in a study.  

Knowing that substantial differences in both the availability of terms and the meaning 

of terms may arise, it is wise to address the meaning of emotion words explicitly in research. 

As was mentioned under the previous recommendation, using multiple components as 

indicators of an emotion allows for a much more fine-grained analysis of equivalence of 
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emotions. It is important to identify potential meaning shifts in the emotional vocabulary on 

beforehand. Careful translation procedures, which nowadays often include a combination of 

translation-back-translation and committee approaches, can identify the most glaring 

problems (Van de Vijver & Leung, 1997). However, even careful translation processes do not 

guarantee that the translated material has the same meaning across language groups. 

A special word should be said here about methods that do not use emotion words as 

part of the stimulus or response materials. Although they are used relatively less frequent than 

verbal emotion measures, they still cover a substantial part of the emotion literature. Apart 

from the facial expressions by Ekman measured by the Facial Action Coding System (FACS; 

Ekman & Friesen, 1978) or by software such as FaceReader (Loijens & Krips, 2018), 

examples are measures using pictures (e.g., the IAPS, Lang, Bradley, & Cuthberth, 1999; or 

the NAPS, Riegel et al., 2017), body postures (e.g., Kret, Stekelenburg, Roelofs, & de Gelder, 

2013; Van Osch, Zeelenberg & Breugelmans, 2016), or emotion manekins (e.g., Bradley & 

Lang, 1994). In addition, there are a host of psychophysiological measures such as EEG and 

EMG, galvanic skin response or pupil dilation that are used to measure emotion, albeit few of 

such studies address cross-cultural issues (e.g., Levenson, Ekman, Heider, & Friesen, 1992).  

While it is true that the use of such non-verbal measures sidesteps many of the issues 

we note with emotion vocabulary, they only do so partially. For one, many of these measures 

have been validated by comparing the non-verbal stimuli to verbal ratings. The best-known 

example are the facial expressions of the basic emotions which were classified by a forced-

choice method in which participants chose which of six verbal labels best describes the 

emotion expressed. This re-introduces verbal biases when doing a study in different linguistic 

communities (see Russell, 1994 for an elaborate discussion). The same validation issues count 

for most other non-verbal measures as well. In addition, there is the issue of interpretation. 

Responses are seldom interpreted as they are (e.g., galvanic skin response), but rather are 
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described by researchers in verbal emotion categories, often derived from the English 

language, such as anger, fear or sadness. This interpretation in terms of emotion labels again 

introduces the possibility of bias in the meaning of emotion vocabulary. To conclude, while 

non-verbal measures surely suffer less from meaning differences in emotion words, they are 

by no means immune to them. Thus, it is wise to directly assess the meaning equivalence of 

emotion words, also when they are only used to interpret non-verbal assessments. Here, we 

would like to draw attention to a new psycholinguistic assessment method that allows for the 

assessment of the meaning equivalence emotion words. This method has been developed 

based on the componential emotion approach and is called the GRID method (Fontaine et al., 

2007; 2013). It consists of a simple grid of emotion terms and emotion features that represent 

each of five emotion components. In its basic version, the GRID instrument consists of 24 

emotion terms and 142 emotion features. The 24 emotion terms were selected on the basis of 

which emotions received most scientific attention, which emotion terms were reported 

spontaneously in a survey of the Swiss household study, and which emotion terms were 

frequently reported in cross-cultural free-listing studies. The 142 features were selected to 

present five major components that make up or are strongly related to the emotion processes: 

appraisals, action tendencies, bodily reactions, expressions, and feelings. Importantly, this 

componential emotion approach allowed to use very different emotion models and theoretical 

frameworks to operationalize the features that characterize emotion processes. For instance, 

appraisals were operationalized on the basis of Scherer’s sequential check model (1999), 

action tendencies on the basis of Frijda’s action tendency model (e.g., Frijda et al., 1989), and 

feelings on the basis of Osgood’s evaluation-potency-activation model (e.g., Osgood et al., 

1975), which each theory having a very different approach to what emotions are. The 

information generated by the GRID is thus relevant for research based on very different 

emotion theories.  
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In the standard GRID, participants evaluate the meaning of a subset of four emotion 

terms with respect to the 142 emotion features in the cultural and language group to which 

they belong. Applying this instrument in 34 samples in 27 countries and 23 languages across 

the world with about 5000 participants, it was observed that all emotion components were 

involved in the meaning of emotion terms in all languages studied. Across the 24 emotion 

terms and the language groups a very stable four-dimensional structure emerged consisting of 

valence (negative versus positive; e.g.,  "feeling good" and "frowning", "joy" and "sadness"), 

power (weak versus strong; e.g., "firm voice" and "weak limbs", "sadness" and "anger"), 

arousal (high arousal versus low arousal; e.g., "decreasing heartbeat" and "increasing 

breathing", "disappointment" and "stress") and novelty (low novelty versus high novelty; e.g., 

"experienced the emotional state for a long time" and "jaw drop", "guilt" and "surprise").  

Importantly, these overall similarities in dimensional structure could be used as a 

tertium comparationis, the quality that the things that are compared (i.e., emotions across 

cultures) have in common, to identify meaning differences between cultural and linguistic 

cultural groups, both with respect to the meaning of emotion terms and emotion features. For 

example, in higher power-distance groups “pride” was evaluated as less positive compared to 

low-power distance groups. As another example, the item "feeling alert" varied hugely in 

meaning with respect to the valence dimension, indicating that the alertness concept may 

contains two aspects: "being alerted" which represents a negative emotional experience and 

"being awake and attentive" which is characteristic for a positive emotional experience. 

Although translations were carefully executed, this shift went unnoticed during the translation 

process and was only revealed with the GRID instrument.  

The findings with the GRID instrument are interesting in their own right. They both 

reveal stable properties in the meaning structure of the emotion domain across languages and 

cultural groups (in terms of the main structuring dimensions of the emotion domain) fitting a 
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universalistic approach, as well culture-specific variations in emotion meaning fitting a 

relativistic approach. The GRID method thus allows to go beyond the universalism-relativism 

dichotomy, and even more, reveals that both perspectives can be interdependent. It is just 

through identifying universal properties about the meaning structure, that culture-specificity 

clearly emerged.  

The GRID instrument is also interesting from an applied perspective. The instrument 

and the extensive database already collected with this instrument can be used to empirically 

identify shifts in meaning, both with respect to the meaning of emotion terms as with respect 

to the meaning of emotion features that define the emotion process. By applying this 

instrument, it can be avoided that incomparability is built-in in the instruments that are used to 

assess cross-cultural differences in emotion. Moreover, empirically identifying patterns in the 

meaning shifts of emotion terms and in the meaning of features can generate focused 

hypotheses about the impact of culture on the emotion processes, as is for instance the case 

with shifts in the meaning of pride.  

To summarize, the second recommendation is to ensure that the emotion terms that 

one is using, have an equivalent meaning in the various cultural groups. This means not just 

relying on translation equivalence, but rather empirically investigating the meaning of 

emotion terms and emotion features. We think the GRID instrument provide an accessible 

method to do so. Even if researchers prefer other methods, such as semantic differential 

analysis (Osgood, May, and Miron, 1975), Multidimensional Scaling of similarity ratings 

(Russell, 1980), or network analyses of colexification (Lange et al. 2019), checking for the 

equivalence of emotion terms is paramount.  

 

3. Specify the nature of the cross-cultural comparison 
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Strong relativist approaches focus on qualitative differences in the processes and traits 

that govern psychological functioning across cultural groups. This means that, in order to 

understand how these culture-specific processes and traits function, one has to study the 

internal organization of each cultural system. An often-used example is that of the emotion of 

liget among the Ilongots studied by Rosaldo (1980). Liget is the emotion that the Ilongots 

experienced when participating in the cultural practice of headhunting. It is described as a 

cultural-specific emotion, explained by a specific aspect of Ilongot culture. Thus, from a 

strong relativist perspective, this emotion can only be studied within the cultural context they 

emerge. From a strong universalist approach, however, psychological traits and processes are 

biologically rooted and therefore universal. Cross-cultural (epi)genetic differences account for 

quantitative differences between cultural groups on these psychological traits and processes. 

The notion of affect as hardwired, biological mechanisms in Tomkins' (1962, 1963) affect 

theory (which formed one of the sources of inspiration of Ekman and Friesen's studies on the 

universality of the basic emotions) could be an example. Based on this approach, (aspects of) 

emotions can be directly compared between cultural groups and the possible impact of culture 

is very limited. 

One of the reasons for the persistence of the universalism-relativism debate is that 

questions about cross-cultural variation are often posed in the above sketched dichotomous 

manner. An emotion is either the same across cultures (= universalism) or is it not (= 

relativism). This means that any study is either expected to be generalizable to all aspects of 

emotions and cultures, or not to be generalizable at all. That is not realistic. Emotions can be 

comparable or incomparable in different ways that do not fit this simple universalism-

relativism dichotomy. Most researchers hold ideas on a continuum between universalist and 

relativist positions, however, without specifying what is comparable or different. We present a 

simple model, based on a series of three successive questions, to specify the nature of the 
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expected and inferred cross-cultural differences and/or similarities that goes beyond the 

simple dichotomy. It is important to clarify one’s position here, because it entails specific 

assumptions, interests, and questions that have implications for research design and data 

analysis. 

 The three questions may help researchers in identifying their theoretical interests and 

positions as well as inform them about what they expect to be similar and what they expect to 

differ across cultural groups. The questions stem from previous, fine-grained conceptual 

frameworks and methodological models on relativism-universalism (Berry et al., 2011, 

Fontaine, 2011), on bias and equivalence (Fontaine, 2005; Van de Vijver & Tanzer, 1997), 

and on multilevel isomorphism (Fontaine, 2008; Van de Vijver, van Hemert, & Poortinga, 

2008).  

The first question is whether a psychological domain is expected to be organized 

according to the same underlying traits and processes in each of the cultural groups. To 

borrow an analogy from the personality domain: do the Big Five personality traits of 

Extraversion, Neuroticism, Conscientiousness, Agreeableness, and Openness describe 

personality differences within all cultural groups of the world? In a similar vein, we could ask 

whether the same dimensions of affect (e.g., evaluation, activation, potency) or whether the 

same organization of emotion components account for emotional behavior in each of the 

cultural groups across the world? If the answer to this question is no, we are in a scenario of 

full cultural specificity. This means that the psychological domain of interest, in our case 

emotions or a subdomain of emotions, can only be conceptualized and empirically studied 

within each cultural group separately. Psychological insights do not cross borders in this 

scenario, as in the previously reported example of liget which only makes sense within the 

Ilongot’s culture. We need to resort to within-culture descriptions and, at most, interpretations 
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of different within-culture descriptions (cf. the Human Relation Area Files 

(http://hraf.yale.edu/). 

If the answer to the first question is yes, however, a second, subsequent question can 

be asked: Do these universal traits and processes emerge in the same observable behavioral 

repertoire in each of the cultural groups? It can be that a psychological process is shared 

across cultural groups, but that it emerges in very different behavior. For instance, all cultural 

groups display greeting behavior, but the exact behavior is different (such as hand shake, 

knotting, bowing, mutually touching noses). With respect to emotions, it has for instance been 

suggested that shame is expressed very differently in certain regions of India (Menon & 

Shweder, 1994) compared to more Western countries; as seen in the culturally well-known 

expression by the Goddess Kali, shame can be expressed by a tongue protrusion (biting one's 

tongue), which is not part at all of the expression of shame in Western groups. Thus, while the 

emotion is the same, the way it emerges in the actual behavioral repertoire can be very 

different. If the answer to the second question is no, we have a scenario of functional 

equivalence. In this case, a common theoretical framework can be developed to account for a 

psychological domain, but the actual behavior that is studied and used for assessment in each 

group will differ and will thus not allow for direct quantitative comparisons between cultural 

groups. Qualitative comparisons, like the one described above on shame, are very well 

possible.  

The difference between the full cultural specificity scenario and the functional 

equivalence scenario is not situated in what is precisely observed (both agree that the 

observed behavior is different), but in how the behavior is accounted for (whether or not by 

universal underlying traits and processes). There are basically two ways to empirically 

demonstrate whether or not different phenomena can be accounted for by the same underlying 

theoretical variables: studying construct representation and nomological networks, which are 
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also two main sources of validity for psychological assessment instruments (Messick, 1989; 

APA Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, 2014). With construct 

representation, the direct processes that lead to the target behavior are studied and compared. 

In the emotion domain, the componential emotion framework lends itself very well to the 

application of a construct representation approach, as it specifies which emotion components 

make up or are closely related to the emotion process one is investigating. One can identify to 

what extent the same relationships between emotion components emerge across cultural 

groups. For instance, one could investigate whether the same appraisals of being under public 

scrutiny (key appraisal for shame) and having a tendency to disappear from the social 

interaction (key action tendency for shame) are expressed by a tongue protrusion in India. A 

second way to demonstrate or reject the claim of a similar theoretical construct that accounts 

for different observable behavior is to study the nomological network. When it can be 

demonstrated that the relationships with antecedent and consequent constructs are the same 

across cultural groups, the same theoretical variable can be assumed to account for the 

culturally different observed behavior.  

If the answer to the second question is yes, a third question follows: Are quantitative 

differences between groups in the behavioral repertoire organized in the same way as 

differences between individuals within groups? This third question has been raised by 

multilevel approaches in the social sciences (e.g., van de Vijver & Poortinga, 2002). It has 

been noted that there is independence between levels in hierarchically organized structures 

(such as pupils in schools). The factors that predict individual pupils' achievement can be very 

different from the factors that predict how well a school achieves as a whole. Cross-cultural 

and cultural psychology are par excellence characterized by a hierarchical structure: people 

are a member of a cultural group and do not easily change membership. This means that 
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cultural differences in psychological characteristics need not have the same structure as 

individual differences and thus need not be necessarily interpreted in the same way.  

If the answer to the third question is no, we have a scenario of behavioral repertoire 

equivalence. In this scenario, the same conceptual framework can be developed and the same 

behavior can be studied and used for assessment for within-cultural purposes, but individuals 

from different cultural groups, or the cultural groups themselves, cannot be directly compared. 

Only the within-cultural differences between individuals can be accounted for by the same 

psychological constructs. What happens at a cultural level has to be accounted for by different 

constructs. A very clear example from the value domain are the values “being humble” and 

“social power”. Within cultures, these values tend to be negatively correlated and are 

considered indicators of two different value types, namely the tradition and the power value 

type (Schwartz, 1992). However, at a cultural level, both values are positively correlated and 

can be both seen as indicators of the amount of hierarchy valued in a culture (Schwartz, 

2006). Similarly, in the affective domain it has been found that at an individual level, divorce 

is a typical antecedent of negative emotional experiences (e.g., Sbarra, 2015). At a cultural 

level, however, the proportion of divorces is not at all correlated with the average reported 

happiness in countries (http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSOnline.jsp). Thus, the 

theoretical constructs to understand the emotional impact of divorces at individual and 

cultural level are different. A possible explanation is that at the individual level a failure to 

live up to a life commitment is an antecedent to a whole gamut of negative emotional 

experiences, while at the cultural level the proportion of divorces is also indicative for the 

freedom a society allows its members to choose for and change one’s life commitments and 

which has at least partially a different meaning. 

Thus, compared to the construct equivalence scenario, the repertoire equivalence 

scenario assumes that the same psychological constructs emerge by and large in the same way 
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in the behavioral repertoire across cultural groups. To demonstrate this type of equivalence it 

is important to both demonstrate that the domain of generalization of the construct in each of 

the cultural groups is highly comparable as well that the comparable behavior is characterized 

by the same internal structure in each of the cultural groups. To demonstrate the former, 

qualitative research approaches are indicated, like participant observation, interviewing, focus 

groups, working with local experts, and surveys with open qualitative questions (e.g., 

Fontaine, 2005; van de Vijver & Leung, 1997). A typical example from the emotion domain 

is the identification of culture- and language-specific emotion vocabularies (Fontaine et al., 

2002). By using free listing tasks, were participants are free to write down as many emotion 

terms they can think of in their own language, is a good way to identify the emotion terms that 

are salient in a cultural/linguistic group. However, qualitative research is insufficient to show 

that the same psychological constructs effectively emerge in the same (or at least largely 

overlapping) behavioral repertoires. It must also be demonstrated that the same or similar 

behavior is characterized by the same internal structure. Data analytic methods that are 

typically used to compare the internal structures are exploratory or confirmatory factor 

analysis, multidimensional scaling, and recently suggested psychological network analyses 

(Lange et al., in press). Only when the psychological organization of the domain is the same, 

can the same observed behavior be used within each of the cultural groups. For instance, after 

a free listing tasks in The Netherlands and Indonesia, Fontaine et al. identified 50 translation 

equivalent emotion terms. Only for a subset of 42 terms they could demonstrate that they 

shared the same position in a three-dimensional valence, power, and arousal space. The other 

pairs of eight terms were well represented in the three-dimensional representation, but did not 

share the same location for the two groups, and thus shifted in meaning between the two 

groups. 
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If the answer to the third question is yes, we have the scenario of isomorphism. It has 

for instance been demonstrated that the Big Five personality structure holds both within 

cultural groups and between cultural groups. Only when there is isomorphism it is possible to 

study individual and cultural differences with the same theoretical framework and to directly 

compare individuals from different cultural groups with one another. This would be the case if 

all characteristics that typically define shame at the individual level (like appraising a 

situation a thread to one’s reputation, getting warm, wanting to disappear, …) would all be 

more salient in shame cultures and that all characteristics of guilt at an individual level (like 

appraising oneself as responsible, being concerned with the negative consequences of one’s 

behavior, intra-punitive behavior and reparative tendencies) are all more salient in guilt 

cultures. With respect to the dimensional model, Kuppens and colleagues (2006) have for 

instance demonstrated that both within and across cultural groups a positive and a negative 

affect factor represented emotional experiences well.   

If (ideally) a random subset of cultural groups is studied, isomorphism can be 

investigated by means of multilevel analyses, such as multilevel factor analysis and multilevel 

regression analysis (e.g., Fontaine & Fischer, 2011). When only two or a few cultural groups 

are studied, isomorphism can be studied by investigating item bias (e.g., van de Vijver & 

Leung, 2011). Both non-uniform and uniform item bias can be studied with IRT models or 

with confirmatory factor analysis. Only when at least a subset of non-biased items can be 

identified, can direct comparisons between cultural groups be justified. 

These three stepwise questions create a four-fold framework that does not just go 

beyond the dichotomy culture-specific/relativist versus culture-similar/universalist, it also 

specifies what aspect of the psychological construct is specific and what aspect is similar. 

Thus, depending on the scenario, cultural differences (1) encompass the whole psychological 

construct of investigation, in our case one or more emotions, (2) are situated in how 
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qualitatively universal emotions manifest themselves into a culture-specific repertoire (i.e., 

eliciting situations, relations with other constructs, or emerging behavior), (3) affect how 

(characteristics of) emotions are structured differently at the cultural compared to the 

individual level, or (4) consist of quantitative differences in emotions between cultural groups 

(implying that the individual and cultural level are organized in the same way). Since at each 

step in the four-fold model additional restrictions are imposed on what is comparable between 

cultural groups we can think of these four scenarios as four hierarchically ordered levels of 

culture-specificity/comparability.  

To summarize, the third recommendation is to specify the level at which emotions are 

taken to be culture-specific/similar across cultures in your study. Doing this not only helps 

other researchers understanding the theoretical contribution of your research, it also makes 

clear where you expect (or assume) cross-cultural equivalence in your data and where not, and 

to empirically justify this claim. This, in turn, makes findings from different studies more easy 

to integrate and makes interpretations of data more easy to evaluate. Even if you would prefer 

a different framework, we strongly recommend that you stay clear of simplistic universalism-

relativism dichotomies (it's all the same or it's all different) if you wish cross-cultural studies 

on emotion to be cumulative.  

 

4. Account for both similarities and differences 

Nearly all cross-cultural studies find evidence for both cross-cultural similarities and 

differences in their data. Similarly, all reviews of cross-cultural studies of emotion find 

evidence for both similarities and differences in emotion or components of emotion (e.g., 

Berry et al., 2011; Mesquita & Frijda, 1986; Mesquita, Frijda, & Scherer, 1997). Yet, 

something strange appears to happen when researchers interpret their data. In spite of finding 

both, they usually interpret only differences or only similarities (cf. Brouwers et al., 2004). It 
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is this one-sided interpretation, more than the actual data, that contributes to the universalism-

relativism dichotomy. For a cumulative science of emotion across cultures, it is necessary that 

researchers account for all of their data, similarities and differences alike. In the previous 

recommendation, we described how different theoretical perspectives implied a different 

balance or source of similarities and difference. In this fourth recommendation, we address 

how to account for these similarities and differences. 

There are at least two places where similarities and differences could be explicitly 

addressed. The first is in the expectations or hypotheses that are formulated. As we discussed 

under recommendation 3, any comparison between two or more cultural groups requires that 

there is something that is comparable (=similar) between groups. For example, if we expect 

people from honor cultures to react with more intense anger to insults compared to people 

from non-honor cultures (Cohen & Nisbett, 1997), then we assume that anger (and insults for 

that matter) have the same meaning in both cultures. At the same time, nearly any 

comprehensive study of culture and emotion is bound to find differences. Even studies that 

reported evidence for universality in emotions found a substantial number of cross-cultural 

differences (e.g., Breugelmans et al., 2005). This means that, if one's hypotheses are about 

similarities, it would be wise to see whether expectations about specific differences - even if 

only in specific emotion components or antecedents - could be made on the basis of previous 

literature.  

The second place where similarities and differences should be addressed is in the 

interpretation of the results. Researchers sometimes draw conclusions that are more one-sided 

than their data warrant, emphasizing either the similarities or the differences, some even 

generalizing findings to claims of universalism or relativism of emotions as a whole. The 

universalism-relativism dichotomy is reinforced when research is cited for one-sided 

interpretations, rather than for the data, which usually are more nuanced. This does not mean 
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that researchers cannot have a preferred position, being interested most in either similarities or 

differences; it just means that both should be acknowledged. This recommendation extends to 

editors and reviewers. Though nuanced stories may appear less appealing or "sexy" than 

papers that drive a single point home, it is their responsibility to stimulate balanced 

interpretations of the data. As an illustration, Breugelmans et al. (2014) set-up a study to test 

for structural equivalence of emotion components associated with regret, guilt, and 

disappointment. They expected and found that nearly all components clustered into the three 

emotions in the same way in four national samples. However, they also found unexpected 

cross-cultural differences in the frequency and intensity of emotions that were very consistent 

with cultural theories about the importance of engaged and disengaged concerns (e.g., 

Kitayama, Markus, & Kurokawa, 2000). In the end, this meant that half of the results section 

consisted of analyses that were not mentioned in the introduction; this set-up was encouraged 

by several of the reviewers and the editor.   

When explaining similarities and differences there appears to be a preference for 

different distal factors. Relativism and universalism are typically taken to coincide with 

cultural versus genetic explanations. However, this does not need to be the case. Both genetic 

and cultural factors could account for any of the four positions described in section 3, and 

most likely a combination of both is needed to account for the observed cultural similarities 

and differences.  

Although genetic factors are typically proposed for similarities in psychological 

functioning and traits, qualitative cross-cultural differences could possibly be accounted for 

by genetic factors. Kitayama et al. (2014) have suggested that differences between cultural 

groups in self-concept have a genetic basis, with some genes being more prevalent in 

interdependent cultural groups and other genes in independent cultural groups. This would 

mean that cultural differences in engaged versus disengaged emotional functioning would 
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have a genetic explanation. Genes could also account for the existence of a psychological 

process or trait, without accounting for how it emerges in the behavioral repertoire. For 

instance, it could be argued that greeting behavior is a genetically predisposed appeasement 

behavior (cf. Darwin, 1872/1998), without the precise form of the appeasement behavior 

being genetically determined. In similar vein, it could be the case that shame is a genetically 

evolved mechanism to indicate awareness of social rule violation, without the precise shame 

expression being genetically determined (cf. Fessler, 2007). This means that demonstrating 

cross-cultural similarities in the expression of emotions, cannot be taken as evidence in favor 

of a genetic explanation (cf. Ekman, 1994). Effects where genetics are indirectly related to 

emotion may also be found. For instance, blushing will be more or less salient for the 

repertoire of shame depending on the genetically determined skin tone. The darker the skin, 

the less blushing can be noticed by others and the less it will play a role in the interaction with 

others (even though the actual increase in blood-flow is independent of skin tone). It also 

means that cross-cultural differences do not make a sufficient argument against a genetic 

account of emotion processes.  

Cultural factors are typically used to account for cross-cultural differences; for 

example, if the psychological process is culturally created, as in the example of liget. Cultural 

factors could also account for the example about greeting. Through vicarious learning, people 

learn how to greet in a specific culture. As with genes, cultural factors are not necessarily tied 

to differences. For example, universal organism-environment interactions, cultural diffusion, 

blending or globalization might account for similarities in emotion and emotion expression. 

Ideally, studies explaining similarities and differences in terms of genes or cultural 

factors would provide additional evidence that supports such explanations. Definitions of 

culture are so broad and multifaceted (Soudijn, Hutschemaekers, & Van de Vijver, 1990) that 

some have argued that it is not useful as a scientific construct for psychology at all (Poortinga, 
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2015). When trying to explain differences in terms of culture there are at least two promising 

strategies. One is the decomposition of cross-cultural effects into smaller, more specific 

effects (i.e., "peeling the onion", Poortinga, Van de Vijver, Joe, & Van de Koppel, 1987). For 

example, if people from a herding society (honor culture) are expected to react with stronger 

anger (Cohen & Nisbett, 1997). Another is the identification of a (psychological) process that 

can explain the observed differences (Matsumoto & Yoo, 2006). This is especially viable if 

the structure of emotions is the same between countries as within (question 3 from 

Recommendation 3). For example, if it is found that people from certain cultures react with 

more anger and shame to insults because of their honor values, then these values could be 

measured. If it is found that, within cultures, stronger honor values predict more anger and 

shame in reaction to insults and that, between cultures, the purported "honor" culture scores 

higher on honor values and on anger and shame in reaction to insults than the "non-honor" 

culture, this is a powerful support for a cultural explanation. For genes, the story is similar, 

though perhaps more complex from a practical perspective. Given that most complex traits 

that psychology studies, are caused not by a single gene, but rather by multiple genes, 

measuring the relevant alleles and showing that they are related to the target differences may 

be a daunting task, although the rapid development of measurement techniques may change 

that in the near future.  

To summarize, the fourth recommendation is to explicitly address both similarities and 

differences in the introduction and in the discussion of the results. This avoids simplistic 

universalism-relativism dichotomies and allows researchers to specify what they think is 

interesting in the data, without ignoring part of those data altogether. Explanations of data in 

terms of genes or culture may change over time, as they have done in the past, but data should 

not change depending on who interprets them. A cumulative science of emotions across 
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cultures should let data prevail and these data in nearly all cases include both similarities and 

differences. Thus, they should both be explained.  

 

Conclusions 

In the current chapter, we have brought together insights from the emotion literature, 

from theoretical reflections on the nature of and accounts for cross-cultural differences and 

similarities, and from the methodological bias, equivalence and multilevel literature in cross-

cultural psychology to propose four recommendations to bridge the gap between relativist and 

universalist approaches. To briefly summarize, we recommend that researchers: 

1. specify the emotions or facets of emotions they study, preferably using a multi-

componential approach to measurement; 

2. check whether emotion vocabulary they are using is equivalent across languages 

and cultures, either by using existing data bases or by including a measurement of meaning in 

their design; 

3. specify the level at which they are comparing emotions across cultures, ranging 

from description of culture-specific constructs to comparing mean scores between cultural 

groups and apply the adequate methods to demonstrate the level of comparability claimed; 

4. account for both similarities and differences in their data, both in formulating their 

hypotheses and in interpreting their data.  

If these recommendations seem obvious to the reader, we are very content because we 

share their opinion. It is our conviction that the field is ready to move beyond dichotomized 

debates and to move toward a cumulative science of culture and emotion, where by creating a 

conceptual and methodological framework data can be used to inform true exchange between 

theoretical positions. The cross-cultural study of emotion has a long and fascinating history. 

We believe it has at least an equally fascinating future.   
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