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In this article I define and describe the current state of interna-
tionalization in psychology. Internationalization refers here to
the approach in which existing or new psychological theo-
ries, methods, procedures, or data across cultures are syn-
thesized so as to create a more culture-informed, inclusive,
and globally applicable science and profession. This ap-
proach is essential to advance psychology beyond its Euro-
American context of development and to achieve a more
global applicability of its theories and professional proce-
dures. Internationalization already has led to a better inte-
gration of cultural aspects in various psychological theories,
to more insight into how to deal with methodological aspects
of intact group comparisons (such as bias and equivalence),
and to the development of guidelines in areas such as test
development, test adaptations, ethics codes, and Internet
testing. I review systemic and scientific climate factors in
psychology that thwart the progress of internationalization,
and conclude by suggesting methods of enhancing interna-
tionalization, which is essential for developing a truly uni-
versal psychology.

Keywords: internationalization, cross-cultural, emic, etic

In the last 40 years, psychology has become more interna-
tional. This development is a consequence of external dy-
namics, notably, globalization (Arnett, 2002) and interna-
tional migration (Rogler, 1994). This development is also due
to the internal dynamics of psychology, such as the increase
in the number of international conferences and the number of
countries from which the conference attendees come (Adair,
Coêlho, & Luna, 2002; Adair, Unik, & Huynh, 2010; Pawlik
& d’Ydewalle, 1996) and the increased interest in cross-
cultural comparisons. Both the number and proportion of
cross-cultural studies have increased considerably (cf. van de
Vijver, 2006). For example, since 1970, the number of pub-
lications included in the PsycINFO database has increased
sevenfold, but the number of cross-cultural studies included
has increased fifteenfold.

In the context of this article, internationalization refers to
a broad set of approaches in which existing or new psycho-
logical theories, methods, procedures, or data are synthesized
across cultures so as to create a more culture-informed,
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inclusive, and globally applicable psychology. This definition
involves activities in branches of psychology in which inter-
nationalization is a core activity, such as cross-cultural psy-
chology, and specific professional associations, such as the
International Association for Intercultural Research
(www.intercultural-academy.net) and the International Asso-
ciation for Cross-Cultural Psychology (www.iaccp.org). The
definition also covers activities in other branches of psychol-
ogy and organizations in which cross-ethnic or international
issues are addressed.

My thesis is that internationalization is here to stay, is
irreversible, and should be further developed to make
psychology more inclusive and universally applicable. We
need to move beyond the current state in which many
psychological constructs are either taken to be completely
invariant across cultures or are considered culture-specific
and incomparable across cultures. Internationalization is
important in order to overcome this dichotomy, to ade-
quately deal with culture in our theories and models, and
to better accommodate cross-cultural differences and sim-
ilarities in our theories (F. M. Cheung, van de Vijver, &
Leong, 2011).

The first section, in which I describe internationalization,
is followed by a description of internationalization’s direct
and indirect contributions to psychology. The third section
deals with impediments to be faced in advancing internation-
alization. Finally, I make suggestions about how internation-
alization can be further developed.

The Three Imperatives of
Internationalization
In my view, the internationalization approach is impera-
tive in psychology. I distinguish three imperatives: moral,
intellectual, and professional. First, internationalization is
a moral imperative. It makes psychology more inclusive. It
is important to be inclusive in psychology, to not neglect
95% of the world’s population (Arnett, 2008), and to
include the majority world (Kagitcibasi, 2002). If we want
our models and findings to apply outside the Euro-Amer-
ican context in which most psychological studies are con-
ducted, Western psychology needs to reach out beyond its
comfort zone.

Second, internationalization is an intellectual impera-
tive if psychology is to be inclusive. Internationalization
makes better science. In 1942, Merton formulated five
norms that should guide scientific research and theories,
which became known as the CUDOS norms (Merton,
1942/1973): communalism (results are a common good of
the entire scientific community), universalism (everyone
can contribute to science), disinterestedness (scientists
should work for the sake of science, not their personal
profits or fame), originality (new work should expand our
knowledge or data), and organized skepticism (critical
scrutiny is the hallmark of good science). It is probably

telling of the zeitgeist of the 1940s that universalism was
not interpreted in an additional way: Our theories should
be globally applicable. Psychological theories often tacitly
assume global validity and applicability. Clearly, such an
assumption requires testing.

The pursuit of globally applicable theories and practices
does not imply a “one size fits all” approach. International-
ization does not imply homogenization. Rather, global appli-
cability means that cultural elements are factored into psy-
chological theories and procedures so that these theories
accommodate both cross-cultural similarities and differences.
The approach is in line with Lewin’s (1936) famous equation
according to which behavior is a function of the person and
the environment. The development of a global psychology
requires that we include the environment in our theorizing.
Such a development should be based on existing approaches,
notably Western models (with their often tacitly assumed, yet
untested, global applicability) and indigenous models. Indig-
enous psychologies have become the generic name for all
efforts (invariably in non-Western cultures) to develop theo-
ries with maximum validity and applicability in these cultures
(e.g., Allwood & Berry, 2006; Diaz-Loving, 2005). Integrat-
ing indigenous approaches (of which Western psychology is
one example) in a truly universal psychology is an important
intellectual challenge (Poortinga, 2005).

Finally, internationalization (or, probably better, inter-
culturalization or multiculturalization) is a professional
imperative, notably in polyethnic societies (Mays, Rubin,
Sabourin, & Walker, 1996). Internationalization makes
better practice. It is related to one of the values of the
Universal Declaration of Ethical Principles for Psycholo-
gists (Gauthier, Pettifor, & Ferrero, 2010): maximizing
benefits and minimizing potential harm to individuals,
families, groups, and communities. Professional psychol-
ogists working in polyethnic groups may experience a
discrepancy between what is desirable and what is avail-
able in their service delivery, tools, and therapies. Profes-
sional requirements to optimize service delivery may im-
ply that tools need to be adapted (van de Vijver & Phalet,
2004).

Editor’s note. Fons J. R. van de Vijver received the Award for Distin-
guished Contributions to the International Advancement of Psychology.
Award winners are invited to deliver an award address at the APA’s annual
convention. This article is based on the award address presented at the 121st
annual meeting, held July 31–August 4, 2013, in Honolulu, Hawai’i. Arti-
cles based on award addresses are reviewed, but they differ from unsolicited
articles in that they are expressions of the winners’ reflections on their work
and their views of the field.

Author’s note. Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed
to Fons J. R. van de Vijver, Department of Cross-Cultural Psychology,
Tilburg University, P.O. Box 90153, 5000 LE Tilburg, The Netherlands.
E-mail: fons.vandevijver@uvt.nl
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The Goals of Cross-Cultural
Psychology as Stages in
Internationalization
The putative three stages in the development of cross-cultural
psychology (Berry, Poortinga, Segall, & Dasen, 2002; F. M.
Cheung, 2012) can be interpreted as the stages of interna-
tionalization. The first stage aims to transport and test hy-
potheses and findings obtained in Western cultures to other
cultures. For example, can the Beck Depression Inventory be
used to measure depression in Iran? If so, what can be
concluded about depression levels among Iranian and West-
ern clinical and nonclinical samples? Most cross-cultural
studies were, are, and will probably continue to be of this
nature (van de Vijver & Leung, 1997). The second stage
takes stock of these studies by documenting psychological
differences and similarities to explore other cultures in order
to discover psychological variation. For example, what can
be concluded about the prevalence of depression if we com-
pare scores on the Beck Depression Inventory from all the
studies that have been reported (van Hemert, van de Vijver,
& Poortinga, 2002)? Are these country differences related to
economic or social indicators? Such studies tend to employ
meta-analyses (e.g., van Hemert et al.) or large-scale surveys
(Diener, Ng, Harter, & Arora, 2010). With the advent of
multilevel models, there are interesting new opportunities to
address both individual- and country-level variation in a
single analysis (M. W. L. Cheung & Au, 2005; Fischer &
Boer, 2011). In the third stage, the goal is to integrate
findings in order to generate a more universal psychology.
The findings of the first two stages are used to augment
existing theories and models so as to accommodate the pat-
terning of cross-cultural differences and similarities that have
been found. For example, a theory of well-being that meets
the requirements of the third stage would both specify cross-
cultural similarities and differences and make predictions
about individual- and country-level differences. A truly in-
ternational psychology should develop theories of this kind.
If this approach was fully implemented in psychology, there
would be no reason for further internationalization. Branches
of psychology that have internationalization at their core,
such as cross-cultural psychology, could then cease to exist
(Segall, Lonner, & Berry, 1998).

Contributions of Internationalization
to Psychology
Internationalization of psychology has made various contri-
butions; I focus here on how internationalization has helped
to achieve the third goal, which is the development of a truly
international psychology. I describe three types of contribu-
tions: theoretical advances, methodological advances, and
guidelines for research and practice.

Theoretical Contributions

The internationalization approach is probably most associ-
ated with a number of social-psychological studies that have
reported differences in attitudes, norms, and values in large-
scale international studies. The best-known examples are
Hofstede’s (2001) study of work-related values, the concep-
tually related GLOBE study (House et al., 2004), and
Schwartz’s (1992) study of values. Notably, Hofstede’s work
has received much attention. The country value dimensions
he reported (individualism–collectivism, power distance, un-
certainty avoidance, masculinity–femininity, and long-term
orientation) have been widely applied. Individualism–collec-
tivism, going back to Tönnies (1887/1963), has become the
most frequently studied dimension in cross-cultural studies
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1994). Most studies of
differences between East Asians and Americans, the most
common comparison in cross-cultural psychology (Brouw-
ers, van Hemert, Breugelmans, & van de Vijver, 2004), use
these concepts as their theoretical background.

However, internationalization is much broader and richer
than the study of norms, values, and attitudes. It has perme-
ated all branches of psychology, although the level of ad-
vancement with regard to internationalization differs across
branches. Rather than trying to be exhaustive, I describe here
examples of fields with a special standing regarding interna-
tionalization. In developmental science, conceptual frame-
works have been developed and tested that explain the inter-
relationships between cultural and psychological phenomena.
Examples include models of child–environment interactions
(e.g., Bronfenbrenner’s, 1979, ecological model), parenting
(LeVine, 1980), and parental ethnotheories (Super & Hark-
ness, 1986). Work by Kagitcibasi (2007) and Keller (2007),
which is based on theories of independence and interdepen-
dence, shows that cross-cultural differences in parenting have
a functional background. Parental socialization strategies
match the relationship patterns that prevail in a society (in-
terdependent or autonomous) to ensure that children are
socialized to become adults who are well prepared to function
in that society.

The field of personality shows a less advanced picture
vis-à-vis internationalization. The dominant paradigm in the
field, the five-factor personality model, has shown impressive
cross-cultural invariance (e.g., McCrae et al., 2005). There is
much evidence that when the Revised NEO Personality In-
ventory (NEO-PI-R; Costa & McCrae, 1992) or a similar
instrument is administered, the five factors that were origi-
nally found in U.S. American samples are found in many
other countries. The only factor that does not always replicate
is Openness (De Raad, 1998). However, the reasons for not
finding the fifth factor are elusive and do not seem to involve
specific types of cultures. The evidence for the universality of
the five-factor model makes it very unlikely that there are
basic cross-cultural differences in personality structure.
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The cross-cultural studies that have compared factor struc-
tures across countries have focused on confirming the West-
ern structure and not on identifying culture-specific struc-
tures. In other words, cross-cultural studies tested the
applicability of the five factors, assuming that the Western
theory and instrument provide an adequate rendering of per-
sonality in all the countries studied. However, there are
strong indications from non-Western studies that set out to
combine etic and emic approaches that the five-factor model
may not be comprehensive. Psycholexical studies, which start
from an analysis of a language’s lexicon of personality-
related terms or interviews with local informants to build up
a database of such terms, do not always find the invariance of
the five factors. Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Conscien-
tiousness are consistently found, whereas Openness and
Emotional Stability have not been found in all languages in
which psycholexical studies have been conducted (De Raad
& Peabody, 2005). In addition, there are psycholexical stud-
ies in non-Western countries, such as China (F. M. Cheung et
al., 2001), the Philippines (Church, 1987), and South Africa
(Nel et al., 2012), that have tried to strike a balance between
etic (universal) and emic (culture-specific) constructs (F. M.
Cheung et al., 2011). These studies have found that the social
domain of personality is insufficiently covered by the Agree-
ableness factor of the five-factor model. For example, in a
qualitative South African study it was found that relationship
harmony (covered by facets such as approachability, conflict
seeking, and interpersonal relatedness) and softheartedness
(e.g., active support, amiability, and egoism) were the per-
sonality terms that were most frequently mentioned by par-
ticipants from the 11 official language groups of the country
(Nel et al., 2012). Similarly, interpersonal relatedness, mea-
suring various aspects of interdependence, was found in a
psycholexical study in China (F. M. Cheung et al., 2011).
These studies suggest that the five-factor model is universal
yet incomplete in at least some non-Western cultures in its
representation of social aspects of personality. There may be
a functional reason for the more complex structure of social
aspects in these cultures. Individuals living in (collectivistic)
cultural contexts where personal relationships with ingroup
members are more salient show a richer structure in these
characteristics than do persons living in individualistic cul-
tural contexts (where the five-factor model originated).

The field of intelligence shows a less advanced picture in
terms of internationalization than does the field of personal-
ity. The prevailing theory on the structure of intelligence
nowadays is the CHC model, named after its originators,
Cattell, Horn, and Carroll (Carroll, 1993). Like most models
in intelligence, the CHC model has an assumed global appli-
cability. The available, admittedly scant, cross-cultural evi-
dence has supported this model (e.g., Malda, van de Vijver,
Srinivasan, Transler, & Sukumar, 2010). Interestingly, there
is another influential model in the cognitive domain, related
to the field of social cognition, that adopts a more culture-

specific approach: Nisbett’s model of thought (e.g., Nisbett,
Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan, 2001). According to this model,
East Asians think in a more holistic manner, attend more to
the entire context, and use dialectical reasoning more. West-
erners, on the other hand, are more analytic, attend more to
detail, and employ more causal reasoning. There is no work
on the link between these two seemingly conflicting tradi-
tions. From the perspective of internationalization, the (etic)
skill conceptions of the CHC model should be combined with
the (emic) style conceptions of Nisbett’s model to develop a
more integrated, culture-informed perspective on cognition.

A final domain mentioned here is clinical psychology
(Helman, 2007), which has the same dualism between etic
and emic approaches as the personality domain. On the one
hand, the field has a strong etic orientation (focusing on the
study of universals), notably in its nosology of disorders,
such as the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (published by the American Psychiatric Associa-
tion) and the International Classification of Diseases (pub-
lished by the World Health Organization). On the other hand,
there is work with a strong emic orientation (focused on the
study of culture-specific syndromes). The latter is best rep-
resented in the study of culture-bound syndromes (Kleinman,
Eisenberg, & Good, 1978). In addition, there is an emic
orientation in the adjustment of therapies to specific ethnic
groups (Cuéllar, 1998; L. A. Suzuki & Ponterotto, 2008). The
current level of internationalization of the field, which is
hampered by the relative independence of the emic and etic
traditions, can be illustrated by the following example. Taijin
Kyofusho is a type of social anxiety in Japan in which a
patient avoids social contacts, not because of a self-perceived
inadequacy in establishing contacts but in order to avoid
harming others. Symptoms can be fear of blushing, eye
contact, and emitting a foul body odor (Takahashi, 1989). It
is no surprise to find claims that Taijin Kyofusho can also be
found in other cultures (e.g., K. Suzuki, Takei, Kawai, Min-
abe, & Mori, 2003). Social anxieties (and their culture-
specific forms) are more likely to develop in societies with
very strict norms regarding social contacts, such as in Japan.
Social anxieties are probably universal, but cultures may well
influence their expression. Clinical psychology will advance
by integrating etic and emic perspectives on social anxiety.

It can be concluded from these examples that the devel-
opment of internationalization is rather uneven across
branches of psychology; it is fairly common to see that
universal (etic) and more culture-specific (emic) topics are
independently pursued without attempts to integrate both
approaches. The global perspective, characteristic of interna-
tionalization, can help to overcome the dichotomy.

Methodological Contributions

The methodological contributions undergirding internation-
alization have been developed (and applied) in statistics,
psychometrics, cross-cultural psychology, education, and
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cross-cultural survey research. The contributions comprise
procedures that are based partly on new statistical develop-
ments and partly on more experience with small and large
cross-cultural studies. These procedures specify recommen-
dations on how to conduct comparative studies. I first de-
scribe a taxonomy of bias, followed by a taxonomy of equiv-
alence.

The major methodological threat to valid inferences in
comparative studies is bias (He & van de Vijver, 2012; van
de Vijver & Leung, 1997). Bias occurs when score differ-
ences on indicators of a particular construct do not corre-
spond to differences in the underlying trait or ability (van de
Vijver & Tanzer, 2004). For example, a response in one
culture represents a target construct (say, conscientiousness),
whereas responses in another country may be due to other
constructs (e.g., social desirability) or additional constructs (a
combination of conscientiousness and social desirability).
Bias can arise from three sources: the construct under study,
methodological aspects of an instrument or sample, and spe-
cific items.

Construct bias indicates that the construct measured is not
identical across cultures. It can occur when there is only a
partial overlap in definition of the construct across cultures or
when not all relevant behaviors associated with the construct
are present and properly sampled in each culture (van de
Vijver & Poortinga, 1997). For example, it was found that
Chinese depressed outpatients mentioned somatic symptoms
as their major complaints, whereas their Australian counter-
parts more often stressed depressed mood and cognitive
anxiety symptoms (Parker, Cheah, & Roy, 2001; see also
Marsella, 1980).

Method bias refers to all sources of systematic cross-
cultural differences that are due to instrument or administra-
tion features. Three sources of method-related factors can be
distinguished: sample, instrument, and administration bias
(van de Vijver & Leung, 1997). Sample bias results from
incomparability of samples due to cross-cultural variation in
sample characteristics. For example, cross-national compar-
isons of intelligence test scores can be compromised by
differences in the quality of education in the countries in-
volved. Instrument bias involves problems deriving from
instrument characteristics, such as stimulus familiarity (in
cognitive and educational tests) and response styles (in per-
sonality and attitude inventories) that differ across popula-
tions. Teacher self-efficacy was studied among 73,100 teach-
ers in 23 countries with the Teaching and Learning
International Survey. Extremity scoring was measured as the
proportion of responses in the two extreme response catego-
ries (strongly disagree and strongly agree) on other scales of
the survey. This response tendency was one of the best
predictors of cross-national differences in teacher self-effi-
cacy scores (Vieluf, Kuenther, & van de Vijver, 2013). The
last type of method bias, administration bias, can come from
administration conditions (e.g., data collection modes and

class size), ambiguous instructions, the interaction between
the administrator and respondents (e.g., halo effects), and
communication problems (e.g., language differences and ta-
boo topics).

Finally, bias can be due to specific items. An item is
biased when its psychological meaning differs across cul-
tures. More precisely, an item of a scale (e.g., measuring
anxiety) is said to be biased if persons with the same standing
on the trait but coming from different cultures are not equally
likely to endorse the item (van de Vijver & Leung, 1997).
Item bias (or differential item functioning) can arise from
various sources. Examples are poor translation, inapplicabil-
ity of item contents in some cultures, or items that trigger
additional traits or use words or expressions with ambiguous
connotations. A good example is the Marlowe-Crowne Social
Desirability Scale item “I never make a long trip without
checking the safety of my car.” The item presupposes own-
ership of a car, which limits its applicability in cross-cultural
research. Of all the bias types distinguished, differential item
functioning has been the most extensively studied (van de
Vijver & Leung, 1997; Zumbo, 2007).

Bias has implications for the equivalence (or comparabil-
ity) of scores. Statistical and linguistic equivalence are of
particular relevance here (the latter is dealt with in the next
section). In the last 15 years, various taxonomies of statistical
equivalence have been proposed. The currently most popular
ones are based on structural equation modeling (e.g., Van-
denberg & Lance, 2000). There are four basic types recurring
in the numerous taxonomies that have been proposed. The
first occurs when there is construct bias and there is no basis
for comparing constructs across groups (“comparing apples
and oranges”), which is the case when factor structures of
constructs differ across groups. The second is called config-
ural invariance, which means that the same indicators (items
or subtests) load on the same factors in all groups studied.
The third, called measurement weights or metric invariance,
is found when the indicators show the same factor loadings in
all groups. The fourth type, called score invariance or scalar
invariance (or equivalence), is found when the regression of
the latent factors on the observed indicators has the same
intercept in each group.

Bias and equivalence are concepts that provide a frame-
work for design and analysis aimed at enhancing research
quality. The underlying questions are not unique for interna-
tionalization and are also relevant for comparisons of ages,
genders, or patient groups and for the comparison of work
organizations and classes. Issues of comparability are rele-
vant in all these groups. Employing current procedures to
study equivalence and differential item functioning would
enhance the research quality in such studies.

Guidelines for Research and Practice

In the last decade, various groups and associations have
established guidelines that are relevant for promoting inter-
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nationally coordinated ways of dealing with common prob-
lems in internationalization. Using the Internet as its principal
means of dissemination, the International Test Commission
has published guidelines on test use (International Test Com-
mission, 2000), on computer-based and Internet testing (In-
ternational Test Commission, 2005), and on adaptations
across languages and cultures (International Test Commis-
sion, 2010). Guidelines have also been developed in the
domains of quality of life research (e.g., Guillemin, Bombar-
dier, & Beaton, 1993) and cross-cultural survey research
(Harkness, van de Vijver, & Mohler, 2003). Guidelines are
sometimes formulated as recommendations and best prac-
tices. For example, the Comparative Survey Design and
Implementation (CSDI) Guidelines are aiming to “to develop
and promote internationally recognized guidelines that high-
light best practice for the conduct of comparative survey
research across cultures and countries” (Survey Research
Center, 2010, p. 1). These Guidelines describe the general
goals of guidelines for survey questions as “to maximize the
comparability of survey questions across cultures and lan-
guages and reduce measurement error related to question
design” (p. VI.-3). The statement of this principle is then
followed by procedural steps, which provide detailed recom-
mendations about how items can be formulated to increase
their cross-cultural suitability. The International Test Com-
mission’s (2010) guidelines on test adaptations follow a
similar format. For example, the first test adaptation guideline
defines the general context of multilingual studies: “Effects
of cultural differences which are not relevant or important to
the main purposes of the study should be minimized to the
extent possible” (p. 2). These guidelines are couched in terms
of recommendable practices rather than inflexible norms that
should be obeyed. Such norms can be perceived as unneces-
sary and counterproductive impositions as they cannot deal
with all possible contingencies in field conditions.

These sets of guidelines accommodate both universal and
culture-specific aspects of assessments. The above require-
ment in the International Test Commission guideline to min-
imize the impact of irrelevant cultural differences is meant to
be a globally applicable principle. However, the operational-
ization of this principle in a specific context requires a pro-
found knowledge of the construct studied, of the psycholog-
ical meaning of the construct in the target cultural context,
and of the specific measurement operations that could be used
to assess the construct. It should be noted that this current
intellectual climate of developing instruments for use in
multiple cultures is an improvement over the zeitgeist in
which there was an almost exclusive emphasis on linguistic
aspects and translation accuracy in international projects. It is
in line with this change that the term translation seems to
have gradually been replaced by the term adaptation. In
PsycINFO, the term adaptation is now more common than
the term translation in the context of cross-cultural studies.

The domain of ethics has also seen an important interna-
tionalization movement. A 2010 special issue of Ethics &
Behavior illustrates the combination of universal and coun-
try-specific aspects, which is the common denominator of all
internationalization efforts, in the domain of psychological
ethics. Leach and Leong (2010) wrote in their introduction to
the special issue that “the idea of an eventual common ethics
code is probably not feasible or even appropriate given cul-
tural nuances that comprise national ethics codes. However,
as the discipline of psychology becomes more formalized in
increasing numbers of countries, some common standards
and principles are likely to follow” (p. 175). The work on
international guidelines is useful for striking a balance be-
tween the common and the unique (in line with the goals of
internationalization). On the one hand, the work illustrates
how we can escape from a simple Euro-American dominance
in psychology and include the neglected 95% of the world’s
population (Arnett, 2008). On the other hand, the work also
illustrates that guidelines that are assumed to be globally
applicable are typically not very dissimilar from Western
recommended practices. However, they differ in an essential
aspect from Western standards: They are based on experi-
ences and insights obtained in various cultures and explicitly
leave room for culturally unique aspects.

It can be concluded that there is a remarkable overlap in
issues in the internationalization of psychology in theoretical
advances, methodological developments, and the formulation
of guidelines. Internationalization in each of these domains is
based on broad universal features (constructs or procedures),
complemented by culture-specific aspects. In each of the
three, there are many more universal than culture-specific
features; still, the accommodation of these specifics is essen-
tial to make models, techniques, and recommendations glob-
ally applicable.

Impediments to Progress
There are two kinds of obstructions to further international-
ization in psychology. The first kind is due to two systemic
properties of psychology as a discipline. One of these is the
dominant presence of Euro-American psychology. The dis-
cipline was not set up to deal with great ethnic, cultural, and
linguistic diversity in the profession or the participants we
study. Not surprisingly, there are problems in dealing with
this diversity. A good example is the dominance of English as
the scientific lingua franca (Draguns, 2001). Technical tools
for routine translation of scientific articles do not yet provide
adequate quality. This language issue is particularly pressing
in countries with a strong monolingual, non-English tradition,
such as where the Romance languages are spoken. The lan-
guage barriers have contributed to the development of sepa-
rate language-wise organized disciplines with their own dy-
namics, with much mutual ignorance and neglect, despite the
overlap in topics studied. For example, acculturation studies
in the Anglophone and Francophone worlds are remarkably

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

766 November 2013 ● American Psychologist



different in theories and methods; cross-referencing is rare.
Such mutual isolation impedes progress in both worlds. A
second systemic problem is the absence in many countries of
good tutoring systems to coach young scientists who want to
submit manuscripts to international journals. I have met
young colleagues from various countries who have to
publish in these journals to be promoted, but because of a
lack of relevant experience, their teachers and supervisors
cannot be role models. It is not surprising that there is
much copycatting of Western research in this young gen-
eration.

The prevailing scientific climate in psychology lacks
openness, which thwarts progress in internationalization. A
first example involves the numerous tacit conventions in
reporting psychological studies that are not mentioned in
submission guidelines or in the American Psychological As-
sociation’s (2009) Publication Manual (Bem, 2003). Journal
editors and reviewers often have very detailed opinions and
expectations about what should be mentioned where in a
manuscript, which statistical analyses should be used, and
which theories are popular or no longer popular. Authors who
are not fully aware of these expectations may find that their
manuscripts are rejected because they do not fit well in the
scientific climate of that field. There is a striking analogy
with how Wober (1969) once described the application of
Western cognitive tests to non-Western participants: “How
well can they do our tricks?” (p. 488). In the fierce compe-
tition for journal space, unorthodox ways of presenting a
study can be construed as incompetence.

The same lack of openness plagues the internationaliza-
tion approach in other ways as well. Individualism–collec-
tivism (Hofstede, 2001; Triandis, 1994) and independence–
interdependence (Markus & Kitayama, 1991) are very
popular explanations of cross-cultural differences. Critical
evaluations of these concepts (e.g., Oyserman, Coon, &
Kemmelmeier, 2002; Schwartz, 1994) have fallen on deaf
ears. The concepts are overused. For example, Chiao and
Blizinsky (2010) reported a significant correlation between
5-HTTLPR, a serotonin transporter gene that is related to
negative affect, and individualism–collectivism at the coun-
try level. The correlation was presented as evidence in favor
of culture–gene coevolutionary theory. More specifically, it
was argued that “cultural values and frequency of S allele
carriers negatively predicted global prevalence of anxiety and
mood disorder. Mediation analyses further indicate that in-
creased frequency of S allele carriers predicted decreased
anxiety and mood disorder prevalence due to increased col-
lectivistic cultural values” (Chiao & Bebko, 2011, p. 23). A
main problem with this reasoning is that individualism–
collectivism is just one of the country-level variables that
could be associated with 5-HTTLPR. I correlated 5-HTTLPR
country scores with various other country-level scores and
found stronger correlations for indicators of countries’ po-
liteness, kindness, and humaneness (e.g., Chinese Culture

Connection, 1987). As a consequence, kindness may be a
more powerful mediator (with an interpretation quite differ-
ent from collectivism).

The third example of a lack of openness involves the
strong tendency to focus on cross-cultural differences and to
disregard cross-cultural similarities. Brouwers et al. (2004)
conducted an overview of studies published in the Journal of
Cross-Cultural Psychology between 1970 and 2004. They
found that more than 40% of the studies in which cross-
cultural differences were expected did not find all the differ-
ences expected, whereas there was almost no study in which
expected similarities were not found. The cross-cultural field
is difference driven. Such an orientation was helpful in the
initial stages of the discipline when the field had to justify its
existence. However, this orientation has quickly become
counterproductive now that the initial stages are past.

It has often been argued that the closure that is associated
with dominant paradigms in science is counterproductive and
that individuals and groups with a vested interest in these
paradigms can block progress (e.g., Willmott, 1993). The
same problem threatens internationalization, which requires
that we “break the paradigm mentality,” to use Willmott’s
(1993, p. 681) words, and foster a basic openness to accom-
modate diversity.

Conclusion and Implications
Internationalization comprises different approaches in differ-
ent fields. I have described approaches in theories, design and
analysis, and guidelines on how to conduct studies in multi-
cultural and multilingual settings. Even if approaches in these
fields have been developed rather independently, they have
much in common. These approaches share the need to over-
come the dualism between etic and emic approaches. They
also share the aim to accommodate both universal and cul-
ture-specific aspects in constructs or measures. In sum, they
are crucial for the further development of psychology as a
science and a profession.

Internationalization has come a long way. It has led to the
development of various new practices. Internationalization
gave rise to the development of models and training proce-
dures in intercultural communication, improved our under-
standing of cultural factors in psychotherapy, has provided
guidelines about how to design educational tests in polyeth-
nic societies, and has informed policies on multiculturalism.
Internationalization has expanded our theoretical knowledge
in social psychology (e.g., cross-cultural similarities and dif-
ferences in values) and developmental psychology (e.g., de-
velopmental tasks as preparations for both universal and
culture-specific ways of demonstrating adulthood). In addi-
tion, our methodological tools to analyze quasi-experimental
designs and to develop culture-informed instruments have
been greatly expanded in the last decades. Also, topics in
polyethnic societies have been investigated extensively, such
as acculturation, which has been studied in psychology
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(Berry, 1997; Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2001) and soci-
ology (Portes & Zhou, 1993). However, internationalization
of the discipline is still far from complete. Various branches
of psychology have yet to overcome the emic–etic dichot-
omy, such as personality and clinical psychology. In addition,
there are aspects of internationalization that have hardly been
touched on, such as the psychology of globalization (Gelfand,
Lyons, & Lun, 2011).

There are in my view three promising ways to further
advance internationalization in psychology. The first is the
further development of international collaboration. The na-
ture of such cooperation is a crucial factor in how much a
study can contribute to the internationalization of psychol-
ogy. Studies of international collaboration have shown that
the power differential is often uneven; researchers from
Western countries are often the dominant party, as they
usually have an advantage in terms of language, experience,
and resources (Adair et al., 2010). Obviously, the develop-
ment of a truly international psychology requires the intel-
lectual input of all parties.

As a second important way of advancing the internation-
alization of the field, we should try to become less driven by
implicit agendas (such as the overuse of individualism–col-
lectivism) in the study of cross-cultural differences and ex-
plore new perspectives on cross-cultural differences. A good
example is the study by Schaller and Murray (2008) on the
relation between disease prevalence and personality. There
are few theoretical models of cross-cultural differences. It is,
therefore, more productive in the long run to explore new
models than to replicate or refine existing models, as is
currently done in the area of individualism–collectivism.
This plea involves the research agenda of the field of inter-
nationalization but also editorial policies. It would help the
field if journal editors and reviewers better appreciated that
the few models of cross-cultural differences that are available
are still fairly crude and in need of amendments and that we
need a balanced view of similarities and differences.

Finally, internationalization has an important applied
component involving, among other things, assessment in
multicultural groups (L. A. Suzuki & Ponterotto, 2008),
adjusting therapies for groups of immigrants (Gaw, 1993),
and intercultural communication training (Deardorff, 2009).
Numerous interesting approaches have been developed in
each of these areas. However, these areas of inquiry lack
integration and a systematic study of what is (not) effective.
A stronger orientation toward the development of evidence-
based practices in these areas would be helpful to advance
the field as it will help to identify critical factors.

When the globalization movement gained momentum, it
was not uncommon to hear that humankind was moving
toward a homogeneous culture. In such a homogeneous
world, the study of cross-cultural differences would become
a nonissue. With the further development of globalization, it
is becoming clear that if there is some homogenization of

humankind, it will be probably be restricted to a small elite
with a strong international outlook and experience, such as
sojourners working for multinational companies. It is much
more likely that internationalization will further advance
against a backdrop of prevailing cultural differences. Inter-
esting challenges lie ahead of us if we want to advance the
psychological basis of this development and want to reach a
state in which we routinely incorporate culture in our theo-
rizing.
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