Cultural Differences in Pro-Social Behaviour

CULTURAL VARIATIONS

Individualist & Collectivist Societies

· CULTURAL NORMS – Cultural differences can be explained by different socialization practices that determine an individuals motive for pro-social behaviour. Miller suggested that collectivist cultures, e.g. Hindu’s, have a duty-based view of interpersonal responsibilities, and individualist cultures like the US have an option-orientated view. Hindu’s assume a general obligation to help others, while Americans perceive helping behaviours being dependent on the nature of the relationship or the level of need.

· ASSIGNING RESPONSIBILITY – In Western societies, transgression is attributed to individual, and the social-context is not taken into account. This means the individual is blamed so people are less willing to help people whose problem is self-inflicted. In non-Western cultures, individual responsibility for a wrongdoing is considered with the social context so help is more likely. The tendency to blame the person who made the mistake without considering the situational factors is known as the FUNDAMENTAL ATTRIBUTION ERROR.

Research on Cultural Differences

· Israeli kibbutz – A community of interdependent living who encourage pro-social behaviour. Research found that children in the Israeli kibbutz community are more cooperative and helpful than American and European children. Collectivist indigenous societies, such as Polynesian societies have also been found to be more pro-social than western societies.

· MEANING OF PRO-SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR IN DIFFERENT CULTURES – FELDMAN – A stranger asked a target person at a train station to post a stamped letter. Feldman found that Greeks were more likely to help foreigners than locals, but French and Americans were more likely to help locals. Triandis suggested that this is because Greeks define their ingroup very tightly, so act in an unfriendly was to fellow countrymen who were not in their group. Collet and O’Shea suggest that foreigners are treated differently than locals in some cultures because they are seem as more important and worthy of help.

A02 on research
· The meaning of pro-social behaviour is a crucial concept. Helpful behaviour may have meanings other than providing assistant, i.e. it has instrumental benefits. For example, it can be a way to establish power. The meaning of helpful acts varies across cultures.

· Lab studies usually show that people are driven by individualist goals and are less helpful than as found in field studies. It could be that in labs studies, participants behave as they have been socialized to because they know they are being watched and evaluated. There is also an absence of the social function of helping that there is in real life, to create new relationships.

· Cultural variation research has difficulties because we cannot be sure that the sample is representative because subcultures in cultural groups behave differently, so one sample may not represent the whole culture.

· Studies that are conducted in a particular culture mat used methods that were developed in another culture. This is an imposed etic and causes unjustifiable conclusions to be made about the participants.

SUBCULTURAL VARIATIONS

GENDER DIFFERENCES
Empathy and Guilt

· Eisenberg and Lennon conducted a meta-analysis of 16 studies.
· The study found strong, consistent gender differences, with females showing greater empathy.
· Bybee found that females also typically feel greater guilt feelings than males, and they spend longer thinking about the incident that caused these feelings of guilt.
· A meta-analysis of 99 investigations found that men are more likely to intervene in an emergency. 62% of the studies of a stimulated emergency, males were more helpful.
Urban-Rural Differences

· RESEARCH - Korte and Ayvalioglu investigated differences between people in two cities and four small towns in Turkey. A variety of methods were used to assess helpfulness, such as willingness to change money or participate in a short interview. It was found that helpfulness was higher for people in small towns than for people in large cities.
· INFORMATION OVERLOAD THEORY, MILGRAM – People in urban environments, e.g. large cities, are exposed to excessive environmental stimulation and are so familiar with emergencies that they treat them as everyday events. To cope with this high level of stimulation, people screen out events that are not personally relevant to them. This results in people in urban areas having a more indifferent attitude to others needs, causing lower levels of pro-social behaviour.
COMMENTARY

Gender Differences

· Research has suggested that women display more empathy and guilt, and men are more likely to intervene in an emergency.

· This can be explained by a combination of cultural and biological factors.

· The evolutionary approach is that women who ‘tend and befriend’ in times of need are more likely to reproduce, leading them to take a nurturing role in a relationship.

· Men have evolved a ‘fight or flight’ response to threatening situations, so they take a protective role. This is called nurturant versus heroic altruism.

· In contrast, men may behave heroically to fit in with male stereotypes that have been acquired through socialization. It has been found that men may help because the cost of helping is low and the cost of not helping is high. They are expected to help in an emergency situation and may be negatively evaluated if they don’t. It has also been found that infant boys are more emotionally responsive than girls, and as this changes as they get older, this suggests that there are strong cultural influences.

Urban-rural Differences

· The Korte and Ayvalioglu study is limited to Turkey, so we may question how valid the results would be if generalise to other countries. However, a meta-analysis of 65 comparisons between rural and urban populations from all over the world, found similar results. Whatever the help required, more help was offered in rural areas than urban areas. The Korte and Ayvalioglu study therefore has ecological validity.

· There are other explanations for urban-rural differences, besides Milgram’s information overload theory. For example, it may be due to the fact that urban societies are industrialised and more competitive, so assertiveness and aggression are important, and pro-social norms become less important. 

