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Over the past decade, the field of psychology has come under increasing fire for the replicabil-
ity of purported findings, for the transparency of the methods used, and for the generalisability
of the claims. In general, these criticisms have focused on the methodological and statistical
aspects of published work. Herein, we highlight the importance of diversity of both our par-
ticipant samples in empirical studies and of our researchers within developmental psychology
as a barrier to generalisability. Far beyond being a purely methodological question, e.g., of
heterogenous sampling, ignoring the importance of context and environment in development
implies risking failing to comprehend pivotal facets of development. Importantly, we discuss
the harms done to our science’s theoretical contributions as a direct result of defining and main-
taining misplaced “norms” or “normative” developmental scenarios. Finally, we outline how
even small steps by individuals can be impactful, such as ceasing to request unsubstantiated
comparisons to the Western “norm” in peer review.
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The last decade has seen an increased focus on open sci-
ence and scholarship in psychology. Psychology as a disci-
pline has attempted to improve the scientific inferences made
by researchers, discussing in depth the robustness, trans-
parency, replicability, and believability of results, and under-
standing their limits (e.g. Azevedo et al., 2022; Davis-Kean
& Ellis, 2019; Earp & Trafimow, 2015; Simmons, Nelson, &
Simonsohn, 2011; Open Science Collaboration, 2015; Mu-
nafò et al., 2017). This shift has led to increased focus on
methods, and new ways of working, including large, multi-
site collaborations and meta-analyses to collect larger and
more diverse samples (e.g. Bergmann et al., 2018; Frank
et al., 2017). More recent discussion has also focused on the
generalisability of research findings, or the ability to extend
inferences from one dataset or model to the wider popula-
tion, postulating that low generalisability can have a detri-
mental effect on inferences and wider conclusions (Visser
et al., 2022; Yarkoni, 2020; Byers-Heinlein, Bergmann, &
Savalei, 2021). The shift towards more replicable methods is
a welcome move in developmental psychology, particularly
as it pertains to infants and children. These studies can have
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a considerable noise-to-signal ratio, and thus struggle to be
adequately powered for the hypotheses being tested (Kucker
et al., 2019; Oakes, 2017).

While a focus on methods is crucial in developmental
psychology, of an equally pressing nature is the need to di-
versify and internationalise the participant sample, support-
ing a wider understanding of psychological phenomena. A
diverse sample representative of the population is a laud-
able aim in and of itself, but a diverse pool of participants,
researchers, and perspectives will also improve our theo-
ries. Currently, in developmental psychology, the vast ma-
jority of studies published in English-language journals are
about white participants from comparatively wealthy West-
ern countries (Nielsen, Haun, Kärtner, & Legare, 2017). This
bias in sampling has been noted in psychology studies in gen-
eral (Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010; Muthukrishna et
al., 2020; Rad, Martingano, & Ginges, 2018), and increas-
ingly attempts have been made to ensure that the participants
studied are not simply members of one societal group. The
logic behind this move is well-founded — one cannot safely
claim a general or universal phenomenon based on sampling
from a small sub-group of participants; indeed Nielsen et al.
(2017) demonstrates that less than 3% of participants come
from countries that contain 85% of the population (and for
similar arguments in child language acquisition, see Kidd &
Garcia, 2022). Likewise, in infant research, the participant
demographic published in top developmental journals had a
heavy bias towards White North American or Western Euro-
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pean infants (Singh, Cristia, Karasik, & Oakes, 2021).
In understanding child development, however, the prob-

lem goes beyond the inability to posit and collect data on
so-called universal phenomena. As a discipline we have
described what was thought to be “normal” development,
based on the populations studied at the time, which were a
small number of participants in a small number of countries.
Specifically, much of the “foundational” research on which
many subfields rely, rests on North American or Western Eu-
ropean, white, English-speaking, monolingual, middle-class
participants, and findings based on this group have come to
define the norms of development. Children developing in
a different context, under different societal, cultural and en-
vironmental conditions were then implicitly, if not explic-
itly, othered, and their development was described in con-
trast to the established norms (for an in-depth discussion on
the detrimental effects of this in the area of joint attention,
see Bard et al., 2021). The norm was set, and our subsequent
understanding of development even when removed from that
context, was developed with reference to a norm (i.e., the
social frame of reference for thoughts, emotions, and be-
haviour, see Sherif, 1936) that can only be arbitrary outside
its context. Any development outside that narrow context
is thus definitionally deviating from the norm and is seen
as different (Tatlow-Golden & Montgomery, 2021). Indeed,
given the population distribution on Earth, the “unusual” may
very well be the most common and the norm an abnormal-
ity. While there have been efforts to improve this with large
multi-centre collaborations, (e.g. Frank et al., 2017), impor-
tant work highlighting the disparities (e.g. Bard et al., 2021;
Kline, Shamsudheen, & Broesch, 2018) the majority of stud-
ies in leading journals still feature these participants (Singh
et al., 2021).

While anecdotal, many researchers who study develop-
ment outside the typically-studied contexts that became the
norm in the field, will report being asked in peer review or
at conferences about “control” conditions, or how their find-
ings compare to a Western sample. This framing is under-
standable given the history of the field, but misses a key el-
ement of development. Much of child development is dy-
namic and occurs within a context by definition — without a
context in which to develop, how can and does something
develop (Bronfenbrenner, 1974; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci,
1994)? This context is multi-faceted, and encompasses so-
cial, economic, environmental, physical and caregiver influ-
ences. Below, we outline the problems in data, approach,
and theory caused by this scientific and rhetorical approach
to development.

Measuring development with convenience samples

The study of psychology generally, as with any science,
encourages us to look for universal phenomena and laws by
which to describe and understand them (Cummins, 2010).

The same is true in developmental psychology, where we
aim to understand the conditions and factors that influence
development. We collect data from participants, i.e., in the
same or similar conditions to us, and to whom we have easy
access, also known as a convenience sample. By examin-
ing one small sub-sample of humans, developing in cultures
and conditions unlike the majority of humans (Nielsen et
al., 2017; Arnett, 2008), we fail to account for myriad soci-
etal, cultural and environmental factors that may be affect-
ing development, or influencing the developmental trajec-
tory in a number of unknown ways. By also privileging, or
minimally giving prominence to, experimental methods, we
also lose a significant amount of crucial information about
development. For instance, efforts to run the same studies
across cultures using methods developed in Western labs are
not unproblematic. Claiming universal truths when testing
Western participants exclusively is clearly problematic; this
is akin in some ways to claiming to understand universal
truths about clothing from examining shoes. Such a false
analogy or overgeneralization would cause us to, for exam-
ple, say coats are useless for winter unless they have wa-
terproof soles, or that any garments which one cannot wear
on their feet are not clothing. These are problematic state-
ments about clothing due to falsely generalising based on
a small sub-sample or a sub-sample from only one specific
type. This is known as an error of exclusion (or type II er-
ror in generalising, see Mahamallik & Sahu, 2011), where
a group of participants (or many groups) are omitted from
the analysis. From the developmental literature, for exam-
ple, we see that the timing of onset and even uptake of crawl-
ing varies greatly as a function of cultural caregiving prac-
tices, even though global normative scales of motor devel-
opment are commonly employed (Karasik, Adolph, Tamis-
LeMonda, & Bornstein, 2010). The Western conception of
when and how crawling should emerge is in fact a poor repre-
sentation of the complex socio-cultural contexts that underlie
motor development. Had scientists not understood that motor
skills develop across different patterns and timelines but can
nonetheless lead to walking, it would likely have resulted in
viewing non-Western motor skill development as deficient or
abnormal. To truly understand child development, we need
to ensure that the participants on whom we base our research
represent the larger population about whom we wish to draw
generalizable conclusions. At the same time, it is important
to ensure that the demographics and locations of participants
are accurately represented in the papers (Simons, Shoda, &
Lindsay, 2017).

The problems caused by convenience sampling go far be-
yond the ability to claim universal conclusions when it comes
to developmental psychology. Since development can be de-
scribed as an interaction of many variables, of which no small
portion are environmental and cultural, we are not simply
biasing our participant pool, we are missing some key ele-
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ments of development (Bornstein et al., 2012; Schirmbeck,
Rao, & Maehler, 2020). Our conceptualisation and under-
standing of the role of caregivers, or schooling, or siblings, or
other wider cultural or societal variables need to encompass
the differing ways in which these variables interact in dif-
ferent contexts, else we risk misunderstanding how develop-
ment occurs beyond our narrow context. Understanding the
cultural and societal role in development requires an under-
standing of the cultures and contexts being studied. An ex-
ample of this can be seen in the work of Keller et al. (2005),
showing the differences across cultures in caregiving styles
and the allocation of attention to infant development while
they attend their daily tasks.

While researching the contexts, societies and participants
closest to us makes both practical and logistic sense for re-
searchers, this becomes a problem when most of the conve-
nience samples share the same characteristics and generali-
sations are made on that basis. At the very least, it requires
researchers to openly discuss the limits to generalisability;
researchers need to be thoughtful of the contexts and roles
that exist in the cultures and settings they are studying, and
at the same time, be aware of the fact that this may not be
universal.

The “control” condition is not another unrelated context

This second problem is a methodological problem. A
“control” condition is a group of participants that differ on
the one key variable of interest, but remain comparable on
as many factors as can reasonably be controlled (see e.g.
Au, Castro, & Krishnan, 2007, for best practices in clini-
cal trials). This simply does not apply when we compare
participants from different countries and cultures outside the
typically-studied Western populations. Participants may dif-
fer on experiences, number of languages spoken, method of
interacting with caregivers, housing style, schooling style,
community interactions, and so on — and these differences
are all intertwined, including in ways potentially unknown
to outsiders. A control condition that differed on all these
factors should not be considered a useful control by the stan-
dards of the field; it is uninterpretable.

The problem here is not with cross-cultural or cross-
linguistic research, nor with individual-based analyses,
which when conducted thoughtfully add much to our disci-
pline, but rather with the concept of treating a certain popula-
tion as a normative sample. In many ways this boils down to
an overextension of statistical concepts, like “control condi-
tion”, without due diligence and deep thought (see Singmann
et al., 2021).

The context in which the majority of the world’s children
develop does not match those in North America or Western
Europe. So-called normative development, on a global scale,
does not occur within these contexts. Furthermore, perceiv-
ing certain cultures or contexts as normative means we limit

our science, expecting studies in the normative group to be
new studies, whereas studies outside that group need to jus-
tify why a “niche” population was used. Anecdotally, jour-
nal reviewers and editors in particular, who play the role of
gatekeepers for our field, tend to be more accepting of stud-
ies that include participants from outside of Western coun-
tries only when there is a cultural or societal reason for the
comparison, with the implicit assumption that novel science
with no cultural component should first be done in the nor-
mative sample (Draper, 2022; Kahalon, Klein, Ksenofontov,
Ullrich, & Wright, 2022; Roberts, Bareket-Shavit, Dollins,
Goldie, & Mortenson, 2020; Singh, 2022; Syed, 2020). This
raises the barrier of entry into the literature for studies that
are diverse by asking the authors to carry out extra work over
and above equivalent work done on Western samples. This is
one of the mechanisms by which the field maintains a West-
ern outlook. Two of the authors of this article also have ex-
perience of being asked about Western “control” conditions
for non-Western samples for studies into basic cognitive de-
velopment. This is damaging, leaves the door open to (po-
tentially inadvertent) discriminatory practices such as racism
(APA, 2021), and needs to be corrected if we are to gain
a fuller picture of development (also see Fish, 2021; Syed
& Kathawalla, 2022; Rowe & Weisleder, 2020; Remedios,
2022).

It is important to keep in mind that certain areas of devel-
opment and theoretical perspectives make universal claims
independent of cultural or environmental context (e.g. Pi-
aget, 1971; Spelke & Kinzler, 2007). For these theoretical
perspectives or areas, universal claims researched anywhere
by anyone should be equally regarded and equally publish-
able. Yet, as discussed above, there is often a higher bar to
publication outside of the Western sphere, with researchers
either being asked to describe how their data relates to a
Western sample, or suggesting the research might be better
published in a local journal. That the claims are universal at
all is also often an assumption rather than an empirical fact
(Nielsen et al., 2017). The problem then is not one of theo-
retical stance or universality of claims, but of equal value of
research, researchers, and participants.

Western development is not an objective standard or
goal that all children should meet

Implicitly – or explicitly – perceiving one cultural group
as the norm also ascribes that group the role of benchmark,
or objective standard. In this situation, where the context for
development is described as differing from Western develop-
ment, there can be an assumption that a benchmark is not
being met. Viewing one group as normative leads not just to
the other-ing of other groups, but also leads to the existence
of standards based on the in-group (for specific examples see
Miller, 2005). Under these conditions it is easy for learn-
ing, growth or developmental benchmarks obtained from the
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frequently-studied group to be applied to the other groups,
although this would be inappropriate. Western development
viewed this way implicitly becomes an “objective standard”
for other groups to meet, even though the same assumptions
and context do not apply (for an in-depth discussion of this
point, see Kline et al., 2018). The developmental achieve-
ments of a child in the Western context may not be relevant
to a child outside of this context.

The framing of Western norms as a standard misapplied to
another context may not be intentional, or even desired. It is
of course the case that while the true patterns and dynamics
of development may vary from community to community,
norms are sometimes sought as a way of standardising de-
velopment. Communities that have structural barriers to cre-
ating their own norms — due either to infrastructure issues
such as funding and training needs or lack of appreciation
of the differences by researchers unfamiliar with the cultural
context — may see norms and standards applied which do
not fit the cultural and developmental context at hand.

While it is true that not all child development perspec-
tives, trajectories and methods observed from Western data
are necessarily applicable outside that context, some may
go beyond being not applicable to being undesirable goals
(Lohaus et al., 2011). Features of development such as care-
giving strategies may not simply be irrelevant to another con-
text, they may be actively unhelpful, even harmful, in an-
other context. Morelli et al. (2018) demonstrate that some
interventions developed for and suited to Western lifestyles,
are problematic and even detrimental when applied outside
those settings (see also Scheidecker, Oppong, Chaudhary, &
Keller, 2021). This can impact the efficacy of our advice
and the quality of our science causing us to misunderstand
other people and cultures, to misapply our statistical tools,
and to overlook important aspects of development outright.
In this sense, the framing of Western developmental trajecto-
ries and methods as an implicit norm not only sets up a false
dichotomy of normativity, but may actually be damaging for
understanding and assisting development.

Diversity in approaches and scholars

Diversity in developmental psychology is not merely
about including non-Western scholars and participants, but
is also about including non-Western perspectives even more
broadly (Rad et al., 2018; Henrich et al., 2010; Gaertner,
Sedikides, Cai, & Brown, 2010). This can only be achieved
by explicitly including in the mainstream both researchers,
and academics broadly construed, who are from the Global
South by properly valuing their contributions, and collecting
data from infants, children, and indeed people of all ages,
who are developing outside the Global North, in an envi-
ronmental context that by definition does not exist in West-
ern countries. We need to account for the diversity of en-
vironments and cultures seen around the world in order to

create, refine, and test theories that capture the role of the
environment in development (Liebel, 2020; Rabello de Cas-
tro, 2020). Otherwise, we merely describe the specifics of
Western development, leaving ourselves open to being so-
cially, geographically, and temporally limited. It stands to
reason that developmental psychology’s theoretical canon
might require dramatic rethinking when counter-evidence
from across the world shows Western-based developmental
theories cannot account for non-Western trajectories. Our
focus has been directed so much on a specific set of factors
that our findings may not apply, possibly even in the West.

Aspects of our scholarship are better served when the
data we collect and the theories we develop are representa-
tive of the breadth of human experience — what Syed and
Kathawalla (2022) refer to as diversity of perspectives. Col-
lecting data and interacting respectfully and ethically with
cultures and people who are divergent to the Western and
Eurocentric “standard” helps create, support, amend, or re-
ject theoretical perspectives that will — by definition through
this process of refinement — apply more generally to human
development. The people who are most able to aid the field
in this type of interaction with non-Western science and par-
ticipants are the extant non-Western developmental psychol-
ogists (see Fish, 2021).

Our criticisms, of course, do not uniquely apply to de-
velopmental investigations of behaviour and cognition (Rad
et al., 2018; Henrich et al., 2010; Gaertner et al., 2010).
Notwithstanding, for an understanding of development that
goes beyond the myth of the norm, it is our responsibility to
take into account cross-cultural sources of evidence and con-
text — not purely data and theories originating in the Global
North — brought to us by scholars already active in and from
the Global South, but are nevertheless currently under-read,
-valued, and -cited for structural reasons.

Future recommendations

The problems highlighted above are complex and multi-
causal, and in many cases need to be addressed at an insti-
tutional and societal level more so than an individual level.
There are, however, steps that can be taken by individuals to
move the field in a positive direction. At a researcher level,
small steps, such as always describing the country of origin
of participants — even when from a typically-studied coun-
try — help push our field away from a Western-centric mode
of thinking and towards a more global research standard.
Likewise, involving researchers, perspectives and partici-
pants from the Global South would do much to improve our
understanding of development. When doing cross-cultural
research, Syed (2020) also encourages researchers to look at
mixed methods research and dynamic mediators (a method-
ology) to ensure rigorous and considerate comparisons. En-
suring that our findings are communicated in an accessible
and direct way to the public, as suggested by Serpell and
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Marfo (2014), might also ensure our research has relevance
to communities and professionals outside what is reported by
Western media.

There is an important individual role to be played as a
voice on funding committees, hiring committees, journal
boards and as a collaborator. Changes are not necessarily
enacted from above, but occur through the weight of united
individual voices. As collaborators and colleagues of re-
searchers from outside the Western sphere, we need to re-
spect the differing perspectives and knowledge of our col-
leagues and collaborators, not just in terms of local knowl-
edge and experience, but also in terms of their theoretical
perspectives.

For journals and societies, there is much that can be done.
Openly and publicly committing to policies that promote di-
versity of researchers and participants by agreeing not to en-
force Western norms, as seen in the case of Draper (2022),
would give authors confidence to push back against unfair
standards set, either deliberately or inadvertently, by review-
ers or editors who set higher bars for entry for work from
outside of a Western context than within. Openly encourag-
ing publication and replication in non-Western samples, as
suggested by Nielsen et al. (2017) would also be encourage-
ment for authors. A successful implementation of this might
require a commitment to diversity at the editorial board level.
This can be a complicated issue for them to solve, as many
journals take the number of English-language publications
in indexed journals as a marker of suitability for the editorial
board, automatically barring researchers who routinely pub-
lish in local society journals or in other languages. Notice
here the problem deepening: scholars are told to publish their
work in so-called local or niche outlets if it does not fit the
current flawed normative “control” group requirements, but
then excluded for mostly publishing in such journals. How
then can researchers push back against unreasonable requests
made by reviewers or editors? If a journal has made a spe-
cific, public, policy commitment and has a statement that au-
thors can refer to, authors can also be more empowered to
use this as the basis of rebuttal. Open and careful discussion
of race, culture and equality, as suggested by Charity Hudley,
Mallinson, and Bucholtz (2020), may also help educate and
remind researchers of the importance of being mindful of this
information.

At an institutional level, the fixes may be slower. Ulti-
mately, the field needs to move towards funding and reward-
ing research outside the Western sphere that uses diverse per-
spectives. Part of this must include support, both moral and
financial, to carry out research by non-Western researchers
and/or in non-Western populations. Practically, this requires
explicit support of these lines of research by institutions, and
explicit commitment to funding research by non-Western re-
searchers, in non-Western countries. Again, there are un-
derlying difficulties here: many funding bodies are primed

to see only researchers with successful careers following a
typically-seen Western career trajectory with English lan-
guage publications as competitive for grants, and so policies
of funding attainment might need re-thinking. Certainly en-
suring diverse funding panels and explicit encouragement of
work with other populations, as well as policies encouraging
researchers from other countries to apply would be important
early steps that could be taken to address this.

Conclusions

Development is a dynamic process which is in part at least
a function of environment and culture, failing to understand
this is failing to capture the drivers of our development. That
is, there is no way to study the object of our research unless
we come to terms with this aspect. Herein, we have taken the
perspective that development itself is embedded in an envi-
ronmental context, and failing to measure that context means
that the research object — development — cannot truly be
studied. We have examined the idea that there is still a sense
(at least to some scholars) in which Western data is a more
objective norm, and data and perspectives from outside that
sphere either have to be compared to that norm, or justify
the difference. We have discussed the harms that this can
cause, beyond the simple statistical issues of sampling. Ad-
ditionally, we have expounded on the importance of includ-
ing researchers and perspectives from the Global South. And
finally, we have sketched out specific recommendations for
individuals and institutions.

The problems we described go beyond publishing in high
impact journals and whether we can make claims about hu-
mans, and about the dynamic process of development itself.
We urge our fellow scholars to highlight and empower peo-
ple who are already working with diverse samples, develop-
ing non-Western theoretical understandings, and building re-
search programmes outside the Global North. In some cases,
the issue is not that this work is not being done at all, but
that due to structural reasons the work done by Global South
scholars is undervalued and overlooked.

Developmental psychology as a field seeks to understand
how humans develop, and to do that we need to understand
the dynamic context for development. We propose that the
mindset of the field needs to move from describing partici-
pants and cultures relative to an improper norm, to accurately
and coherently discussing the limitations and generalizabil-
ity of our research (Simons et al., 2017), as well as notic-
ing, empowering, and encouraging the work that is already
being done in this sphere. It also gives us a fairer chance
at describing and understanding the human organism’s de-
velopment under the breadth of environments and wealth of
cultural conditions around the world.
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