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Abstract

The goal of this review is to consider how culture impacts the socialization of emotion development in infancy, and infants’ and 
young children’s subsequent outcomes. First, we argue that parents’ socialization decisions are embedded within cultural  
structures, beliefs, and practices. Second, we identify five broad cultural frames (collectivism/individualism; power distance; chil-
dren’s place in family and culture; ways children learn; and value of emotional experience and expression) that help to organize 
current and future research. For each frame, we discuss the impact on parents’ socialization practices and infants’ subsequent 
outcomes relating to emotion-related experience, expression, and understanding. We also generate testable hypotheses to further 
our understanding of the relationships between the five frames and emotion development in infancy.
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Socialization processes are central to infant emotional  
development. Despite the many ways our lives have changed 
over the millennia, parents remain as first sources of influence 
during infancy and toddlerhood. Parents are highly effective in 
scaffolding emotional behaviors of infants and young children 
(e.g., Campos, Thein, & Owen, 2003; Fernald, 1993), and 
emotion-related socialization is possible even in the first days 
of life, given newborns’ vocal and facial recognition abilities 
(Mastropieri & Turkewitz, 1999) and infants’ early differential 
recognition and responsivity to caregivers’ facial expressions 
soon thereafter (e.g., Barrera & Maurer, 1981; Montague & 
Walker-Andrews, 2002; Muir, Humphrey, & Humphrey, 1994; 
Nielsen, 2006; Weir, Toland, King, & Martin, 2005). Further, 
as infants’ cognitive, motoric, and physiological systems are 
developing and becoming coordinated (Lewis, Hitchcock, & 
Sullivan, 2004), parents’ role as external regulators of emotion 
shifts to that of cocreating regulatory systems (Calkins, 1994; 
Campos, Frankel, & Camras, 2004; Crockenberg & Leerkes, 
2004; Kopp, 1982). These systems are influenced by infants’ 
genotypes modulated by parents’ skills, including maternal 
sensitivity and supportive attachment (Kochanska, Philibert, & 

Barry, 2009; Mills-Koonce et al., 2007; Propper & Moore, 
2006). Thus, how caregivers communicate with and comfort 
infants is likely to direct infants’ attention toward an interpreta-
tion of various features of their social and emotional worlds, 
and their own and others’ placement in those social and  
emotional worlds.

We contend that socialization processes occur within the 
context of cultural systems that alter the very nature of infants’ 
and young children’s emotional experience, expression, and 
understanding. Culture is known to be important to individuals’ 
overall psychological structure (Hofstede, 1980, 2001; Triandis, 
1995), the development of self (Markus & Kitayama, 1994), 
individuals’ emotional lives (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), and 
the structure and character of parent–child relationships 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; 
Keller, Borke, Yovsi, Lohaus, & Jensen, 2005; Super & 
Harkness, 1986, 1997).

The role of culture in children’s emotional socialization has 
been specifically described in four models (Cole & Tan, 2007; 
Dunsmore & Halberstadt, 1997; Eisenberg, Cumberland, & 
Spinrad, 1998; Garcia Coll et al., 1996), with culture providing 
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both direct and indirect influences on parents’ emotion sociali-
zation behaviors (Dunsmore & Halberstadt, 2009). Culture 
determines the type of environment in which infants develop 
(Super & Harkness, 1986), and has indirect influence via par-
ents’ own individual beliefs and socialization goals. Keller 
(2007) suggests that culture is infused in parent–child relations 
through parents’ and infants’ cocreation of shared activity (e.g., 
cultural practices) and shared meaning (e.g., cultural beliefs 
and interpretations). Further, infants absorb information pro-
vided by culture through experience-expectant (species typical 
neural preparedness to integrate information from the environ-
ment) and experience-dependent (individual neural changes 
due to learning and experience) processes (Greenough, Black, 
& Wallace, 1987; Keller, 2007). With age, infants are also 
increasingly able to integrate information across cognitive, 
physiological, and motoric domains in the service of emotion 
(e.g., Saarni, Campos, Camras, & Witherington, 2006). Although 
we focus primarily on infancy, culture likely impacts the devel-
oping individual differently throughout the lifespan, as differ-
ent beliefs and practices are invoked for individuals and their 
families during different developmental stages, and indeed, 
because culture itself is dynamic and changing (Bronfenbrenner 
& Morris, 1998).

In this review we identify and describe five “cultural 
frames” (Markus & Kitayama, 1994) that we think are the most 
important to consider with regard to emotion in infancy. Two of 
these frames are well known; three are introduced for the first 
time in this article. Within each frame we discuss variation 
within cultures; how parent socialization practices may vary, 
both generally and within the context of emotion; and how 
infant outcomes vary in terms of the three domains of affec- 
tive social competence: emotion experience, expression, and 
understanding (Halberstadt, Denham, & Dunsmore, 2001). 
Throughout, we attempt to extend the boundaries of what we 
know by generating specific ideas for future research.

Collectivism/Individualism

Perhaps the most well-known frame that varies across cultures 
is that of collectivism and individualism. Collectivist cultures 
emphasize interdependence, group identity, interpersonal har-
mony, and achievement of shared goals; individualist cultures 
emphasize independence, individual identity, personal asser-
tion, and achievement of personal goals (Hofstede, 1980, 2001; 
Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal, 
Asai, & Lucca, 1988). In collectivist cultures, emotions reflect 
who a person is in relation to other group members or the world 
at large; emotions are often characterized by self-control, so as 
to promote interpersonal harmony and group goals; and emotions 
may be identified on the basis of what other group members are 
feeling (Mesquita & Frijda, 1992). In individualistic cultures, 
emotions are perceived to be unique to the individual, expres-
siveness may be encouraged, and emotions are identified on the 
basis of intrapersonal, subjective experience. Collectivism and 
individualism were initially posed as bipolar ends of a single 

dimension (Hofstede, 1980; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; 
Mesquita, 2001), but recognition of within-culture variability 
(Triandis, 1995), connections to context (Kağitçibaşi, 1996), 
clusters of values within dimensions (Schwartz, 1994), and 
simultaneous endorsement of both values (Tamis-LeMonda  
et al., 2008) have expanded the frame considerably.

More nuanced descriptions of this frame are being devel-
oped, and these may be promising for future research with 
infants. For example, two forms of individualism have been 
identified (Kusserow, 2004). “Soft” individualism, which is 
more characteristic of upper class American life, emphasizes 
personal identity and the full exploration and development of 
one’s unique abilities. “Hard” individualism, which is more 
characteristic of less financially secure American life, empha-
sizes independence, assertion, and the ability to manage on 
one’s own. Although both fit under the rubric of individualism, 
one can imagine how parents with these different beliefs might 
engage in very different practices with their infants. Soft  
individualists, for example, might tenderly present toys and a 
variety of wonders to their infants, thus promoting their  
children’s sense of the world as a place that is emotionally 
warm, secure, and theirs to explore. Hard protective individu-
alists, however, might engage in more active, rougher kinds of 
play and teasing activities, thus promoting children’s emo-
tional toughness and a sense of the world as demanding and not 
altogether benign. Collectivism may also have variants that 
create other unique clusters, and identifying them may be a 
useful endeavor.

Parents who are influenced by a culture that values interde-
pendence and shared family goals are likely to socialize their 
children differently than parents who are influenced by a cul-
ture largely driven by values of independence and individuali-
zation. For example, the encouragement an infant receives for 
throwing a toy, reaching for a toy, sharing a toy, giving a toy to 
another, and, in fact, the very presence of a toy, may relate to 
societal collectivism versus individualism. The first two acts of 
self-assertion may be well supported in an individualistic cul-
ture; the second two acts of sharing and social harmony may be 
better supported in a collectivist culture. The presence of toys 
may also support self-exploration and individuation; after all, 
infants in collectivist cultures may not have much need for toys 
when they have family members who may be of much greater 
importance. Finally, in individualistic cultures, toys might also 
be tools for distracting infants in emotionally arousing situa-
tions; in collectivistic cultures, family members may be the 
main source of emotion regulation. Work on translating cultural 
beliefs to parenting behaviors has just begun; for example, 
compared to European American mothers, Chinese mothers of 
3-month-olds reported more allocentric values, and more 
relational-related and less autonomy-related themes (Keller 
et al., 2007). Additionally, the frequency of contingent respond-
ing by German mothers compared to Nso Cameroonian mothers 
with their 3-month-olds was significantly different (Keller, 
Kärtner, Borke, Yovsi, & Kleis, 2005), supporting one way in 
which parental values for independence versus interdependence 
might be inculcated in children.
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Although collectivism and individualism are not yet known 
to impact emotional experience, expression, and interpretations 
of emotion in infancy, several studies have explored these 
emotion-related domains with preschoolers. Using multiple 
methodologies, consistent differences in these three domains 
emerged between preschoolers in traditionally collectivist  
versus traditionally individualistic cultures (Lewis, Takai-
Kawakami, Kawakami, & Sullivan, 2010; Masataka, 2002; 
Zahn-Waxler, Friedman, Cole, Mizuta, & Hiruma, 1996). Thus, 
in concert with the parenting differences noted just above, these 
results invite further exploration of emerging differences of 
emotion-related behaviors in infancy as a consequence of cross- 
and within-cultural variability in collectivism and individualism. 
Further, because contingent responsiveness is also associated 
with early mirror self-recognition, one of the hallmarks of 
understanding of self as an individual (Lewis & Brooks-Gunn, 
1979), toddlers’ sense of self may mediate relationships between 
parent practices of contingent responding and their emotion-
related experiences (e.g., the early advent of independent iden-
tity may allow young children to secure their own emotional 
experiences rather than the experiences of those around them).

Power Distance

Another classic dimension concerns how power is structured 
within cultures or families. Hofstede (1980, 2001) describes this 
dimension as power distance; other researchers refer to interper-
sonal distance or verticality (Kağitçibaşi, 1996; Matsumoto, 1996; 
Singelis, Triandis, Bhawuk, & Gelfand, 1995; Triandis & Gelfand, 
1998). Power distant/vertical societies accept and expect inequal-
ity in status relationships, and emphasize the values of obedience, 
respect for authority, and rule-following (Hofstede, 2001; 
Matsumoto, 1996; Triandis & Gelfand, 1998). Less power distant/
more horizontal societies affirm the idea of equality across status 
relationships, promote more democratic values, and allow more 
discussion and greater permeability across hierarchical boundaries 
(Baldwin, 1948; Hofstede, 2001; Matsumoto, 1996). Power dis-
tance initially looks simpler in horizontal societies because of the 
proclaimed value for sameness in power. In actuality, it is likely to 
be more complex because of the narrowly circumscribed levels of 
status that exist within different domains but within the same 
relationship, and complicit “blindness” to the evidence of vertical-
ity, thereby retaining the principle of equality across status, even 
when it does not really exist (Hofstede, 2001; Much, 1997; 
Triandis & Gelfand, 1998).

Power distance may create emotional as well as social 
structures that are likely to be reflected in parents’ socialization 
goals, for example, in valuing obedience and attending to  
parents’ rather than infants’ goals. In Latin American families, 
the value of respeto encourages children to defer to, obey, and 
honor family members (Cervantes, 2002; Delgado-Gaitan, 
1994; Harwood, Schölmerich, Schulze, & González, 1999; 
Zayas & Solari, 1994). Respeto requires that emotions such as 
anger should not be expressed against adult family members, 
particularly male figures (Gonzalez-Ramos, Zayas, & Cohen, 
1998). Thus, emotion regulation may be greater for very young 

children, and possibly older infants, in vertical compared to 
horizontal societies, particularly when power distance is not 
moderated by other frames that include indulgent beliefs about 
children and their role in the family, as will be described below.

Power-distant parents might also utilize more top-down 
conversational strategies to direct infant or toddler actions, 
compared to egalitarian parents who might engage in more 
dialogic, turn-taking strategies and invitations to infants to take 
the conversational lead (Richman, Miller, & LeVine, 1992; 
Super & Harkness, 1997). Although we know of no fine-
grained linguistic analyses comparing vertical societies versus 
horizontal societies, hints of linguistic patterns differing by 
culture are evident by parents and infants as early as the first 
three months of life (Keller, Otto, Lamm, Yovsi, & Kärtner, 
2008; Richman et al., 1992) and continue to change during 
infants’ first year of life (Richman et al., 1992). In Germany, for 
example, parents encourage a great deal of face-to-face interac-
tion, with turn-taking pauses so that infants may respond and 
are strongly reinforced for doing so; this style of interaction is 
very limited among the more power-distant Gusii of southwest 
Kenya and the Nso of Cameroon (Dixon, Tronick, Keefer, & 
Brazelton, 1981; Keller, 2003; Keller, Borke, et al., 2005; 
Richman et al., 1992).

Power distance may overlap somewhat with the dimension 
of collectivism/individualism, but it is also a distinctly differ-
ent dimension. For example, many of the collectivist societies 
that are power distant tend to discourage anger; however, other 
collectivist societies that are more egalitarian, including the 
Ifaluk and Kaluli, do value anger (Lutz, 1983; Schieffelin, 
1983, 1985). Furthermore, power distance becomes differently 
integrated with other frames noted below, and may have its 
own dynamic trajectories over historical time (Hofstede, 1980, 
2001; Kağitçibaşi, 1996; Kağitçibaşi & Ataca, 2005; Lamm, 
Keller, Yovsi, & Chaudhary, 2008; Triandis & Gelfand, 1998).

Children’s Place in Family and Culture

The first two cultural frames (collectivism and power distance) 
were first considered within organizations and nations 
(Hofstede, 1980). This third frame addresses family structures, 
and specifically the role of children within families. Whereas 
children seem to be valued in almost all cultures, they are val-
ued for different reasons. The relationships that parents have 
with children also differ substantially by culture. These may 
impact how emotions are organized within families and may 
lead to very different goals and strategies regarding socialization 
of emotion, and thus different emotion-related outcomes for 
children.

The Value of Children 

Historically, children provided an important economic contri-
bution to their families, and, today in many present-day cul-
tures, particularly those which are rural and agriculturally 
based; one purpose of having children is to widen the economic 
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base of the family (Kağitçibaşi & Ataca, 2005). However, other 
reasons include the inherent value of children, in terms of the 
psychological benefit derived by parents (e.g., the joy of chil-
dren; Keller, 2003), or as gifts from, or, indeed, the very pres-
ence of the gods (Diener, 2000; Kağitçibaşi & Ataca, 2005). 
Parents who think of children as continuing and enhancing the 
productivity of the family enterprise may socialize their chil-
dren to persevere in the face of hard work and, thus, may mini-
mize emotions that may distract a child from their work. During 
infancy, these parents may not engage in socialization practices 
that encourage high emotional arousal. Alternatively, they may 
ignore emotions as irrelevant events. However, if parents 
believe that children are gifts from the gods, they might engage 
in socialization behaviors that encourage positive affect as a 
means of giving thanks for the very existence of that child.

Relations with Children 

Some ways in which children are regarded fit well within the 
above frames, for example, the concept of children as obedient, 
as noted above under the frame of power distance. However, 
other ways in which children are regarded do not fit either frame 
above. One component of Latino culture, familismo, encourages 
strong familial bonds and concern for family members’ well-
being (Cervantes, 2002; Cristofaro & Tamis-LeMonda, 2008). 
At first glance, familismo may appear to be a subdimension of 
collectivism, as it includes the importance of family interde-
pendence. However, familismo is characterized by family affec-
tion, and a great deal of care and indulgence for young children, 
values that can also be found in more individualistic societies. 
In fact, American and Greek mothers of 3-month-old infants 
report equivalent levels of familismo as Costa Rican and 
Mexican mothers (Keller et al., 2006). Further, Latin American 
culture encourages the concept of simpatía, which is a rela-
tional style among individuals that emphasizes the goal of social 
harmony (Triandis, Marín, Lisansky, & Betancourt, 1984). 
Cultures that practice simpatía prioritize creating personable 
environments for others. Thus, each of the three frames—
collectivism (family interdependence), verticality/power distance 
(children obeying parents), and child/familial devotion (family 
affection and indulgence of children) are necessary to create the 
unique cultural mix that is distinctive in Latin America.

Other non-Spanish-speaking cultures, for example, Italian, 
Chinese, and Japanese, also emphasize a very special place of 
children, characterized by love, devotion, and indulgence of 
children, while also varying in the degree of their collectivist 
and power-distance inclinations (Bornstein et al., 2008; Camras 
et al., 1998). Implications for infants in these cultures are 
numerous. In keeping with their tradition of devotion and indul-
gence for infants and young children, coupled with their rela-
tively low emphasis on power distance, Italian mothers seem 
more emotionally sensitive than American or Argentinean 
mothers in interactions with their infants. Further, Italian infants 
responded in kind in those interactions, with greater responsive-
ness and interactivity toward their mothers, compared to the 
American and Argentinean infants (Bornstein et al., 2008).

Ways Children Learn

Our fourth cultural frame concerns myriad beliefs about learning 
as they pertain to children. We include four kinds of beliefs that 
may be most related to emotion socialization and infants’ out-
comes: “when,” “whether,” “who,” and “how”. We believe this 
frame is distinctly different from the frames above; yet because 
there is so little empirical work, future research will have to test 
the veracity of our claim for its independence.

Regarding the “when” of learning, the age at which infants 
and young children are perceived as capable of learning various 
tasks varies widely across cultures. Regarding language learn-
ing, for example, American parents scaffold words for babies as 
early as 8 months of age, whereas Kipsigis mothers report that 
infants don’t really learn language until they are about two years 
old (Super & Harkness, 1986); British, Indian, and Japanese 
mothers also report different ages at which infants become com-
petent (Joshi & MacLean, 1997). Kurdish and Yemenite Jewish 
mothers living in Israel also had quite different timetables for 
the onset of social smiling and the acquisition of various emo-
tions (Frankel, Roer-Bornstein, & LeVine, 1982).

With regard to the timelines for emotional control, many 
American parents believe that very young children are quite 
capable of learning about emotions, yet this viewpoint is also 
held in conjunction with the belief that young children initially 
have little control over their emotions, and, thus, one of the jobs 
of parents is to scaffold the most supportive environment pos-
sible for their children’s well-being (Goodnow, Cashmore, 
Cotton, & Knight, 1984; Parker et al., in press). This is an inter-
esting dialectic! The latter belief, that infants and young  
children have little control over their emotions, is shared with 
cultures which are considerably different from American culture 
in terms of the other cultural frames described above. The Utku, 
Javanese, and Ifaluk, for example, do not spend much time try-
ing to teach infants or toddlers about emotion, because they 
perceive them as not yet socializable (Briggs, 1970; Geertz, 
1959; Lutz, 1983). Comparisons between American and Italian 
mothers, Japanese and American mothers, and Lebanese and 
Australian mothers indicate different beliefs regarding when 
children are capable of emotion-regulation related skills (e.g., 
controlling anger or expression of disappointment, resolving 
disagreements), with American, Japanese, and Lebanese mothers 
expecting earlier competency than their comparison counterparts 
(Edwards, Gandini, & Giovaninni, 1996; Goodnow et al., 1984; 
Hess, 1980). This provides evidence that beliefs about learning 
do not match onto the other frames above, in that American and 
Italian cultures have relatively similar beliefs regarding  
individualism and power distance (Hofstede, 2001).

Cultural beliefs regarding timetables for developing compe-
tency may impact parental socialization efforts, including struc-
turing ecological niches that foster the development of those 
competencies and expending effort with infants to scaffold 
various skills. In the case of emotional control, when parents 
believe infants are emotionally capable they may provide the 
settings and scaffolding that allows infants to meet parental 
goals, compared to when parents don’t believe infants are  
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emotionally capable. Thus, infants and young children might 
initially achieve emotional control earlier in the United States 
than in other countries. It might also be that the task is very time 
consuming and/or becomes frustrating for American parents 
when high expectations are not met (e.g., Donovan, Leavitt, & 
Taylor, 2005). If so, the lack of success early on might lead to 
lowered expectations in the United States at precisely the ages 
at which emotional socialization is activated in other countries. 
These conjectures have yet to be tested, and cross-cultural 
research including parents’ specific beliefs about control, their 
socialization behaviors, and their success as demonstrated in 
children’s behavior may be a fruitful avenue of future research.

A second set of beliefs relates to the underlying structure by 
which competencies are developed—whether children acquire 
competencies via maturation or teaching. Again, cultures vary 
widely with regard to this issue, and across many different types 
of competencies. Chinese mothers in Taiwan, Tamang mothers 
in Nepal, and Mayan mothers in Yucatan believe that develop-
ment is largely maturational and that children grow up “natu-
rally” (Chen & Luster, 2002; Cole & Tamang, 1998; Gaskins, 
1996; Miller, Wang, Sandel, & Cho, 2002). In contrast, the 
Chhetri and Brahmin in Nepal, the Tallensi in Ghana and the 
Nso of Cameroon believe learning is a process that requires 
teaching (Cole & Tamang, 1998; Fortes, 1938; Keller, 2003). 
Historically, parents in the United States have shifted from a 
rather maturationist perspective, which suggests that children’s 
emotional lives develop over time and without need of scaffold-
ing (Gesell & Ilg, 1943; Hall, 1907), to a greater focus on what 
can be done to further the emotional well-being of their infants 
and children (Brazelton & Sparrow, 2006).

A third kind of belief, for cultures that do assume learning, 
is “who is in charge?” For the Tallensi people in Africa, parents 
are always on duty as teachers and guides (Fortes, 1938). 
Although the Javanese and the Ifaluk differ from the Tallensi 
regarding when infants and children are ready to learn, they do 
perceive that it is the parents’ role to teach their children once 
children are mature enough for that process to commence 
(Geertz, 1959; Lutz, 1983). Yet other cultures, such as the 
Kipsigis people in Kenya, assume that when children are ready 
to learn, they will look to other children as guides to appropriate 
emotion-related behaviors (Super & Harkness, 1982, 1986). 
Kipsigis practices include a lot of energy toward teaching chil-
dren to sit and to walk, but neither emotions nor language are 
things to be socialized by parents, thus talk with infants or 
children about emotions seldom occurs. There is also variabil-
ity across class and ethnicity in the degree to which American 
parents believe that children can be in charge of their own emo-
tional lives and also that parents need to guide and teach their 
children about emotions (Craig, Stelter, & Halberstadt, 2010; 
Parker et al., in press). With regard to infancy, Québécois and 
Haitian immigrant mothers believe they play a significant role 
in the affective development of their young infants in contrast 
to Vietnamese immigrant mothers (Pomerleau, Malcuit, & 
Sabatier, 1991).

These beliefs have obvious implications. For example, the 
differences between Tamang and Chhetri and Brahmin mothers’ 

respective beliefs about maturation and learning may be reflected 
in their children’s choices regarding emotional expression versus 
masking in social situations (Cole & Tamang, 1998). Parental 
beliefs that children can learn about emotions on their own 
(rather than needing parental guidance) predicts relatively less 
skill in their children’s emotion understanding (Perez-Rivera & 
Dunsmore, in press). On the other hand, when parents believe 
that they are in control and think that they are highly capable of 
effecting change with their infants, they may actually have less 
sensitivity to infants’ cries when confronted with frequent or 
apparently inconsolable crying (Donovan et al., 2005; Donovan, 
Leavitt, & Walsh, 1990). As Donovan et al. suggest, parents 
with illusions of control may give up more easily when faced 
with failure than parents who have more modest beliefs about 
their own efficacy. Thus, curvilinear relations may emerge, 
such that moderate levels of the belief that parents are important 
guides for children’s emotional development and that children 
are somewhat in control of their own emotional destinies may 
be ideal. Finally, as alluded to above, “who is in charge” is not 
restricted to parents; siblings, grandparents, peers, teachers, and 
other community members are integral components of infants’ 
social networks across the world (e.g., Gaskins, 1996; Lamb, 
2005; Lewis, 2005; Lewis, Feiring, & Kotsonis, 1984; Super & 
Harkness, 1982, 1986).

A fourth kind of belief, for cultures that do assume learning, 
concerns how one learns. This topic spans a wide array of learn-
ing theories, including using discipline to instruct, telling 
children what to do and expecting that they will then do it, 
providing children with opportunities to be active participants 
in their learning, scaffolding children’s next steps, and cocreat-
ing knowledge through discussion. More than a superficial 
naming of these beliefs is beyond the scope of this paper; nev-
ertheless it is important to note that cultures vary widely in their 
beliefs about how individuals learn (see Keller, 2003).

With regard to emotion-related learning, we note briefly a 
few differences previously identified. For example, Chinese 
parents in Taiwan emphasize that “training” is important for 
learning and development (Chao, 1994; Chen & Luster, 2002). 
As noted above, discipline for these parents is an important 
technique for guiding children (Chen & Luster, 2002; Miller  
et al., 2002). Discussions about emotion, however, are not  
perceived to be a useful strategy; in one sample, 40% of 
European American mothers reported processing emotions with 
their preschoolers, whereas no Taiwanese Chinese mothers  
mentioned emotion-related conversations at all (Chao, 1995).

We note that Hofstede (2001) suggests that collectivists 
assume that little needs to be said because information is read-
ily available in the context, and individualists assume that noth-
ing is clear because we are separate and distinct entities. 
However, we consider this kind of belief to be conceptually and 
pragmatically distinct from the collectivist/individualist cultural 
frame. Although Chinese parents in Taipei (thought to be 
collectivist) do not tend to discuss emotion-related topics with 
their children, and American parents (thought to be individual-
istic) do, when it comes to moral transgressions Chinese parents 
have a lot to say, building on events as they happen (Fung, 
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1999; Miller, Wang, Sandel, & Cho, 2002). Thus the domain to 
be considered (e.g., emotion, morality) is more predictive of the 
strategies to be used in inculcating cultural norms than the  
overarching framework of collectivism/individualism. 

Value of Emotional Experience and Expression

Many differences between collectivist and individualistic cul-
tures have been identified regarding emotional experience and 
expression (e.g., Eid & Diener, 2001; Kitayama, Markus, & 
Kurokawa, 2000; Li, Wang, & Fischer, 2004; Markus & 
Kitayama, 1991; Mesquita & Karasawa, 2004; Schimmack, 
Oishi, & Diener, 2002; Scollon, Diener, Oishi, & Biswas-
Diener, 2004; Stipek, 1998; van Hemert, Poortinga, & van der 
Vijver, 2007). As noted above, the frequency and organizational 
structure of emotions may vary across the collectivist/individu-
alist and the power-distance frames. And beliefs about children 
(e.g., infants as gifts from the gods, or as part of the family that 
requires indulgence and “spoiling”) and learning (by discipline, 
scaffolding, self-exploration, etc.) have implications for 
emotion-related socialization with infants and children. In these 
cases, emotional experience and expression vary as a conse-
quence of achieving other goals (e.g., successful individuation, 
deference to authority, harmonious interpersonal relations), and 
are appropriately embedded within those frames.

Nevertheless, a fifth frame devoted to the value of emotion 
across cultures seems indicated, because emotion is sometimes 
valued (or not) in its own right, as part of what it means to be 
human and as part of life (Parker et al., in press), and so  
the value of emotion is not linked to the goals identified in the 
above frames. Further, there is substantial variability in the  
values and frequency of emotional expression and experience 
within collectivist and individualist cultures (e.g., Eid & Diener, 
2001; Parker et al., in press), and possibly within vertical and 
horizontal cultures, which provides additional evidence that 
emotional experience is best considered as its own cultural 
frame (Eid & Diener, 2001; Mesquita & Frijda, 1992). As one 
brief example, anger is not accepted in many collectivist  
societies, such as the Utku, Chinese, Taiwanese, and Japanese 
(Briggs, 1970; Eid & Diener, 2001; Markus & Kitayama, 1991), 
but is valued in others, such as the Ifaluk and Kaluli (Lutz, 
1988; Schieffelin, 1983, 1985). Likewise, happiness appears to 
be valued more in individualistic versus collectivistic cultures, 
and the preferred intensity level of happiness varies as well (Eid 
& Diener, 2001; Tsai, Knutson, & Fung, 2006). In the broadest 
way, cultures may value or devalue emotional experience in 
general, may value certain emotions more so than other emo-
tions, may value certain levels of emotional arousal more than 
other levels, or may value emotions contingent upon certain 
social contexts. We take as an example the development of 
positive affect across cultures.

First, cultural beliefs about the value and meaning of posi-
tive affect are likely to impact parental responsiveness to new-
borns’ gaze, including the frequency and magnitude of their 
smiling, as well as the warmth and energy in their voices and 

frequency of their vocalizations. With the onset of social smiling, 
parents’ frequency and speed of contingent responsiveness to 
infants’ positive expressions may be further magnified by  
culture. For cultures that particularly value both positive affect 
and parental sensitivity expressed visually (rather than by 
physical contact), infants’ developmental shift to social smiling 
likely functions as a reward for parents that further facilitates 
their goals, whereas for cultures that de-emphasize the value of 
positive affect, the onset of social smiling, while extremely 
pleasant, is not perceived as a critical milestone, and an  
opportunity to achieve more relational, emotional-bonding 
goals (see Yovsi, Kärtner, Keller, & Lohaus, 2009, for an exam-
ple of how German and Nso mothers develop different trajecto-
ries of sensitivity during early infant–parent interactions).

Second, differences in infant–parent play across cultures 
may have implications for acculturation of positive affect. In 
American society, positive expression with associated arousal is 
highly valued, as evidenced by “peek-a-boo,” a nationally played 
infant–parent game. Additionally, most adults in the United 
States exaggerate positive affect and intensify the contours of 
their vocalizations when with young infants. In contrast, numer-
ous other cultures devalue the high positive arousal associated 
with such games and parent–infant activity. For example, the 
Gusii in southwest Kenya emphasize tremendous emotional 
restraint with their children. First, Gusii mothers engage in very 
little affect sharing and do not provide the big, open mouth smil-
ing displays so commonly noted in the northeastern United 
States. Second, they avert eye gaze even with infants, which 
functions as another means of reducing infant arousal (Dixon 
et al., 1981; Richman et al., 1992). From the American stand-
point, these behaviors suggest such low maternal responsive-
ness and engagement as to be considered possibly pathological; 
yet by other indices (e.g., tactile engagement and responsive-
ness to crying), the Gusii mothers are as responsive to their 
infants as Bostonian mothers, and appear to be preparing their 
infants as successfully as the Bostonian mothers for their own 
cultures. Nso Cameroonian mothers also value calm infants, and 
respond with anticipatory coping (preventive) so as to avoid 
situations in which infants cry (Keller & Otto, 2009).

Cultures in other parts of the world also emphasize restraint 
in positive affective arousal. Javanese mothers in Indonesia 
rarely express strong positive emotion with their young chil-
dren, as emotional control is valued and strong positive emotion 
is perceived as disruptive (Eisenberg, Pidada, & Liew, 2001). 
Chinese and Japanese families also emphasize positive emo-
tional restraint (Bond & Hwang, 1986; Camras et al., 1998; 
Chen et al., 1998; Eid & Deiner, 2001; Tsai et al., 2006). 
Restraint in expression of positive affect seems more likely in 
collectivist than individualistic societies; however, anecdotal 
evidence suggests that upper class British society, which is 
strongly individualistic, also downplays high-intensity displays 
of positive affect (Super & Harkness, 1982).

Emotion-related values are also reflected in other cultural 
manifestations, for example, preschool children’s picture books, 
which then further support cultural messages being inculcated 
by caregivers. Happiness is depicted differently cross-culturally, 
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with relatively calm exemplars such as serenity found in best-
selling picture books in Taiwan, compared to higher arousal 
exemplars such as joy found in picture books in the United 
States (Tsai, Louie, Chen, & Uchida, 2007). Thus, caregivers 
seem to increase or decrease infants’ positive affect in at least 
three ways: by modulating their own affective communications, 
either by exaggeration or attenuation of affect; by modulating 
their infants’ arousal, for example, by increasing or decreasing 
eye gaze directed toward them; or by increasing or decreasing 
involvement in activities that activate positive affect. In all 
these cases, parents are engaging in socialization practices that 
reflect the values of their culture, and are teaching their infants 
and children culturally specific emotional meanings. In addi-
tion, the tools of the culture (e.g., picture books) contribute to 
parents’ socialization goals.

Even within cultures, individual differences in parental 
socialization emerge over the course of infancy. For example, in 
the United States, mothers respond differently over time (from 
4 to 24 weeks) to the emotional tones of their infants, with 
approximately half increasing in their responsiveness, one quar-
ter reducing their responsiveness, and one quarter demonstrat-
ing little change over time (Hsu & Fogel, 2003). This type of 
longitudinal study is ideal for exploring the relationship 
between parents’ values and/or beliefs about infant emotionality 
and their actual behavior with infants; we predict that beliefs 
about the value of infant emotionality likely direct the trajectories 
of parents’ responsiveness.

Because infants’ expression of emotion continues to retain 
some of its undifferentiated characteristics throughout the first 
year (Camras, Oster, Campos, & Bakeman, 2003), how infants 
and young children learn the specific contours of emotions may 
be largely dependent upon caregivers’ interpretations of contex-
tual cues and beliefs about what infants can and should be feel-
ing. Thus, parents’ pre-existing belief systems and values 
regarding emotion may lead to various degrees of contingent 
and noncontingent responses to infants’ emotional expressions. 
These, in turn, may provide important guides to infants’ experi-
ence, expression, and understanding of emotion, with infants’ 
emotional experiences being shaped by caregivers’ interpretive 
mirroring of their expressions (Campos et al., 2004; Gergely & 
Watson, 1999), which subsequently leads to understanding 
more about self- and others’ emotional experience and later, 
appropriate expression thereof.

In cultures that emphasize knowing one’s own feelings and 
emotional differentiation, caregivers may provide a great deal 
of emotion-related guidance, including affective matching, 
naming feelings, and appropriate responses to perceived feel-
ings. This type of information allows for substantial construc-
tion of emotion because infants’ undifferentiated responses 
invite parental interpretation as to what the infant should be 
feeling. In cultures that de-emphasize emotions or support only 
the lowest levels of emotional intensity, caregivers may ignore 
infant emotion expression, or attempt to distract attention away 
from emotions, thereby increasing the time of undifferentiated 
emotional expression and reducing attention for the complexity 
of emotional experience. It is interesting to note that German 

mothers in Berlin report that their infants show basic emotions 
a good bit earlier than Nso mothers of Cameroon (Keller & 
Otto, 2009). What we don’t know is whether German mothers 
imbue cues with greater significance than supported by infants’ 
expressions or are relatively more sensitive to nascent expres-
sions of emotions compared to Nso mothers. Either pathway 
might then lead to greater affective matching by parents and 
constructing those emotions in infants. Infants’ experience, 
expression, and understanding may all be influenced regarding 
type of emotions as well as intensity of experience. Previous 
work has included showing videotapes of parenting behaviors 
to mothers for their assessment of other cultures’ parenting 
styles (Keller, 2003). An important next step may be to show 
videotapes of infant emotions to parents from cultures that vary 
regarding the value of emotional expression; this methodology 
would allow for an assessment as to whether parents of differ-
ent cultures actually do interpret infants’ emotion expressions in 
keeping with their values regarding emotions.

Further, capturing these processes in early infancy would be 
ideal in terms of identifying the transactional processes involved 
in the inculcation of emotion-related values. As infants shift 
from primarily sleep to more waking states, they begin to 
become more active participants in creating their affective envi-
ronments. And, as they become more coordinated and controlled 
in their reactions, there tends to be a pattern from global/diffuse 
behaviors to specific coordinated behaviors (Sroufe, 1996). 
These more coordinated behaviors are likely to increasingly 
reflect the socialization messages communicated by parents 
within their cultures. Undoubtedly, infants’ increased participa-
tion is accompanied by increases in the cognitive components of 
memory (e.g., remembering what happens when the sheet comes 
down during “peek-a-boo”) and anticipation (e.g., pulling away 
that sheet and expecting to find one’s play partner). As external 
stimulation elicits the coordination of these two systems, the 
cognitive development results in more sophisticated affective 
systems in which emotion is tied more to the context of the situ-
ation and not just independent stimuli (Sroufe, 1996).

Evidence for the influence of parents’ socialization  
practices is accumulating in work with toddlers and preschool-
age children (Chen et al., 1998; Super & Harkness, 1986; Tsai 
et al., 2007). Some suggestions of differential outcomes are 
emerging now from the work of Keller and Otto (2009) in an 
attachment paradigm adapted for use with 1-year-old Nso 
infants. The ability to adjust to care from others in the commu-
nity is of some importance and is associated with mothers’ 
desire for calm infants. Perhaps because of the strong sociali-
zation emphasis on calm demeanor or because of maternal 
preparation for infants to be cared by other adult women in the 
community, the predominant response of Nso infants was to be 
calm with few indices of stress (e.g., cortisol output), suggest-
ing that Nso mothers had successfully socialized their infants 
for this highly important relational task (Keller & Otto, 2009). 
And, that calmness was the predominant response for these 
1-year-olds, in contrast to the distress and comfort-seeking 
strategies of secure European or American infants, suggests 
that the cultural values inculcated by parents’ socialization 
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behaviors lead to very different emotion-related behavioral 
patterns in infancy. Future longitudinal research beginning 
with newborns would be desirable.

Conclusions

The five cultural frames described have been offered as organiza-
tional tools for current and future research. It is likely that as 
research builds on these frames, some overlap will be uncovered. 
Nevertheless, we propose exploring these frames first as inde-
pendent rather than overlapping structures so as capitalize on the 
richness and diversity across cultures. Further, overlaps that occur 
may be psychologically interesting, particularly if they predict dif-
ferent infant outcomes across cultures. These conceptual frames 
can also be considered in combination. For example, a power-
distant culture that believes infants are capable of early learning 
might, through simple instruction, expect infants to show a modi-
cum of emotional control within the first year of life, compared to 
a power-distant culture that does not believe infants can learn 
emotional control. In contrast, a more egalitarian society that 
believes infants are capable of early learning might also expect 
early emotion control, but via verbal dialogues that impart large 
amounts of nuanced affective information. In the first society, 
infants and young children might learn more about interpreting 
others’ emotional expression, but their emotional experience will 
be relatively simply structured. In the second society, infants and 
young children might develop greater emotional complexity to 
their emotional experience, but will expect people to talk about 
what they are feeling and may not be as skilled at surmising the 
feelings of others.

If another frame, such as children’s place in family and cul-
ture, is considered in conjunction with the previous two, another 
layer is added to the cultural lens. For example, power-distant 
parents who believe that infants learn about emotion later and 
are a gift from the gods may socialize their children with an 
emphasis on more positive affect, as this would be pleasant for 
their child, and less negative affect, as this would be less disrup-
tive of relations with parents or other high-ranking family mem-
bers. Combining frames to focus on specific differences in 
socialization across cultures can occur with all of the frames.

Although we assert that these frames are valuable for their  
ability to categorize cross-cultural phenomena, there are some 
limitations to what we have proposed. First, as some of these 
frames have not been described previously, we have sometimes 
extrapolated widely. Therefore, we rely on future research to help 
validate and lend support to these frames. Second, we have not 
woven in much about genetic processes or physiological outcomes 
associated with emotional experience, expression, or understand-
ing; although few studies relate these to culture, there are intrigu-
ing hints in the adult literature (e.g., relations between autonomic 
nervous system [ANS], facial expression, and self-report of  
emotion; Levenson, Ekman, Heider, & Friesen, 1992). Third, we 
do not intend to suggest that many of these frames or the parenting 
practices associated with them are engaged in consciously or 
intentionally by parents; in many ways these frames are so well 
embedded within cultures that they are intuitively rather than  

consciously chosen by parents on a day-to-day level (Papoušek & 
Papoušek, 1991). Finally, we acknowledge that there may be other 
cultural frames that can either better classify or further differenti-
ate cross-cultural differences found in the literature. Thus, the 
cultural frames proposed here are offered as a starting point and as 
part of a work in progress.

In conclusion, our overarching theme is that cultural frames 
affect parents’ beliefs systems and socialization behaviors; 
these, in turn, as well as the ways in which culture is infused in 
every aspect of life, lead to demonstrated effects on developing 
infants’ emotional experience, expression, and understanding. 
In some ways, this message is not new, and, at the surface level, 
is well recognized. However, it is not yet, in our opinion, well 
integrated into the scientific endeavor. Our more specific contri-
butions are: (a) the delineation of five different frameworks, 
three of which have not been previously named or described in 
any detail, (b) the connection of each frame to emotion develop-
ment in infancy, and (c) the generation of ideas within each 
frame for future assessment. We hope these contributions serve 
to generate more systematic study of cultural socialization of 
emotional development.

Infants’ emotion regulation, emotion communication, and 
emotion understanding are differentially shaped not only by 
infant characteristics (i.e., temperament), but contextually, via 
transactions with their social environments—in particular, par-
ents and family members, who are themselves recipients and 
conveyors of the meanings, values, and goals of their culture. 
These caregiver–infant relationships, embedded within the cul-
tural context, lay the foundation on which socioemotional com-
petencies can be developed. As research continues to uncover 
the biological and physiological underpinnings of infants’ emo-
tional outcomes, the true meaning behind intra and interindi-
vidual differences will continue to be intertwined within the 
threads of cultural fabric.
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