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In this article, we will explain what culture is and why it is such a

complex concept. Culture encompasses many aspects of human life,

such as shared beliefs, values, customs, and behaviors. Cultures often

vary by region or location, and they can change and evolve over

time. Socialization, the process of learning to adapt one’s thinking,

behavior, skills, and attitudes to fit into a society, is an important

way passed on between people as they develop from childhood

into adulthood. Finally, we will discuss an important psychological

process termed as acculturation, which describes how immigrants

and others who move to new locations respond and adapt to new

cultures. Studying culture is important especially in today’s globalized

world where our interaction is not just limited to people from our

own culture. Understanding di�erent cultures helps us admire and

approve of people belonging to a di�erent cultural system than our

own thus fostering collegiality.
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WHAT IS CULTURE?

Do you often notice that you have certain similarities with other kids
who go to your school? Or maybe you have noticed that your family
does things di�erently from some of your friends’ families? These
similarities and di�erences could be anything from the restaurants
you go to, the type of music you enjoy, the movies you watch
together… and the list goes on. Althoughmany of these similarities and
di�erences are due to personal choice, as individualswe are influenced
by the people, society, and practices that surround us, which, taken
together, are called our culture [1].

CULTURE

The way of life,
traditions, and customs
that a group of people
share, including their
beliefs, values, norms,
and how they treat
each other.

Culture is often based on a particular region or specific location
(Mediterranean, East Asian, North European, etc.). Over the course of
history, humans all over the world have created many cultures, which
have shapedwhat people think, feel, wish, value, and how they behave.
Culture is a very broad and complex concept that includes many
aspects of human existence and daily life [1]. It refers to the shared
beliefs, values, traditions, social norms, and behaviors of a group of
people who share the same living environment in a specific region of
the world.

Culture encompasses key aspects of a society, including language,
education, religion, government, and the identity and personality
of the people who are part of that culture. The United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s defines culture as
“the set of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional
features of society or a social group, that encompasses, not only art
and literature but lifestyles, ways of living together, value systems,
traditions and beliefs” [2]. Simply put, this definition of culture also
emphasizes that culture is reflected in both physical elements of a
group or society, such as cuisines, fashion, music, dance, literature, or
architecture, and also in the non-physical elements such as customs,
traditions, beliefs, and values.

Culture does not stay the same—it changes and evolves over time.
New beliefs, values, customs, traditions, and practices continually
replace older ones. The process of cultural change is faster for
societies that are open to outside influences, such as societies that
engage in cultural exchange activities with other cultures (for e.g.,
study abroad programs, hosting an international student), trade with
many other countries, or have high levels of immigration.

A key characteristic of culture is that people are not born with
it. Culture is learned starting at birth, and the learning continues
throughout an individual’s life. Culture is passed down from one
generation to the next through socialization. Socialization refers to

SOCIALIZATION

Is a process through
which we learn certain
behaviors, beliefs, and
values of the society in
which we live in.

a lifelong process by which we learn the values, norms, and behaviors
that are appropriate for the society we live in [3]. Socialization occurs
through interactions with our family members, friends, teachers, and
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role models, and also through TV, the internet, and other forms
of communication. Socialization helps our culture to shape our
personalities and our identities. Additionally, culture gives people a
sense of belonging and fitting into the world. It shapes the way people
understand theworld and helps them to find stability in their lives, even
if they are living in a rapidly changing world.

It is important to emphasize that culture is not the same across any
one society. There are subcultures within a larger culture, each with
its own distinct beliefs, values, and practices. For example, within a
country, there may be unique regional cultures, ethnic cultures, and
age-related cultures.

CULTURAL PSYCHOLOGY VS. CROSS-CULTURAL

PSYCHOLOGY

Cultural psychology is a branch of psychology that studies how
CULTURAL

PSYCHOLOGY

Is a branch of
psychology that
explores how our
thinking, feeling, and
actions are shaped by
our culture.

culture shapes and impacts human lives. The aim of cultural
psychology is to determine what culture is and to identify how
it a�ects people. As most psychological research has focused on
cultures and societies that are western, educated, industrialized, rich,
and democratic [4], a key goal of cultural psychology is to include
a broad range of cultures and enable them all to contribute to the
development of psychological theories that can explain all human
behavior and experiences. Therefore, cultural psychology examines
how cultural factors such as values, beliefs, and social norms shape
individuals’ thinking, emotions, and behaviors. A key assumption of
cultural psychology is that culture shapes the way we think [5] or
express our emotions (by painting, writing poems, or composing
music, for example) and these things, in turn, shape the cultural
environment and therefore impacting it. Put simply, we are shaped by
our culture and in turn we shape the culture of our society.

Cross-cultural psychology is a branch of psychology that compares
CROSS-CULTURAL

PSYCHOLOGY

Is a branch of
psychology that studies
how people with
di�erent cultural
background can think,
feel, and behave like
each other or unlike
each other.

the behavior, thought processes, emotional processes, and experiences
of people from di�erent cultural backgrounds [6]. For instance,
cross-cultural research has established that the emotions we feel,
as well as how we regulate them and express them, are related
to our cultural background [7]. In some cultures, for example, it
may be considered appropriate to express one’s emotions openly,
while in other cultures it may be considered appropriate to keep
emotions hidden. By studying such cultural di�erences, cross-cultural
psychologists can gain a better understanding of di�erences in
human behavior based on di�ering cultural backgrounds. This
knowledge is very important so that people can understand how
to behave appropriately in places with cultures di�erent from their
own. In general, cross-cultural psychology aims to identify universal
psychological processes that are shared by people from all cultures, as
well as to identify cultural variations in psychological processes.
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ACCULTURATION: AN IMPORTANT TOPIC IN

CROSS-CULTURAL PSYCHOLOGY

Acculturation refers to the social and psychological process that
ACCULTURATION

When a person from
one culture learns
about a new culture,
and their actions and
thoughts become more
like the new culture.
This often happens
when people move to a
di�erent place.

immigrants and other cultural minorities face when they attempt to
find balance between their own culture and the culture of their new
society, by adapting to new social norms, values, customs, rules,
and expectations.

A psychologist named Berry [6] came up with four ways that people
might respond to a new culture. In Figure 1, Lena is an example of
someone who grew up in one culture which is her native culture
but now lives in a new place with a di�erent culture (called the host
culture). Lena’s acculturation could have one of four patterns:

Figure 1

Figure 1

Psychologist, John
Berry explained the
four acculturation
patterns in people (for
e.g., Lena) adapting to
living in di�erent
cultures: Lena grew up
in one culture but now
lives in a new place
with a di�erent culture
termed as “host
culture.” Green
represents her native
culture, while blue
represents host culture.
Lena’s acculturation is
illustrated through four
di�erent patterns.
When she mixes her
green and blue culture,
it’s called “integration.”
If she wears only blue
clothes, she portrays
assimilation. Lena sticks
to her green roots with
green-only clothes in
“segregation.” But
when she doesn’t feel
like she belongs to
either culture and
wears whatever she
wants, that’s
“marginalization.”

Integration: Lena learns new things from her host culture but keeps
parts of her native culture. She has found a way to mix both cultures
together. An example of integration could be when students from
di�erent backgrounds and cultures work and play together in the same
classroom, participating in activities as a diverse group.

Assimilation: Lena completely adopts all norms, traditions, and
behaviors of the host culture and probably interacts only with people
from the host culture. A real-life example of assimilation would be
a family moving to a new country, where they learn the language,
customs, and traditions of their new home. However, they give up all
important aspects of their own culture such as language, traditions,
or food.

Segregation: Lena keeps her native culture and refuses to adapt
to the host culture. She only interacts with people from her native
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culture. A real-life example of segregation would be a neighborhood
or community where individuals of the same ethnicity predominantly
live together, resulting in limited interactions with people from
other backgrounds.

Marginalization: Lena does not feel like she belongs to either culture.
She does not want to be associated with either her native or the host
culture. A real-life example of marginalization would be an individual
who experiences rejection or exclusion due to their disabilities or
religion. Imagine if someone was told they were not religious enough
in their own culture, and then in the new place they moved to, people
said they were too religious. This can make them feel like they don’t
fit in anywhere, just like Lena. It is like being stuck in the middle, not
belonging to either group, and it can be tough for anyone, especially
for kids.

Research on acculturation has shown that it is challenging and can
cause a tremendous amount of stress and related physical and mental
health issues—especially for segregated or marginalized immigrants.
Cross-cultural research has also shown that the reason a person
immigrates is a key determinant of how much stress they feel
during acculturation. For example, refugees who are forced to leave
their native culture for safety reasons experience roughly 50% more
acculturative stress than do immigrants who are not in danger in
their old culture but still make a choice to leave. Cross-cultural
psychologists use these findings to develop ways to help immigrants
and other cultural minorities navigate the acculturation process
more smoothly.

Let’s talk about two kinds of psychology: cultural psychology
and cross-cultural psychology. Cultural psychology says that our
experiences and actions are mostly shaped by our own special
culture. So, when we compare how people from di�erent cultures
act, we must be careful because they might act di�erently because
of their culture.

On the other hand, cross-cultural psychology looks for things that are
the same for everyone, nomatter where they’re from. It tries to find out
if there are feelings and actions that people all around the world have
in common. But it also looks at how cultures can make these things a
bit di�erent. So, it’s like exploring what makes us the same and what
makes us unique because of where we come from.

WHY UNDERSTANDOTHER CULTURES?

Now that you understand culture and cross-cultural psychology, you
may ask, “Why do we spend so much energy trying to understand
culture?” The short and simple answer is globalization. Look around

GLOBALIZATION

The connection of
people across the
world to each other
that makes us feel
closer. This can happen
through things like
technology, trade,
and culture.

you. Do you find that your school, classroom, or sports team has
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people from diverse cultures? The answer is most likely yes, and this
is true for many other aspects of society besides school. To thrive in a
globalized world, we must understand each other’s cultures.

When people fromdi�erent cultures share the same living environment,
workplace, school, classroom, or sports team, it is natural to see
di�erences in customs, values, and beliefs. These cultural di�erences
can often lead to misunderstandings and conflicts if not handled
with respect, appreciation, and open-mindedness.Discrimination and

DISCRIMINATION

When a person
is treated unfairly or
di�erently because of
their race, gender,
religion, or other
characteristics. This
behavior is unfair and
very hurtful.

prejudice [8] often stem from a lack of understanding of cultural
PREJUDICE

When a person has
unfair opinions about a
group of people or
judges a person based
on things like
stereotypes or biases.
This is also not right
and unfair.

diversity. When people respect cultural di�erences and value cultural
diversity, they are empowered to communicate and interact with
one another successfully and to build positive relationships with
individuals from other cultural backgrounds. Historical examples and
scientific research show that understanding and respecting each
other’s cultures is a key condition for a peaceful, prospering society
that contains people with diverse cultural backgrounds.

REFERENCES

1. Kashima, Y. 2019. “What is culture for?” in The handbook of culture and

psychology, eds. D. Matsumoto, and H. C. Hwang (New York, NY: Oxford

University Press). p. 123–160. doi: 10.1093/oso/9780190679743.003.0005

2. UNESCO. 2001. Cultures. 2001:3. Available online at: https://policytoolbox.iiep.

unesco.org/glossary/cultures/

3. Aguayo, L., Hernandez, I. G., Yasui, M., Estabrook, R., Anderson, E. L., Davis, M.

M., et al. 2021. Cultural socialization in childhood: Analysis of parent–child

conversations with a direct observation measure. J. Family Psychol.

35:138–148. doi: 10.1037/fam0000663

4. Henrich, J., Heine, S. J., and Norenzayan, A. 2010. The weirdest people in the

world? Behav. Brain Sci. 33:61–135. doi: 10.1017/S0140525X0999152X

5. Markus, H. R., and Kitayama, S. 2010. Cultures and selves. Persp. Psychol. Sci.

5:420–430. doi: 10.1177/1745691610375557

6. Berry, J.W. 1997. Immigration, acculturation, and adaptation. Appl. Psychol.

46:5–34. doi: 10.1111/j.1464-0597.1997.tb01087.x

7. Butler, E. A., Lee, T. L., and Gross, J. J. 2007. Emotion regulation and culture: Are

the social consequences of emotion suppression culture-specific? Emotion.

7:30–48. doi: 10.1037/1528-3542.7.1.30

8. Cobb, C. L., Xie, D., Meca, A., and Schwartz, S. J. 2017. Acculturation,

discrimination, and depression among unauthorized Latinos/as in the

United States. Cult. Diver. Ethnic Minor. Psychol. 23:258–268. doi: 10.1037/

cdp0000118

SUBMITTED: 24 January 2023; ACCEPTED: 26 September 2023;

PUBLISHED ONLINE: 23 November 2023.

EDITOR: Livio Provenzi, University of Pavia, Italy

SCIENCE MENTORS: Fernando Ochoa-Cortes and Sucharita Saha

kids.frontiersin.org November 2023 | Volume 11 | Article 1150335 | 6

https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780190679743.003.0005
https://policytoolbox.iiep.unesco.org/glossary/cultures/
https://policytoolbox.iiep.unesco.org/glossary/cultures/
https://doi.org/10.1037/fam0000663
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X0999152X
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691610375557
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1464-0597.1997.tb01087.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/1528-3542.7.1.30
https://doi.org/10.1037/cdp0000118
https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/204150/overview
https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/428595/network
https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/575775/overview
https://kids.frontiersin.org/
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2023.1150335
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2023.1150335
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2023.1150335


Naik et al. What is Culture?

CITATION: Naik AR, Baker S and Mohiyeddini C (2023) What Is Culture? Front.

Young Minds 11:1150335. doi: 10.3389/frym.2023.1150335

CONFLICT OF INTEREST: The authors declare that the research was conducted in

the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed

as a potential conflict of interest.

COPYRIGHT © 2023 Naik, Baker and Mohiyeddini. This is an open-access article

distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY).

The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the

original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original

publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice.

No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these

terms.

YOUNG REVIEWERS
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Summer givesme the opportunity to play tennis with friends and go on long kayaking

trips with my family. I love traveling and was able to travel to Austria to tour and play
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DAVID, AGE: 12

I am 12 years old and really like to read, to learn and to write. I also enjoy to listen

Hip-Hop music, to build Legos, and to watch comedy and horror movies. Currently,

I do not do many sports but I would love to learn martial arts, I used to swim and

wrestle. I also try to collect comic books of every genre.
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