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The intensifying pace of research based on cross-cultural studies in the
social sciences necessitates a discussion of the unique challenges of
multi-sited research. Given an increasing demand for social scientists to
expand their data collection beyond WEIRD (Western, educated, industrialized, rich and democratic) populations, there is an urgent need for
transdisciplinary conversations on the logistical, scientific and ethical
considerations inherent to this type of scholarship. As a group of social scientists engaged in cross-cultural research in psychology and anthropology, we
hope to guide prospective cross-cultural researchers through some of the complex scientific and ethical challenges involved in such work: (a) study site
selection, (b) community involvement and (c) culturally appropriate research
methods. We aim to shed light on some of the difficult ethical quandaries of
this type of research. Our recommendation emphasizes a community-centred
approach, in which the desires of the community regarding research approach
and methodology, community involvement, results communication and distribution, and data sharing are held in the highest regard by the researchers.
We argue that such considerations are central to scientific rigour and the
foundation of the study of human behaviour.

1. Introduction
†

These authors contributed equally.

The acknowledgement that most research in psychology and other adjacent
fields is overwhelmingly based on so-called WEIRD (Western, educated,
© 2020 The Authors. Published by the Royal Society under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/, which permits unrestricted use, provided the original
author and source are credited.

research practices, to provide a comprehensive primer
on decolonizing approaches to field research, nor to identify
or admonish past misdemeanours in these respects—
misdemeanours to which many of the authors of this piece
would readily admit. Furthermore, we acknowledge that
we ourselves are writing from a place of privilege as researchers educated and trained in disciplines with colonial pasts.
Our goal is simply to help researchers in the future better
plan and execute their projects with appropriate consideration and inclusion of study communities and culturally
appropriate methodologies.

Study site selection in cross-cultural research involves three
major conceptual issues. First, the increased interest in data collected from so-called non-Western societies means that study
communities outside of WEIRD contexts are prized as sites
for testing theories about human behaviour. This has sometimes led to an inclusion of ‘non-WEIRD’ populations in
cross-cultural research without further regard for why specific
populations should be included [23]. The binning of nonWestern populations as a comparative sample to the cultural
West (i.e. the ‘West versus rest’ approach) is often unwittingly
reinforced by researchers who heeded the call to expand study
site selection beyond WEIRD societies [1]. Here, we propose
that researchers identify a clear theoretical justification for
inclusion of any study population—WEIRD or not—based
on knowledge of the relevant cultural and/or environmental
context (see [24] for a good example). Regardless of whether
a research group is investigating human universals or cultural
variation, including any population in a study sample without
justification of their inclusion is tantamount to binning and is,
therefore, theoretically problematic [21].
Second, contemporary ‘small-scale’ communities continue
to be discussed in the literature as proxies of our ancestral
past—to varying degrees, often based on their food economy
and the degree to which it is considered to be ‘traditional’
(e.g. foraging, small-scale horticulture). While some of these
groups may occupy areas that are ecologically similar to
the environments in which early modern humans lived and
have social systems that may inform our understanding of
those lifeways, these communities differ from early human
communities in key ways. Many communities engage in
mixed-subsistence practices [25] and currently reside in
marginal environments that may not reflect their ancestral
homelands [26]. Far from the romantic notion that such populations are uncontacted and living in harmony with the natural
environment, in reality, they are impacted by ecological, social
and political changes from outside/globalizing forces [27].
Studying contemporary communities as referential models of
ancestral lifeways not only acts to further marginalize these
societies, but can also lead to erroneous scientific conclusions—for example, about ancestral patterns of diet or
cooperation (see [28–31]).
Third, when researchers design their cross-cultural studies,
it is important to be cognizant that they are (to some extent)
constrained by the relatively limited number of active field
sites that can generate appropriate data. As such, cross-cultural
investigators are working with a potentially biased sample of
global populations from which broad inferences about humanity must be cautiously drawn (see [23]). This concern parallels
our call for theoretical justification of the selection of samples; it
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industrialized, rich and democratic) populations [1] has given
way to intensified research funding, publication and visibility
of collaborative cross-cultural studies across the social
sciences that expand the geographical range of study populations (e.g. [2–10]). The rapid expansion of cross-cultural
team science has been precipitated by the ever-increasing
availability of online global data sources and the expansion
of the cross-cultural enterprise into fields such as economics
[11], political science [12] and other disciplines with little previous field research expectations or ethnographic focus. This
expansion necessarily generates concerns regarding responsible methods and practice. For example, many of the socalled non-WEIRD communities who participate in research
are Indigenous, from low- and middle-income countries in
the global South, live in post-colonial contexts, and/or are
marginalized within their political systems, creating power
differentials between researchers and researched [13,14].
This creates a need for transdisciplinary discussion on the
importance of community participation and the explanation
and sharing of research outputs with participants.
Given increasing pressure for social scientists to expand the
range of societies from which they recruit participants to test
hypotheses about human behaviour, we convened a working
group to discuss some of the unique scientific and ethical challenges of cross-cultural research. As a group of investigators
engaged in such research in psychology and anthropology,
our research objectives include testing theoretically derived
hypotheses to examine general patterning and explain cultural
variation in human behaviour. As such, we face challenges in
how to collect systematic data, either as the primary fieldworker or in collaboration with shorter-term visitors who
wish to collect their own data. The growing appetite for including diverse populations in work on demography, health,
wealth, cooperation, cognition, infant and child development,
and belief systems raises unique scientific and ethical issues,
independent of discipline or research topic.
This paper adds to the growing dialogue on best practices
when working with populations or cultural groups in low- to
middle-income regions (see [13–18]) and touches on topics
that many social scientists, particularly cultural anthropologists,
have been writing about for decades [19,20]. Much crosscultural research has historically been rooted in racist, capitalist
ideas and motivations [19]. Scholars have long debated whether
research aiming to standardize cross-cultural measurements
and analysis is tacitly engaged and/or continues to be rooted
in colonial and imperialist practices [21,22]. Given this history,
it is critical that participating scientists reflect upon these
issues and be accountable to their participants and colleagues
for their research practices. We argue that cross-cultural
research be grounded in the recognition of the historical,
political, sociological and cultural forces acting on the communities and individuals of focus. These perspectives are often
contrasted with ‘science’; here we argue that they are necessary
as a foundation for the study of human behaviour.
Here, we present considerations that we have found to be
useful in our own work. More specifically, we propose that
careful scrutiny of (a) study site selection, (b) community
involvement and (c) culturally appropriate research methods
will begin to address some of the complex scientific and ethical challenges of cross-cultural research. Particularly for those
initiating collaborative cross-cultural projects, we focus here
on pragmatic and implementable steps. We stress that our
goal is not to review the literature on colonial or neo-colonial

Too often researchers engage in ‘extractive’ research, whereby
a researcher selects a study community and collects the
necessary data to exclusively further their own scientific
and/or professional goals without benefiting the community.
This reflects a long history of colonialism in social science
[15–20,33–35]. Extractive methods may not only lead to methodological challenges but also act to alienate participants
from the scientific process and are often unethical. Many
researchers are associated with institutions tainted with colonial, racist and sexist histories, sentiments and in some
instances perptuating into the present. Much cross-cultural
research is carried out in former or contemporary colonies,
and in the colonial language. Explicit and implicit power
differentials create ethical challenges that can be acknowledged by researchers and in the design of their study (see
[39] for an example in which the power and politics of various roles played by researchers is discussed). To provide
examples of how to do this, we draw on frameworks
from cultural anthropology and development studies, including participatory research, community collaboration and
grounded theory [40–43]. What these frameworks hold in
common, and what we reiterate here, is that it is critical
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(b) Community involvement

that communities be included in study design, implementation and presentation of research/return of results. There
is no one-size-fits-all approach, yet a productive baseline
may be for researchers to consider community inclusion as
part of their project design from the start. Ideally, the community is not only central to the planned research, but is leading
it. We realize that not all research approaches can include a
research team that spans the research institution, the investigators and the community; however, we would like to note
that in many instances, community-based participatory
research is shifting towards this type of relationship between
researchers and study communities [44,45].
Even if a research project does not include co-investigators
from the study community, or establishing a long-term community collaboration is not an aim, the inclusion of research
participants at the outset is possible. For example, in a population genetic study on the early population history of Vanuatu
[46], one of the authors (H.C.) explored different approaches to
explain the initial purpose of the research project before data
collection. At a broad level, an analogy with linguistic family
trees was most salient for discussion of population history and
emerged naturally from conversations with communities
about whether to carry out the research in the first place. Learning to describe the DNA itself in Indigenous idioms was far more
challenging and was only possible by including the community
in all stages of the project. Another co-author (A.N.C.), provided
feedback on temporal changes in food and water insecurity in a
foraging population in Tanzania using a different strategy: she
enlisted community members as data collectors, whose feedback
on interview questions was incorporated prior to data collection
in order to ensure that the concepts being queried were
understood by participants [47].
Context-specific knowledge is important when planning
how to obtain and document informed consent in an ethical
and culturally appropriate way. Most informed consent
procedures were developed within the medical research community, with strict criteria for inclusion and high standards
of linguistic comprehension expected. For people whose only
experience of signing a formal agreement is from legal, political
or medical contexts, standard consent forms can have unintended significance. Accordingly, researchers may consider
an active community-level discussion as part of the consent
process prior to the seeking of individual-level consent (see
[48] for a full discussion). Consent is also often thought to be
a one-time transaction, usually at the beginning of a study,
experiment or interview. However, this is not an appropriate
fit for communities where formal legal obligations carry less
currency than do reciprocal social relationships. Consent
should, therefore, be seen as a process and a dialogue, also
referred to as ‘dynamic consent’, not merely the collection of
names and signatures [49–52].
A new suite of challenges emerges once data collection has
ended. There are ethical issues regarding the return of research
results and associated data to the community. It is important
that researchers discuss this with participants as part of the
consent process and respect the desires of the community in
this regard. It is often considered best practice for researchers
to provide ample time for participants to query and discuss
results, either or both in collaborative discussions with the
community or private discussions with interested respondents
[36–38,48]. Ideally, such community discussions provide the
researcher with novel insights into data interpretation while
providing participants with a satisfactory understanding of
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is both the diversity of samples and the match between theory and
cultural context that make for improved research design (see
[23] for full discussion and examples).
To address these three conceptual issues, we suggest that
researchers and reviewers problematize the exoticizing of particular peoples and cultures [32]. Taking such an approach also
works to minimize the inclusion of particular populations
based on how popular or iconic they may be to researchers.
One way to do this is to take a theoretically motivated approach
to sampling communities. For example, one might select communities that vary along the specific axis of theoretical interest,
such as age structure, female-biased kinship or extent of market
integration (see [23]).
Intra-population sampling decisions are also important as
they involve unique ethical and social challenges. For example,
foreign researchers (as sources of power, information and
resources) represent both opportunities for and threats to community members. These relationships are often complicated by
power differentials due to unequal access to wealth, education
and historical legacies of colonization [15–20]. As such, it is
important that investigators are alert to the possible bias
among individuals who initially interact with researchers, to
the potential negative consequences for those excluded, and
to the (often unspoken) power dynamics between the
researcher and their study participants (as well as among
and between study participants) [32–35].
We suggest that a necessary first step is to carefully consult
existing resources outlining best practices for ethical principles
of research. Many of these resources have been developed
over years of dialogue in various academic and professional
societies (e.g. American Anthropological Association,
International Association for Cross Cultural Psychology,
International Union of Psychological Science). Furthermore,
communities themselves are developing and launching
research-based codes of ethics [36,37] and providing carefully
curated open-access materials (e.g. https://www.itk.ca), often
written in consultation with ethicists in low- to middleincome countries (see [38]).

artefacts in research and public outreach efforts. The recording and use of these materials should be addressed in the
process of informed consent (see above). Sensationalizing or
exoticizing images or language not only demeans study communities but can also undo years of careful communitybased work. These practices are unethical because they may
misrepresent participants; they can also affect relationships
between study communities and field researchers. All researchers can bear these issues in mind and exert more control over
public dissemination of their work. One suggestion to address
these potential issues is for investigators themselves to write
the press releases or, minimally, to review and approve press
releases and associated images prepared by third parties.

Data collection methods largely stemming from WEIRD intellectual traditions are being exported to a range of cultural
contexts. This is often done with insufficient consideration of
the translatability (e.g. equivalence or applicability) or
implementation of such concepts and methods in different contexts, as already well documented [15–20]. It is critical that
researchers translate the language, technological references
and stimuli as well as examine the underlying cultural context
of the original method for assumptions that rely upon WEIRD
epistemologies [55,56]. This extends to non-complex visual
aids, attempting to ensure that even scales measure what the
researcher is intending (see [57] for discussion on the use of a
popular economic experiment in small-scale societies).
For example, in a developmental psychology study conducted by Broesch and colleagues [58], the research team
exported a task to examine the development and variability
of self-recognition in children across cultures. Typically, this
milestone is measured by surreptitiously placing a mark on
a child’s forehead and allowing them to discover their reflective image and the mark in a mirror. While self-recognition in
WEIRD contexts typically manifests in children by 18 months
of age, the authors tested found that only 2 out of 82 children
(aged 1–6 years) ‘passed’ the test by removing the mark using
the reflected image. Note that they began testing younger
children and moved up the developmental trajectory, eventually testing older children who also did not ‘pass the test’
by Western standards. Their results are unexplained by existing developmental theories. The authors’ interpretation of
these results is that performance reflects false negatives and
instead measures implicit compliance to the local authority
figure who placed the mark on the child. This raises the
possibility that the mirror test may lack construct validity
in cross-cultural contexts—in other words, that it may not
measure what it was designed to measure.
An understanding of cultural norms may ensure that
experimental protocols and interview questions are culturally
and linguistically salient. This can be achieved by implementing several complementary strategies. A first step may be to
collaborate with members of the study community to check
the relevance of the instruments being used. Incorporating
perspectives from the study community from the outset
can reduce the likelihood of making scientific errors in
measurement and inference [54].
An additional approach is to use mixed methods in data
collection, such that each method ‘checks’ the data collected
using the other methods. A recent paper (see [59]) provides
suggestions for a rigorous methodological approach to
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the knowledge generated by the research and an opportunity
to engage with the researchers’ study motivations.
We also suggest that researchers consider how communities might benefit from access to the data they provide, and
how local capacity to use such data can identified as part of
the research [44,45]. Ultimately, we suggest a participant-led
rather than top-down approach in making these decisions.
By having conversations with participating communities
about how they would like data returned, researchers and
participants may find solutions for data sharing that are meaningful to communities—often through the production of
archival works. For example, co-author A.C.P. collected
video footage that was returned to the community; in a project
on the production of handicrafts, the resultant video footage
was uploaded to the internet, where community members
indicated that they (and future generations) would have
better access to the footage. Researchers and communities
may consider uploading digital media to community-run websites or even to YouTube. When considering data sharing,
however, it is important to note that some types of data-storage
facilities (e.g. computers, libraries, YouTube) may not be accessible or appropriate to their participants. One strategy used
independently by three of the authors (H.C., J.A.B. and
A.N.C.) is to provide SD cards to participants with projectrelated video, photo and audio data which can be read by
mobile phones. This allows information to be either kept
secret by phone owners or to be shared. Another option used
by co-author M.B.M. was to draw on her research to facilitate
workshops for the writing and publication of a collectively
sourced cultural history; she made copies of the book freely
available to local schools [53]. A two-way dialogue between
researchers and participants is needed to arrive at a reasonable
solution based on participants’ preferences.
Data sharing may also include shifting ownership of
research outputs to participants in a more explicit manner.
For example, there is a set of recommended practices
for research conducted within Indigenous communities in
Canada which stipulate that data remains the property of
the participating communities [54]. It is important to meet
the ethical standards of communities as well as those of government and research institutions (e.g. universities). For some
types of data (e.g. open access data sharing), this may include
carefully anonymizing results before transferring ownership
in order to protect individual or community identities. However, we recognize that researchers will need to consider the
ethics of publishing information from study communities
alongside the requirements of funding agencies and institutional review boards, as well as the priorities of open
science. We suggest that the research be designed (and budgeted) to allow time to return to the study communities to
present and discuss the results and these issues, if possible,
prior to publication. For example, the Wenner-Gren foundation has a grant designed to enable grantees to return to
their research location (e.g. http://www.wennergren.org/
programs/engaged-anthropology-grant).
Far too often, little attention is paid to the politics of representation when disseminating research results more widely,
especially in online forums (including social media). It is
important that all stakeholders, including all collaborating
researchers, assume responsibility for the language used to
describe results, whether by press offices or journalists or
by the researchers themselves, as well as for the use of
photographs, videos, audio recordings, material culture and

Our aim here is to add to the growing dialogue on best practices
in social science research, particularly as they relate to cross-cultural studies involving research participants from widely
variable communities around the world. As research funding
and publication of cross-cultural studies continues to expand
across the social sciences, it is necessary to acknowledge the
unique methodological and ethical challenges of this research.
With scholars from a wide range of disciplines increasingly
engaging in such research, often with little or no formal field
training or experience working outside of post-industrialized
contexts from the global North, special consideration of (a)
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