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Foreword

In this book, the editors and authors have set out to examine the intersec-
tion between context, psychology, and assessment. It is centered on the
contributions to cross-cultural assessment and other areas of cross-
cultural psychology by Fons van de Vijver. During the preparation,
Fons passed away unexpectedly. Hence the book stands as a tribute to
his work.

This is an exciting text for anyone interested in behavior differences
and invariance between human groups and in the validity of cross-cultural
research findings. The context dependency of human behavior is the basis
for the continuously expanding body of research on psychological differ-
ences between groups defined in terms of regions, nations, minority
status, sojourning, or, in short, “culture.” An inherent difficulty in such
research is that the target behaviors in a study are influenced by not only
context but also the methods and instruments used for assessment. Any
kind of psychological data, collected beyond a narrowly defined homoge-
neous population, is subject to cultural bias; such data are incomparable or
nonequivalent. Ignoring bias can lead to serious misrepresentation.
A painful reminder from the history of psychology comes in the form of
the racist views reflected in the derogation of the cognitive capacities of
“nonwhite” people during much of the twentieth century based on scores
on intelligence batteries. In principle, the cross-cultural comparison of
scores via other kinds of instruments, such as scales for personality,
values, or emotions, and experiments is equally subject to erroneous
interpretation. Far too often, this basic issue in cross-cultural research
continues to be ignored or is dealt with only superficially. The chapters in
this book amply illustrate what measures can be taken to improve the
validity of cross-cultural data in various areas of psychological research
and, in the final section, address theoretical implications and remaining
challenges.

The current state of affairs in cross-cultural assessment significantly
derives from the fact that psychological assessment instruments tradition-
ally were developed within the context of a specific (usually Western)

XV
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population defined by a common language, nationality, customs, and
history. By the 1960s, most psychologists began to realize that scores on
a psychometric test or scale should not be interpreted at face value when
obtained in a population other than the one for which the instrument had
been developed. This was captured in the notion that a test cannot be
“culture-free” or “culture-fair.” In the then-emerging field of cross-
cultural psychology, all researchers (I mean this literally) endorsed the
principle of “incomparability” or “nonequivalence” of test scores. At the
same time, this imposed a serious question: How can valid cross-cultural
comparisons be realized? In various schools of cultural and cross-cultural
psychology, this question has been addressed in three distinct ways:
avoiding, ignoring, or addressing the issue.

First, there were scholars who rejected all direct comparisons of data
obtained with tests and scales, arguing that human behavior and psycho-
logical functioning are essentially context-bound. This led to the devel-
opment of various schools of indigenous psychology, sociocultural
psychology, and early cultural psychology, all of which shunned the idea
of using common instruments in cross-cultural research. In these tradi-
tions, the researcher provides an interpretation of whatever data have
been collected and thus serves as a (subjective) standard for interpret-
ation. Needless to say, many researchers have serious reservations about
such subjectivity in research.

The second way of dealing with the issue was to renounce the use of
instruments that had a bad reputation (notably tests of intelligence) but
continue with score comparisons in other fields, such as social psychology
(e.g., values scales, acculturation scales) and personality research (e.g.,
trait questionnaires and inventories, clinical scales, quasi-experiments).
In this tradition, much attention is paid to precise translation of verbal
items, but with a tendency to accept linguistic equivalence as evidence of
psychometric equivalence. For example, the equivalence of values scales
even today often is taken for granted, and score differences continue to be
interpreted at face value. Consequently, the size of distortions due to bias
and the possible implications remain largely unknown.

In the third tradition, which is the focus of the present volume, transla-
tion accuracy is seen as a necessary but insufficient condition for valid
comparisons. Research in this tradition is characterized by explicit atten-
tion for psychometric analysis of bias and equivalence in cross-cultural
data sets. Initially, statistical tests of bias were simplistic; for example, if
correlations between variables had the same sign in the groups to be
compared, this was advocated as a sufficient condition for meaningful
comparison. Also, there was a sharp dichotomy, with scores being seen as
either fully comparable or incomparable. Over time, methods of analysis
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have become more sophisticated and differentiated. Now there are dis-
tinctions between levels of equivalence (structure, metric, and full-score
equivalence). Moreover, the requirement of perfect equivalence is being
seen as unrealistic, and recently this has led to the formulation of some-
what more relaxed criteria. After half a century, the analysis of bias and
equivalence continues to form a central feature of cross-cultural assess-
ment, and this theme is reflected throughout the book.

In the introductory chapter, the editors of this book describe how this
third tradition was pursued by Fons van de Vijver; of his voluminous
publication record, the methodology and conceptualization of cross-
cultural assessment formed the core. Extending over almost four decades,
his work followed developments and often showed the direction to go. His
orientation was pragmatic; he accepted that data sets are less than perfect,
but they should be analyzed with the best possible methods to which they
lend themselves.

There is more to assessment than psychometrics and methodology.
Cross-cultural assessment covers a range of substantive topics and tradi-
tions, organized by the editors in three sections. The first section has
chapters on acculturation and identity. Acculturation, in the sense of
migrants and sojourners adapting to living in their new society, is a field
where psychological research has contributed important conceptual dis-
tinctions and extensive empirical data. Historical developments have
been from simple assimilationist models assuming uniformity of change
in migrant populations to more complex models that distinguish various
domains of behavior (e.g., public versus private), various trajectories of
change, and various opportunities for change in a receiving society. Above
all, it is increasingly recognized that individual variations in these param-
eters make implicit assumptions about the homogeneity of populations
unrealistic, shifting acculturation research to more fragmented groups
and an individual-level orientation. This is reflected in the title of this
section, linking acculturation (predominantly a population-level concept)
to identity (predominantly an individual level concept).

The second section consists of chapters dealing with the core question
of how individual psychological traits interact with context. In each of the
three fields addressed — personality, motivation, and emotion — the bal-
ance between group specificity of behavior and universality has been
a major theme of research and controversy. This dichotomy has never
been truly resolved, but together the six chapters show how the impact of
the contrast can be reduced: by starting with local (indigenous) data,
paying attention to design, and including a sufficiently dense representa-
tion of elements from the target domain of interest in the measures. The
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relevance of careful and creative approaches to assessment is evident
throughout.

The third section of the volume stands somewhat apart, as the focus is
more on conceptual issues. There is an in-depth discussion on the history
of statistical procedures in the analysis of equivalence of cross-cultural
data and the reach of such procedures. There is an exposé on theoretical
aspects of measurement, with a focus on functional equivalence. The final
chapter discusses the need for diachronic analysis and comparison of
behavior across time, raising the question of cross-temporal meaning
equivalence. Together the chapters in this section cover many facets,
which is not surprising when considering the kaleidoscopic and often
fuzzy meaning of the concept of “culture.” We have a fair idea of how
far we can jump psychometrically; we know how to describe core issues of
assessment, and by and large, we know how to address them. This section
makes clear that in the fascinating study of how to conceptualize and
analyze cross-cultural differences, there is still much to gain. The numer-
ous professionals and researchers who deal with data from different
populations owe the editors for moving cross-cultural assessment forward
by bringing together this range of authors and perspectives.

Ype H. Poortinga
April 2020
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