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Weird People

behavioral dimensions. It is not merely that researchers frequently make generalizations from a
narrow subpopulation. The concern is that this particular subpopulation is highly
unrepresentative of the species. The fact that WEIRD people are the outliers in so many key
domains of the behavioral sciences may render them one of the worst subpopulations one
could study for generalizing about Homo sapiens.

To many anthropologically-savvy researchers it is not surprising that Americans, and people
from modern industrialized societies more generally, appear unusual vis-a-vis the rest of the
species. For the vast majority of its evolutionary history, humans have lived in small-scale
societies without formal schools, governments, hospitals, police, complex divisions of labor,
markets, militaries, formal laws, or mechanized transportation. Every household provisioned
much or all of its own food, made its own clothes, tools, and shelters, and—aside from sexual
divisions of labor—most everyone had to master the same skills and domains of knowledge.
Children typically did not grow up in small, monogamous nuclear families with few kin around,
nor were they away from their families at school for much of the day. Rather, children have
typically grown up in mixed age play-groups, where they received little active instruction or
exposure to books or TV (Fiske, 1998; Lancy, 1996; 2009); they learned largely by observation
and imitation, received more directives, more physical punishment, less praise, and were less
likely to be engaged in conversation by adults (and there’s no “why” phase). By age 10, children
in some foraging societies obtain sufficient calories to feed themselves, and routinely kill and
butcher animals. Adolescent females in particular take on most of the work-related
responsibilities of adult women. People in small scale societies tend to have less reliable
nutrition, greater exposure to hunger, pain, chronic diseases and lethal dangers, and more
frequently experience the death of family members. WEIRD people, from this perspective, grow
up in, and adapt to, a rather atypical environment vis-a-vis those of most of human history. It
should not be surprising that their psychological world is unusual as well.

6.1.3. Research Topics have been Limited by the Heavy Reliance on WEIRD
Populations.

Relying on WEIRD populations may cause researchers to miss important dimensions of
variation, and devote undue attention to behavioral tendencies that are unusual in a global
context. There are good arguments for choosing topics that are of primary interest to the
readers of the literature (i.e., largely WEIRD people); however, if the goal of the research
program is to shed light on the human condition, then this narrow unrepresentative sample
may lead to an uneven and incomplete understanding. We suspect that some topics such as
self-enhancement, cognitive dissonance, fairness, and analytic reasoning might not have been
sufficiently interesting to justify in-depth investigation for most humans at most times
throughout history. Alternatively, the behavioral sciences have shown a rather limited interest
in such topics as kinship, food, ethnicity (not race), religion, sacred values, polygamy, animal
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behavior, and rituals (see Rozin, 2001 for further critiques on this point; Rozin et al., 2006). Had
the behavioral sciences developed elsewhere, important theoretical foci and central lines of
research might likely look very different (Medin & Bang, 2008). Moreover, it may be
unnecessarily difficult to study psychological phenomena in populations where they are
unusually weak, as is the case for conformity or shame among Americans (see Fessler, 2004).

6.1.4. Studying Children and Primates is Crucial, But not a Replacement for
Comparative Work

Working with children and non-human primates is essential for understanding human
psychology. However, it is important to note that despite its great utility and intuitive appeal,
such research does not fully obviate these challenges. In the case of primate research,
discovering parallel results in great apes and in one human population is an important step, but
it doesn’t tell us how reliably developing a particular aspect of psychology is. As the spatial
cognition work indicates, since language and cultural practices can—but need not—influence
the cognition humans acquired from their phylogenetic history as apes, establishing the same
patterns of cognition in apes and Westerners is insufficient to make any strong claims about
universality. Suppose most psychologists were Hai\\om speakers (instead of Indo-European
speakers), they might have studied only Hai\\om-speaking children and adults, as well as non-
human apes, and concluded (incorrectly) that allocentric spatial reasoning was universal.
Similarly, imagine if Tsimane economists compared Ultimatum Game results for Tsimane adults
to chimpanzees (Gurven, 2004; Henrich & Smith, 2001; Jensen, Call, & Tomasello, 2007). These
researchers would have found the same results for both species, and concluded that standard
game theoretic models (assuming pure self-interest) and evolutionary analyses (Nowak et al.,
2000) were a fairly accurate predictors in Ultimatum Game behavior for both chimpanzees and
humans—a very tidy finding. In both of these cases, the conclusions would be opposite to those
drawn from studies with WEIRD populations.**

Studying children is crucial for developing universal theories. However, evidence suggests that
psychological differences among populations can emerge relatively early in children (as with
folkbiological reasoning), and sometimes differences are even larger in children than in adults,
as with the Mueller-Lyer lllusion. Moreover, developmental patterns may be different in
different populations, as with sex differences in spatial cognition between low income vs.
middle and high income subpopulations in the U.S., or with performance in the false belief task.
This suggests a need for converging lines of research. The most compelling conclusions
regarding universality would derive from comparative work among diverse human populations
with both adults and with children, including infants if possible. Human work can then be
properly compared with work among non-human species (including but not limited to
primates), based on a combination of field and laboratory work.
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6.1.5. Understanding Human Diversity is Crucial for Constructing Evolutionary
Theories of Human Behavior.

Evolution has equipped humans with ontogenetic programs, including cultural learning, that
help us adapt our bodies and brains to the local physical and social environment. Over human
history, convergent forms of cultural evolution have effectively altered (1) our physical
environments with tools, technology, and knowledge, (2) our cognitive environments with
counting systems, color terms, written symbols, novel grammatical structures, categories, and
heuristics; and (3) our social environments with norms, institutions, laws, and punishments.
Broad patterns of psychology may be—in part—a product of our genetic program’s common
response to culturally-constructed environments that have emerged and converged over
thousands of years. This means the odd results from small-scale societies, instead of being
dismissed as unusual exceptions, ought to be considered as crucial data points that help us
understand the ontogenetic processes that build our psychologies in locally adaptive and
context-specific ways.

Based on this and the previous point, it seems clear that comparative developmental studies
involving diverse human societies combined with parallel studies of non-human primates (and
other relevant species) provide an approach to understanding human psychology and behavior
that can allow us to go well beyond merely establishing universality or variability. Such a
systematic multi-pronged approach can allow us to test a richer array of hypotheses about the
processes by which both the reliable universal patterns and the diversity of psychological and
behavioral variation emerge.

6.1.6. Exclusive Use of WEIRD Samples is Justified When Seeking Existential
Proofs1s

Our argument should not be construed to suggest that the exclusive use of WEIRD samples
should always be avoided. There are cases where the exclusive use of these samples would be
legitimate to the extent that generalizability is not a relevant goal of the research, at least
initially (Mook, 1983). Research programs that are seeking existential proofs for psychological
or behavioral phenomena, such as in the case of altruistic punishment discussed earlier (e.g.,
Fehr & Gachter, 2002), could certainly start with WEIRD samples. That is, if the question is
whether a certain phenomenon can be found in humans at all, reliance on any slice of humanity
would be a legitimate sampling strategy. For another example, Tversky, Kahneman and their
colleagues sought to demonstrate the existence of systematic biases in decision-making that
violate the basic principles of rationality (Gilovich, Griffin , & Kahneman, 2002). Most of their
work was done with WEIRD samples. Counterexamples to standard rationality predictions could
come from any sample in the world.*® Furthermore, existential proof for a psychological
phenomenon in WEIRD samples can be especially compelling when such a finding is
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theoretically unexpected. Thus Rozin and Nemeroff (1990) found surprisingly (to many) that
even elite U.S. university students show some magical thinking. Nevertheless, even in such
cases, learning about the extent to which population variability affects such phenomena is a
necessary subsequent phase of the enterprise, since any theory of human behavior ultimately
has to account for such variability (if it exists).

6.2. Concerns with our argument

We have encountered two quite different sets of concerns about our argument. Those with the
first set of concerns, elaborated below, worry that our findings are exaggerated because (a) we
may have cherry-picked only the most extreme cases that fit our argument, and have thus
exaggerated the degree to which WEIRD people are outliers, and/or (b) the observed variation
across populations may be due to various methodological artifacts that arise from translating
experiments across contexts. The second concern is quite the opposite: some researchers
dismissively claim that we are making an obvious point, which everyone already recognizes.
Perhaps the most productive thing we offer is for these two groups of readers to confront each
other.

We preface our response to the first concern with an admonition: of course, many patterns and
processes of human behavior and psychology will be generally shared across the species. We
recognize that human thought and behavior is importantly tethered to our common biology
and our common experiences. Given this, the real challenge is to design a research program
that can explain the manifest patterns of similarity and variation by clarifying the underlying
evolutionary and development processes.

We offer three general responses to the concern that our review presents a biased picture. To
begin, we constructed our empirical review by targeting studies involving important
psychological or behavioral concepts which were, or still are, considered to be universal, and
that have been tested across diverse populations. We also listed and discussed major
comparative studies that have identified important cross-population similarities. Since we have
surely overlooked relevant material, we invite commentators to add to our efforts in identifying
phenomena which have been widely tested across diverse subpopulations.

Second, we acknowledge that since proper comparative data is lacking for most studied
phenomena, we cannot accurately evaluate the full extent of how unusual WEIRD people are.
This is, however, precisely the point. We hope research teams will be inspired to span the globe
and prove our claims of non-representativeness wrong. The problem is that we simply do not
know how well many key phenomena generalize beyond the extant database of WEIRD people.
The evidence we present aims only to challenge (provoke?) those who assume undergraduates
are sufficient to make claims about human psychology and behavior.
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Third, to address the concern that the observed population-level differences originate from the
methodological challenges of working across diverse contexts, we emphasize that the above
evidence derives from diverse disciplines, theoretical approaches, and methodological
techniques. They include experiments involving (1) incentivized economic decisions; (2)
perceptual judgments; (3) deceptive experimental practices that prevented subjects from
knowing what was being measured; and (4) children, who are less likely than adults to have
motivations to shape their responses in ways that they perceive as desirable (or undesirable) to
the experimenter. These findings, often published in the best journals of their respective fields,
hinged on the researchers making a compelling case that their methodology was comparably
meaningful across the populations being studied.

Furthermore, the same methods that have yielded population differences in one domain have
demonstrated similarities in other domains (Atran, 2005; Haun, Rapold et al., 2006; Henrich et
al., 2006; Herrmann et al., 2008; Medin & Atran, 2004; Segall et al., 1966). If one wants to
highlight the demonstrated similarities, one cannot then ignore the demonstrated differences
which relied on the same or similar methodologies.

Note also that few of the findings that we reviewed involve comparing means across subjective
self-report measures, for which there are well-known challenges in making cross-population
comparisons (Chen, Lee, & Stevenson, 1995; Hamamura, Heine, & Paulhus, 2008; Heine,
Lehman, Peng, & Greenholtz, 2002; Norenzayan, Smith et al., 2002; Peng, Nisbett, & Wong,
1997). Thus, while methodological challenges may certainly be an issue in some cases, we think
it strains credulity to suggest that such issues invalidate the thrust of our argument, and thus
eliminate concerns about the non-representativeness of typical subjects.

6.3. Recommendations

Our experience is that most researchers who work exclusively with WEIRD subjects would like
to establish the broad generalizability of their findings. Even if they strongly suspect that their
findings will generalize across the species, most agree that it would be better to have
comparative data across diverse populations. The problem, then, is not exclusively a scientific
or epistemological disagreement, but one of institutionalized incentives. Hence, addressing this
issue will require adjusting the existing incentive structures for researchers. The central focus of
these adjustments should be that in presenting our research designs to granting agencies, or
our empirical findings in journals, we must explicitly address questions of generalizability and
representativeness. With this in mind, we offer the following recommendations.

Journal editors and reviewers should press authors to both explicitly discuss and defend the
generalizability of their findings. Claims and confidence regarding generalizability must scale
with the strength of the empirical defense. If a result is novel, being explicitly uncertain about
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generalizability should be fine, but one should not imply universality without an empirically-
grounded argument.

This does not imply that all experimentalists need to shift to performing comparative work
across diverse subject pools! As comparative evidence accumulates in different domains,
researchers will be able to assess the growing body of comparative research and thus be able to
calibrate their confidence in the generalizability of their findings. The widespread practice of
subtly implying universality by using statements like “people’s reasoning is biased...” should be
avoided. “Which people?” should be a primary question asked by reviewers. We think this
practice alone will energize more comparative work (Rozin, 2009).

The experience of evolutionary-oriented researchers attests to the power of such incentives.
More than other researchers in the social sciences, evolutionary researchers have led the way
in performing systematic comparative work, drawing data from diverse societies. This is not
because they are interested in variation per se (though some are), but because they are
compelled, through some combination of their scientific drive and the enthusiasm of their
critics, to test their hypotheses in diverse populations (e.g., Billing & Sherman, 1998; Buss,
1989; Daly & Wilson, 1988; Fessler et al., 2005; Gangestad et al., 2006; Henrich et al., 2005;
Kenrick & Keefe, 1992a, 1992b; Low, 2000; Medin & Atran, 2004; Schaller & Murray, 2008;
Schmitt, 2005; Sugiyama et al., 2002; Tracy & Robins, 2008).

Meta-analyses are often compromised because many studies provide little background
information about the subjects. Journal editors should require explicit and detailed information
on subject pool composition (see Rozin, 2001). Some granting agencies already require this.
Comparative efforts would also be greatly facilitated if researchers would make their data
readily available to any who asked, or, better yet, data files should be made available online.
Sadly, a recent investigation found that only 27% of authors in psychology journals shared their
data when an explicit request was made to them in accordance with APA guidelines (Wicherts,
Borsboom, Kats, & Molenaar, 2006). Tests of generalizability require broad access to published
data.

Given the general state of ignorance with regard to the generalizability of so many findings, we
think granting agencies, reviewers, and editors would be wise to give researchers credit for
tapping and comparing diverse subject pools. Work with undergraduates and the children who
live around universities is much easier than going out into the world to find subjects. As things
stand, researchers suffer a competitive disadvantage when seeking a more diverse sampling of
subjects. Because many of the best journals routinely require that papers include several
studies to address concerns about internal validity (Carver, 2004), the current incentives greatly
favor targeting the easiest subject pool to access. There is an often unrecognized tradeoff
between the experimental rigor of using multiple studies and the concomitant lack of
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generalizability that easy-to-run subject pool entail (Rozin, 2009). If the incentive structure
came to favor non-student subject pools, we anticipate that researchers could also be more
persuasive in encouraging their universities and departments to invest in building non-student
subject pools, for example by setting up permanent psychological and behavioral testing
facilities in bus terminals, Fijian villages, rail stations, airports, and anywhere diverse subjects
might find themselves with extra time.

Beyond this, departments and universities should build research links to diverse subject pools.
There are literally untapped billions of people around the world who would be willing to
participate in research projects, as both paid subjects and research assistants. The amounts of
money necessary to pay people who might normally make less than $12 per day are trivial vis-
a-vis the average research grant. Development economists, anthropologists and public health
researchers already do extensive research among diverse populations, and thus already possess
the contacts and collaborations. Experimentalists merely need to work on building the
networks.

Funding agencies, departments, and universities can encourage and facilitate both professors
and graduate students to work on expanding sample diversity. Research partnerships with non-
WEIRD institutions can be established to further the goal of expanding and diversifying the
empirical base of the behavioral sciences. By supplying research leaves, adjusted expectations
of student progress, special funding sources, and institutionalized relationships to populations
outside the university as well as to non-WEIRD universities, these organizations can make an
important contribution to building a more complete understanding of human nature.

6.4. Closing Words

While we are certainly not the first to worry about the representativeness of undergraduates
(Gergen, 1973; Medin & Atran, 2004; Norenzayan & Heine, 2005; Rozin, 2001, 2009; Sears,
1986; Sue, 1999) our efforts to compile an empirical case has revealed an even more alarming
situation than previously recognized. The sample of contemporary Western undergraduates
that so overwhelms our database is not just an extraordinarily restricted sample of humanity; it
is frequently a distinct outlier vis-a-vis other global samples. It may represent the worst
population on which to base our understanding of Homo sapiens. Behavioral scientists now face
a choice —they can either acknowledge that their findings in many domains cannot be
generalized beyond this unusual subpopulation (and leave it at that), or they can begin to take
the difficult steps to building a broader, richer and better-grounded understanding of our
species.
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Endnotes

! We also use the term “WEIRD” throughout this paper to refer to the exceptional nature of this sample, and do not
intend any negative connotations or moral judgments by the acronym.

Z Key steps include (1) establishing nationally representative experimental samples in Europe (Fehr, Fischbacher,
von Rosenbladt, Schupp, & Wagner, 2002; Guth, Schmidt, & Sutter, 2003), (2) applying experimental methods in
developing countries (Cardenas & Carpenter, 2008; Tanaka, Camerer, & Nguyen, forthcoming), (3) creating
university-wide subject recruiting rather than discipline-specific subject pools (most economic experiments), and (4)
targeting specific samples of non-student subjects (Bellemare, Kroeger, & Van Soest, 2008; Bellemare & Kroger,
2007; Harrison, Lau, & Williams, 2002; List, 2004).

® Comparative studies of individual decision-making processes using samples from small-scale and WEIRD
populations, including explorations of risk aversion, prospect theory and inter-temporal choice, yield mixed results.
Sometimes similarities, both qualitative and quantitative, are found. Other times differences emerge (Cardenas &
Carpenter, 2008; Henrich & McElreath, 2002; Hsu, Krajbich, Zhao, & Camerer, 2009; Humphrey & Verschoor,
20044, 2004b; Kirby et al., 2002; Tanaka et al., forthcoming). So far, we do not see how to figure out which features
will vary and which will not.

* Rivers, for instance, found that cultures with a single color term for blue and green could still tell the difference
between a blue and a green thread.

® Fessler also emphasizes important differences in shame and guilt between Americans and Indonesians.

® To illustrate the limits of inferring universality from two-population comparisons we note the finding that field
independence on the Rod and Frame task is shown both for migratory foragers and Americans (Witkin & Berry,
1975), yet East Asians and sedentary foragers show evidence for field dependence (Ji, Peng, & Nisbett, 2000).

"We are using “Western” to refer to those countries clustered in the north-west of Europe (the U.K., France,
Germany, Switzerland, the Netherlands, etc.), and British-descent societies such as the U.S. Canada, New Zealand,
and Australia. In particular, we are concerned about those populations from which most subjects in behavioral and
psychological experiments are drawn. We recognize that there are important limitations and problems with this
label, but we use it for convenience.
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& See also Knowles et. al. (2001); but, for contrary findings see Lieberman, Jarcho, & Obayashi (2005).

® Interestingly, evidence indicates a somewhat different pattern in small-scale societies, see Marlowe (2004), Moore
et al. (2006), and Pillsworth (2008).

19 Efforts to replicate these findings in various small-scale societies have all failed (Marlowe & Wetsman, 2001;
Sugiyama, 2004; Yu & Shepard, 1998). These failures suggest a more complicated, and context-specific set of
evolutionary hypotheses (Marlowe, Apicella, & Reed, 2005; Swami & Tovée, 2007).

11 The factor structure was less evident in a number of developing populations (e.g., Botswana, Ethiopia, Lebanon,
Malaysia, Puerto Rico, Uganda), where independent assessments revealed that the data quality was poor. Future
efforts to obtain better quality data from these countries are important for demonstrating the universality of the Five
Factor Model.

12 The robustness of the Five Factor Model is considerably weaker when it is derived from indigenous personality
traits from other languages, although some of the five traits do still emerge (Benet-Martinez & Waller, 1995;
Cheung et al., 1996; Saucier, Georgiades, Tsaousis, & Goldberg, 2005).

3 As American and Canadian researchers at a Canadian university we note that Canada is also a highly unusual
population along the same lines as the US, although perhaps not quite as pronounced as the US, at least in terms of
individualism (Hofstede, 1980).

1 These examples illustrate a parallel problem for those interested in the differences between human and non-human
cognition. Since most ape-human comparisons involve WEIRD people (or their children) as subjects, some seeming
ape-human differences may not represent real species-level contrasts, but may instead reflect the psychological
peculiarities of WEIRD people (Boesch, 2007).

'3 Thanks to Shaun Nichols for pointing this out.

16 We note that the heuristics and biases derived from this empirical work were, however, readily extended to
“people” without hesitation (Kahneman, Slovic, & Tversky, 1982).
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