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Schacter’s (1999, 2001) seminal work on the seven memory sins
was inspired by the biblical seven deadly sins commonly known
in Western cultures. The world view of many within Western cultures
is based on a tripartite division of the tangible earth in the middle
between heaven and hell. Yet, in many cultures, there is no concept
of purgatory or the afterlife, which means that sins must be dealt with
in life on earth (e.g., by offering). In the Lugbara culture (an ethnic
group that lives mainly in Uganda and the Democratic Republic of
the Congo), unlike in Christianity, sins are categorized in terms of
severity, with the worst possible sins being incest and murder of a
close kinsman (Anguandia, 2005). In the Semang culture (an ethnic
group that lives mainly in Peninsular Malaysia and southern Thai-
land), people believe that thunder and lightning are caused by
sinfulness, which arouses the anger of the God Karei (Von Furer-
Haimendorf, 1974). The most serious offence against Karei is
incest, but it is also considered sinful to tease or ridicule animals.

Analogously, while the focus of Schacter’s original work (1999,
2001) and the target article (2022a) is squarely on research con-
ducted in Western countries (with a particular overrepresentation of
undergraduate students from the United States), the memory sins he
speaks of may manifest in meaningfully different ways in other
cultures. Henrich et al. (2010) highlighted that the widespread focus
in the psychological literature on people from Western, Educated,
Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) countries disregards
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88% of the world population (see also Apicella et al., 2020; Rad
et al., 2018). Here, we consider cultural aspects of memory sins and
discuss research conducted outside of WEIRD countries.

We define culture in a broad sense, as “the interactive aggregate
of common characteristics that influence a human group’s response
to its environment” (Hofstede, 1980, p. 21). Hofstede (1980, 2001)
proposed that societies differ in terms of six cultural dimensions, of
which the two most well known are collectivism—individualism
(the degree to which people in society value group cohesion vs.
autonomy) and power distance (the degree to which people accept
a hierarchical distribution of power in society). These two cultural
dimensions will feature in our discussion. It is important to stress
that there is considerable variation within cultural groups as well
(cf. Fischer & Poortinga, 2018), but the current article focuses on
differences between cultural groups because the role of culture is so
often overlooked.

Transience

Transience refers to forgetting information over time. What we
remember and what we forget is largely culturally determined (for
overviews, see Ross & Wang, 2010; Wang, 2021). For example,
people from individualist cultures tend to have more independent
self-construal, with their sense of identity closely linked to indi-
vidual experiences and achievements, whereas people from col-
lectivist cultures tend to have more interdependent self-construal,
focusing on collective experiences and relationships (Markus &
Kitayama, 1991). That explains why people from individualist
countries, such as the United States and Australia, tend to report
more autobiographical memories surrounding individual experi-
ences, while people from collectivist countries, such as China and
Russia, tend to report more memories of social or historical events
(Jobson & O’Kearney, 2008; Marian & Kaushanskaya, 2004;
Wang, 2001; Wang & Conway, 2004). Additionally, autobio-
graphical memory reports by people from individualist cultures
tend to be higher in specificity compared to reports from collec-
tivist cultures (Anakwah et al., 2020; Jobson, 2009; Wang, 2001;
Wang & Conway, 2004). Even the age at which people start to
form conscious memories of events differs between cultures
(Wang, 2003). Thus, when, what, and how much we forget (the
sin of transience) depends on our cultural background.

Cultural differences in transience can have serious consequences
in real-world contexts. In the asylum determination process, the
decision to grant asylum is often solely based on the applicant’s
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story about their country of origin and/or fear of persecution
(Herlihy et al., 2010). Most immigration officials come from an
individualist culture, in which reports about experienced events
are specific, emotionally elaborate, and focus on the role of the
narrator (Jobson & O’Kearney, 2008; Wang, 2001; Wang &
Conway, 2004). Most asylum seekers come from a collectivist
culture, in which reports about experienced events are more general,
emotionally neutral, and focus on the role of groups and relation-
ships. Immigration officials may therefore conclude that an asylum
seeker is lying or does not really remember the event, based on an
expectation that a report about a genuine experience would look
different (Herlihy et al., 2012).

Absentmindedness

Absentmindedness is a failure to pay attention during encoding
or retrieval. Someone’s cultural background influences what they pay
attention to. For example, people from societies that value “social
conformity” (i.e., high on collectivism and power distance) tend to
focus more on the environment than on individual elements in a
scene—a field-dependent cognitive style—whereas people from
societies that value autonomy (i.e., low on collectivism and power
distance) focus more on individual elements—a field-independent
cognitive style (Witkin & Berry, 1975). In line with this research on
cognitive style, Masuda and Nisbett (2001) found that when exposed
to underwater scenes, Japanese participants paid more attention to the
background and relationships between the fish, whereas American
participants paid more attention to the individual fish (see also
Kitayama et al., 2003). Nisbett et al. (2001; Varnum et al., 2010)
suggest that these cultural differences in perception may be rooted in
ancient philosophies: Whereas the ancient Greek philosophy that
inspired much of Western culture places a large emphasis on the
independence of separate entities, ancient Asian philosophies such as
Confucianism place more emphasis on the balance and harmony
between things.

One important real-world application of research on absentmind-
edness, highlighted by Schacter (2022a), is missing person alerts. He
identifies three stages: (a) attention to the alert, (b) continued aware-
ness of the task to identify the missing person, and (c) recognition of
the missing person when encountered. Although we are unaware of
cross-cultural research on missing person alerts, we can formulate
some hypotheses on cultural differences at each stage. First, we
expect that the amount of attention paid to the alert depends on
the degree of respect and deference for the authority that published the
alert, which relates to power distance (cf. Hofstede, 2001; Johnson
et al., 2005). Second, people’s continued awareness to search for the
missing person likely depends on the sense of shared responsibility in
society. For example, in South African isiXhosa culture, the expec-
tation is that everyone looks after the children in the community (see,
e.g., Otter, 2012, pp. 64-65). Third, recognizing a missing person
based on a photograph is likely more difficult for people from rural
societies with less experience transforming a two-dimensional image
(the photograph) to a three-dimensional image (the person in front of
you; cf. de Bruine et al., 2018; Hudson, 1960; Jahoda & McGurk,
1974). The chances of recognizing a missing person might also be
lower in more ethnically diverse societies (cf. Gier & Kreiner, 2020),
since recognition is less likely when the recognizer and target
have different ethnicities (known as the own-race bias; Lee &
Penrod, 2022).

VREDEVELDT AND DE BRUINE

Blocking

Blocking happens when one is unable to retrieve specific infor-
mation from memory, even when appropriate cues are presented.
The most well-known blocking phenomenon, described by Schacter
(1999), is the tip-of-the-tongue (TOT) effect (but see also the think/
no-think effect; Schacter, 2022b). The TOT effect seems to be a
universal memory sin, observed across languages and cultures
(Schwartz & Metcalfe, 2011). Even the expression itself, a metaphor
involving the tongue or mouth, translates directly in 45 of the 51
languages surveyed by Schwartz (1999), such as “navonotootse’a”
in Cheyenne (“I have lost it on my tongue”) and “Hyeu kkedu-te
mam-dol-da” in Korean (“sparkling at the end of my tongue”). In
languages that do not have the expression, speakers may still
experience it. For example, once the phenomenon was explained
to speakers of the unwritten Mayan language Q’eqchi’, which lacks
a term for TOT, they indicated that they experienced it frequently
in Q’eqchi’ too (Brennen et al., 2007). In two further studies,
Brennen and colleagues induced the TOT state at rates equivalent
to those found in speakers of Western languages. Thus, of all seven
memory sins, blocking is perhaps the most universal sin, at least
in terms of the TOT phenomenon (which was central to the
conceptualization of blocking; Schacter, 1999).

Misattribution and Suggestibility

The sins of misattribution and suggestibility both constitute
source-monitoring errors (Johnson et al., 1993). Misattribution
refers to the general incorrect remembering of the source of a
memory (e.g., confusing a dream with reality), while suggestibility
refers specifically to misattributions caused by influence from
others. Strikingly, the very notion that reporting someone else’s
memory as your own is a memory sin is culturally specific. In
predominantly oral cultures, such as certain communities in
Rwanda, East Timor, and Sierra Leone, “testimony of individuals
about what they saw or experienced ... may merge with the
collective understanding of their neighbors, kin, or communities
about what happened” (Cohen, 2012, p. 14). Thus, an eyewitness
may consider it perfectly acceptable to testify about an event that
was described to them by a family member or trusted friend as if
they had seen it themselves, because they consider that person’s
account to be as valuable as their own observations (Combs, 2010;
O’Brien & Kebbell, 2014; Schot, 2021).

Suggestibility relates to various concepts that cross-cultural
psychologists have studied extensively, such as agreeableness
(the tendency to agree with others; cf. Valchev et al., 2014),
obedience to authority (the tendency to agree with someone in
authority; cf. Katz et al., 2020), and acquiescence (the tendency to
respond “yes” to questions; cf. Cheung & Rensvold, 2000). Impor-
tantly, people may outwardly agree with others while knowing
perfectly well that they do not actually agree (i.e., “compliance”;
Gudjonsson, 2013) or because they have incorporated the suggested
information into their own memory (i.e., false memory). Research
on false memories implanted by suggestion has overwhelmingly
been conducted with participants from WEIRD countries, with a few
exceptions in Indonesian (Irwanda et al., 2022; Maulina et al., 2021)
and Chinese (Zhu et al., 2010) samples. We are aware of only two
studies that examined cross-cultural differences in false memory
formation. Schwartz et al. (2014) found that Americans falsely
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remembered more categorically related words than Turks, whereas
Turks falsely remembered more noncategorically related words
than Americans. They concluded that Americans are more likely
than Turks to use categories to organize information in memory.
J. Wang et al. (2021) found that Europeans (Belgium, Dutch,
German) had more false recollections on a Deese—Roediger—
McDermott task with lists of pictures, while Chinese participants
reported more familiarity. Further, Europeans formed more self-
related false memories, which could be explained by the individualist
tendency to focus more on the self.

From an applied perspective, misremembering lists of words or
pictures is clearly not as consequential as falsely remembering
aspects of a witnessed event or even an entire event that did not
happen. To our knowledge, the only cross-cultural study on the
misinformation effect (i.e., misleading information resulting in
misremembered aspects of events; see Loftus, 2005) was con-
ducted by Anakwah (2021). Mock witnesses from Ghana and the
United Kingdom received postevent misinformation about a theft
they had witnessed on video and later completed a free recall and
recognition task. In free recall, there were no significant differ-
ences between groups in endorsement of misinformation, but on
the recognition task, Ghanaians endorsed misleading details more
than U.K. participants. The author argued that Ghanaians’ collec-
tivist background could explain why they were more likely to
incorporate others’ reports into their own. Finally, we are unaware
of any studies in which false memories of entire events, or “rich
false memories” (Loftus, 2003), were implanted in non-WEIRD
samples. This is a clear gap in our knowledge that future researchers
need to address, given that rich false memories have the potential
to result in serious false allegations and even wrongful convictions
(for overviews, see Loftus & Davis, 2006; Otgaar et al., 2022), and
yet, the extant findings may not apply in non-WEIRD contexts.

Bias

Our memories of the past are influenced by our current knowledge
and beliefs, due to the memory sin called bias. Schacter (2022a)
excluded bias in the target article (due to space constraints), even
though bias may well be the memory sin that has received most
research attention in the past 2 decades. Memories are always
biased in the sense that we retrieve aspects that are most relevant
to us (e.g., focus on individual or collective experiences), but some
forms of bias are more consequential than others. One of the more
egregious biases is the influence of stereotypes, the “cognitive
representation of the ideas, facts, and images that are associated
with a social group” (Lenton et al., 2001, p. 3). Stereotypes affect not
only reasoning and decision-making but also what we remember.
People are more likely to falsely remember information if it
is consistent with stereotypes about stigmatized groups such as
immigrants (Araya et al., 2003), skinheads (Peters et al., 2006), or
women (Lenton et al., 2001). Further, stereotypes can affect eye-
witnesses’ memory of who did what during a witnessed event
(e.g., Kleider et al., 2008; Leichtman & Ceci, 1995) and potential
jurors’ memory of incriminating information about the defendant
(Giner-Sorolla et al., 2002; Van Knippenberg et al., 1999).

Racial stereotypes also affect memory for faces. Black suspects
are not only more likely to be misidentified by a White eyewitness
due to the own-race bias mentioned earlier (Lee & Penrod, 2022),
but Black men with facial features associated with the “criminal
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Black man” stereotype—such as dark skin, thick lips, and a wide
nose—are even more likely to be misidentified than Black men with
less stereotypical features (e.g., Knuycky et al., 2014). Kleider-
Offutt et al. (2017) put this finding to the test in a real-world
setting: They asked participants to rate the facial features of Black
men who had been wrongfully convicted and later exonerated by
the Innocence Project in the United States. Those who had been
convicted due to eyewitness identification errors had more stereo-
typically “criminal” facial features than those who had been con-
victed due to other errors. In sum, stereotypes influence how we
remember faces, actions, and other aspects of events, which can
have severe consequences in legal settings.

Persistence

Persistence refers to the intrusive recall of traumatic events.
How people cope with traumatic memories is profoundly culturally
specific (Hunt, 2010, 2013). For example, whereas American and
European war veterans typically report psychological symptoms
(such as intrusive thoughts, hypervigilance, and irritability), sur-
vivors of the Cambodian and Rwandan genocides often report
somatic symptoms (such as headaches, dizziness, and shortness
of breath; Hagengimana & Hinton, 2009; Hinton & Good, 2016).
Some African languages do not even have the vocabulary for
Western psychopathological concepts such as depression and
rather describe posttraumatic distress in terms of physical ailments
(Weiss et al., 2022). The diagnosis of posttraumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) has been criticized for not including somatic symptoms
(e.g., Hinton & Lewis-Ferndndez, 2011) and has even been referred to
as a “Western cultural syndrome” (Summerfield, 1999). Yet, there is
also evidence that many PTSD symptoms, including intrusive mem-
ories of traumatic events, are reported across cultures (Hinton &
Good, 2016; Hinton & Lewis-Fernandez, 2011). It is therefore useful
to consider how interventions designed to reduce intrusive traumatic
memories affect people from different cultural backgrounds.

Schacter (2022a) discussed pharmacological and behavioral
treatments for PTSD symptoms. A finding of particular interest
was that playing the video game Tetris shortly after memory
reactivation consistently reduced PTSD symptoms across five
studies. Yet, all participants in those five studies hailed from
individualist cultures (the United Kingdom: Iyadurai et al., 2018;
James et al., 2015; Sweden: Kanstrup et al., 2021; Germany: Kessler
et al., 2018; and Iceland: Thorarinsdottir et al., 2022). Whether
behavioral treatments such as playing Tetris are also effective for
traumatized people from collectivist cultures, remains to be seen.
We hypothesize that people who place great value on discussing the
context and relationships surrounding a traumatic event, rather than
the event itself (see, e.g., Hall, 1976, on high-context culture), may
benefit more from narrative-based interventions. Indeed, in the
aftermath of atrocities traumatizing many people, authorities in
collectivist cultures established institutions to allow people to tell
their stories, reconciliate, and come together to rebuild society.
Examples include the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC)
in South Africa (see Gibson, 2004; Mendeloff, 2009) and Gacaca
(“grass”) courts in Rwanda (see Clark, 2010; Reyntjens, 1990),
though some evidence suggests that testifying at the TRC (Kaminer
et al., 2001) and Gacaca courts (Brounéus, 2010) did not actually
benefit healing on a personal level. Empirical research on the
effectiveness of narrative-based interventions in non-WEIRD cultures
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is scarce, but Zang et al. (2011) found that Chinese children trauma-
tized by the Sichuan earthquake in 2008 benefited significantly from
an intervention designed to help them express their trauma-related
emotion. Yet, Zang and colleagues involved only one cultural group
and did not compare the narrative-based intervention to a behavioral
intervention. Ultimately, to test our hypothesis, we need cross-cultural
studies comparing different types of treatment (e.g., narrative vs.
behavioral) across different cultural groups (e.g., collectivist vs.
individualist cultures).

Cultural background may also influence how traumatic memories
are reported. The handful of studies on traumatic memory in cross-
cultural settings (Humphries & Jobson, 2012; Jobson, 2009, 2011;
Jobson & O’Kearney, 2006) suggests both similarities and differ-
ences between individualist and collectivist cultures. One reported
similarity is that memory reports of traumatic events are signifi-
cantly less specific than reports of nontraumatic events, regardless
of cultural background (Humphries & Jobson, 2012). One reported
difference is that in individualist cultures, trauma survivors with
PTSD are less likely than those without PTSD to express autonomy
and self-determination in their memory reports, whereas the oppo-
site is true for trauma survivors from collectivist cultures (Jobson,
2011). More knowledge about how culture interacts with trauma to
influence memory reporting is crucial (cf. Vredeveldt et al., 2022),
for instance, in immigration interviews with asylum seekers, who
have often experienced traumatic events and are almost always
from a different culture than the interviewer (for an overview, see
Herlihy et al., 2012).

Conclusion

Schacter’s (1999, 2001) conceptualization of memory sins has
made an undeniable impact on the field of psychology, and his target
article focusing on applied contexts (Schacter, 2022a) is a valuable
addition. Yet, the focus of Schacter’s reviews is also undeniably
WEIRD. In this commentary, we present a missing piece of the
puzzle, highlighting cross-cultural comparisons of memory sins
and research conducted outside of WEIRD societies. Our review
shows that culture has a profound influence on what is forgotten
(transience), what is paid attention to in the first place (absent-
mindedness), what external information is incorporated in memory
(misattribution and suggestibility), how memories are colored by
stereotypes (bias), and how trauma affects memory (persistence).
The only memory sin that seems to be universally experienced
across cultures and even described in the same way in most
languages is blocking (specifically, the TOT phenomenon). We
recommend that researchers pay more attention to cultural differ-
ences in future studies on memory. Given the “important—some-
times life-changing—effects of these sins in applied settings”
(Schacter, 2022a, p. 455), it is crucial that we do not ignore 88%
of the world population.
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