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Hello all. Today I’m going to be talking about cultural norms, and how they’re shaped and reshaped over time by environmental forces. 
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To get us started, I want you to consider a common denominator across a few different cultural groups. The first is Singapore, where it is illegal to chew gum, and where most recreational activities are tightly regulated. The second is Germany, where all offices must have a view of the sky, and pillows are legally considered weaponsAnd the last two are the American states of Georgia—where it is illegal for chickens to cross roads—and Texas, where flirting is still a legally punishable offense. What ties these cultures together, apart from their ridiculous laws?
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An important similarity is that each of these cultures has faced extremely high rates of ecological threats: things like population density, pathogen prevalence, natural disasters, and warfare, which threaten the survival of cultural groups. For example, Singapore has the highest population density in the world, Germany has been the focal point of two world wars in the last 100 years, and those American states are among the highest in terms of drought and property damage due to natural disasters. This leads to an interesting premise – is there a systematic relationship between ecological threat and strength of cultural norms? And if there is, why is this?
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This question has some roots in anthropological literature, perhaps most notably with Malinowski’s work in the Trobriand islands. Malinowski worked with fishing communities in Trobriand. Now, different groups across the Trobriand islands had different means of fishing. Some groups fished in the ocean, where the risk of death and sparse catches was very high, whereas other groups fished in the lagoon, where there was a relatively low risk of physical harm. After studying these two sets of groups, Malinowski found that they differed critically in how they conducted their fishing expeditions. Whereas the lagoon fishers had very little ritual around their fishing, using mostly idiosyncratic strategies, the ocean fishers would only go out at certain times of the day, and had to perform elaborate rituals to ensure the success of their fishing. Malinowski’s hypothesis was that more ritualized behavior (which is regulated by strong norms) was psychologically adaptive following threat. It helped people deal with their anxiety, similarly to how a person with obsessions and compulsions deals with their anxiety through ritual. 



Looseness Tightness 
strength of  cultural norms 
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But other anthropological work from Pertti Pelto—amongst others—suggested that strong norms were not just functional for the individual, but also important for societies. Pelto documented over a dozen traditional societies, and identified which were comparatively loose and which were tight. One example of a loose culture is the Saami in Northern Scandinavia. The Skolt subgroup allow their children relative autonomy over chores. They didn’t have strong religious obligations, and were free to pursue romantic partners of their choosing. The Hutterites—a close cousin of the Amish in the American Northeast—were an example of a highly “tight” group. The Hutterites had strict religious principle, little choice in their romantic relationships, and had rigid upbringings as children. Pelto speculated that these groups were not tight or loose by accident. There may have been environmental forces that contributed to tightness-looseness. 



Roos et al., 2015. Societal Threat and Cultural Variation in the Strength of  Social Norms. OBHDP   

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This adaptive explanation has recently found stronger empirical support, and has made a strong resurgence in the discussion of social norms. This is a computer simulation where groups of artificial agents were programmed by a group of researchers in Michele’s lab. This technique of computational modeling is a nice way of simulating large societies over long periods of time, which is very costly with human subjects. You can also exert experimental control by varying the environment that these agents live in. This particular paper varied the scarcity of resources as an index of ecological threat, and found that environments with higher levels of threat evolved to have more norm-congruent decisions making and stronger normative regulations, where anti-normative behavior was punished more harshly. The results supported the role of ecological threat in explaining why some societies were more tighter than others. 
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Strength of  Norms Across 33 Nations 
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Even more evidence for the link between ecological threat and normative strength comes from a 33-nation study that Michele led several years ago. These ratings came from 6000 people, who reported on how tight versus loose their society was. 
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Gelfand et al., 2011. The difference between tight and loose cultures. Science 
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Across these 33 societies, many different forms of threat predicted the strength of cultural norms, which is on the y-axis of each of these figures. All of these threat variables were drawn from trusted international archives. 



? 
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From these studies, we know that there is a relationship between ecological threat and the strength of norms in contemporary nations, which might manifest in how people regulate romantic relationships, religious beliefs, and leadership behavior. But we still are searching for mechanisms by which this might be the case. 
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Some evidence suggests that a desire for stronger rules and the exclusion of normative deviants might be a contributing factor to how nations tighten under threat. Michele, Jesse Harrington, and I wrote this Scientific American article last year that found perceptions of threat to predict Trump support, as mediated by a desire for stronger rules. Other work suggests that people coming from looser societies find it difficult to adjust to living in tighter cultures, suggesting that trends in migration might affect variance in the strength of cultural norms after societal threat. But migration can only explain cultural inertia patterns, not how well-established cultural institutions can change over time. But this still leaves open the question of how precisely shifts in preferences towards rules shapes the strength of social institutions following threat. 
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Well, something that Michele Gelfand, Carol Ember, and I have been exploring for the last year has been the role of socialization patterns in the strengthening of norms upon socioecological threat. Socialization is clearly a very important time for children to form their representations of the world and the norms around them, and many of our strongest held attitudes are formed in childhood. This makes socialization a unique process where parent’s psychological preferences could lead to important cultural changes across generations. 
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In this conception, then, socialization style is a mediator of the relationship between threatening societal conditions and changes in the tightness of cultural institutions. In other words, cultural institutions only change following threat to the extent that societies’ socialization styles change in response to ecological threat. 



VS. 
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To unpack what we mean by socialization style, we’re focusing specifically on strong socialization versus weak socialization. Strong socialization being childrearing practices that are strict and accompanied by frequent punishment, and weak socialization being childrearing practices that are lenient with little punishment. I’ll call this socialization strictness throughout the presentation.



Standard Cross-Cultural Sample 
• 186 Cultures 
• 2000+ variables 

• Threat: 
• External warfare 
• Pathogen prevalence 
• Famine (n  = 7, a = .85) 

• Socialization (n = 6; a = .91) 
• Institutional tightness: 

• Adultery restrictions 
• Leader authority 
• Moralizing Gods 

• Control variables: 
• Social complexity 
• Political organization 
 
 

Research Design 
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To test this account, we are conducting a series of studies that measure the strength of cultural norms and associated threats using the Standard Cross-Cultural Sample (SCCS),  a worldwide sample of 186 largely preindustrial societies. We are in the process of coding new variables on tightness and looseness, largely using information drawn from eHRAF World Cultures. However, our first test, which we report on here uses some of the over 2000 variables already coded quantitatively. We could draw from these previously coded variables to test our predictions. For example, to represent socioecological threat, we drew from the degree of external warfare, pathogen prevalence, and famine that different groups faced. To operationalize socialization strictness, we gathered data from 6 variables including punishment norms, restraint that children faced, and the degree of fortitude that children were expected to display in social interactions. We also gathered data on the tightness of different social institutions, including marriage, leadership, and religion. Specifically, we assumed that tighter societies would have greater restrictions around adultery, more top-down leadership structures, and greater beliefs in moralizing Gods.  In all of these hypotheses, we controlled for social complexity and leadership organization, which both tend to co-occur with tightness. 



Recap of  Hypotheses 

1. Forms of  ecological threat should predict socialization 
  strictness. 
 
2.  Socialization strictness should predict the strength of  
  social institutions. 
 
3. Socialization strictness should mediate the relationship 
  between ecological threat and institutional tightness. 
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So, to recap our hypotheses, we predicted that the forms of ecological threat that we isolated would predict socialization strictness, and that socialization strictness would encourage downstream tightening of social institutions like marriage, government, and religion. To integrate these hypotheses, we predicted that socialization strictness would mediate the relationship between ecological threat and institutional tightness. 



Ecological Threat and Socialization 
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B = .23, t(1,83) = 2.20, p = .03  B = .17, t(1,168) = 2.34, p = .02  B = .04, t(1,177) = .48, p = .63  
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For the most part, the data supported our first hypothesis. Famine and external warfare both predicted socialization strictness. Pathogens did not, which may have been an artifact of the relatively low-mobility communities that we were studying. Pathogens may only affect social behavior when disease is linked to social exposure through trade and war. 



Socialization and Institutional Tightness 

B = .31, t(1,59) = 2.20, p = .03  B = .18, t(1,189) = 1.98, p = .05  B = .22, t(1,164) = 2.87, p = .005  
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Socialization Strictness 
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Our next set of relationships fully supported hypothesis 2. Socialization strictness predicted the tightness of marriage, leadership, and religion. 



B = .18* 
B = .22** 

B = .31* 

B = .23* B = .17* 
B = .04 

Warfare mediations: 
LLCIs > .001 
ULCIs < .22 

Famine mediations: 
LLCIs > .003 
ULCIs < .35 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And, consistent with our predictions, socialization strictness fully mediated the relationship between ecological threat and institutional tightness. In other words, societies with warfare and famine had stronger regulations in place for marriage, religion, and had more autocratic leaders, but only to the extent that they featured strict socialization. 



Summary and Implications 

1. Societies vary in their tightness-looseness 
 

2. Ecological threat predicts societal tightness 
 
3. Socialization mediates this process 
 
4. This process is similar in contemporary 
nations  and traditional societies 
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With previous research, our findings establish that societies vary in their tightness-looseness, and this variance is predicted by societies’ rates of ecological threat. However, we also find—with data from the Standard Cross-Cultural Sample—that ecological threat appears to influence social institutions through its impact on socialization strictness. Parents use stricter socialization styles in societies with high levels of threat, and socialization strictness is also linked to stronger cultural institutions, like religion, autocratic leadership, and regulations around marriage. It’s also worth noting that this project also extends many of the nation-level and state-level findings relating to tightness-looseness in small-scale societies. 
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Michele and I think this is particularly important because it underscores the fractal structure of tightness-looseness. As you can see in this figure, a fractal structure is one where the same dynamic—or pattern—is observed no matter the level of analysis. So the triangle’s shape is preserved, no matter how large the shapes are. We think that tightness follows a similar pattern. No matter what the size of society—where it is a country, state, or traditional society—tightness facilitates the strengthening of social institutions. 
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Thank You! 
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And with that, thanks for listening to this talk. If you’re interested in the concepts, Michele is publishing a paper next year on the strength of cultural norms, and I’m sure it will be a fantastic read. Keep an eye out for it! 


	Ecological Threat and the Transmission of Cultural Norms 
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Slide Number 9
	Slide Number 10
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Research Design
	Recap of Hypotheses
	Ecological Threat and Socialization
	Socialization and Institutional Tightness
	Slide Number 18
	Summary and Implications
	Slide Number 20
	Acknowledgements
	joshcj@live.unc.edu�mgelfand@umd.edu�carol.ember@yale.edu

