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Introduction

It’s 11:00 p.m. in Berlin. Not a single car is in sight, yet a pedestrian waits patiently at the crosswalk until the light turns green. Meanwhile, four thousand miles away in Boston, at rush hour, commuters flout the “Do Not Cross” sign as they dart in front of cabs. To the south, where it’s 8:00 p.m. in São Paulo, locals are frolicking in string bikinis in public parks. Up in Silicon Valley, it’s midafternoon and T-shirted employees at Google are playing a game of Ping-Pong. And in Zurich, at the Swiss bank UBS, which for years mandated a forty-four-page dress code, executives burning the midnight oil have barely loosened their ties.

We may tease Germans for being excessively orderly or Brazilians for showing too much skin, but we rarely consider how these differences came about. Far beyond dress codes and pedestrian patterns, people’s social differences run deep and broad—from politics to parenting, management to worship, and vocations to vacations. In the past several thousand years humanity has evolved to the point where there now exist 195 countries, and more than seven thousand languages and many thousands of religions. Even within a single nation, such as the United States, there are countless differences in fashion, dialect, morals, and political orientation—sometimes among those who live in close proximity. The diversity of human behavior is astonishing, especially since 96 percent of the human genome is identical to that of chimpanzees, whose lifestyles, unlike humans, are far more similar across communities.

We rightly celebrate diversity and condemn division, yet we’re shockingly ignorant of what underlies both of these things: culture. Culture is a stubborn mystery of our experience and one of the last uncharted frontiers. We’ve used our big brains to accomplish unbelievable technical feats. We’ve discovered the laws of gravity, split the atom, wired the Earth, eradicated fatal diseases, mapped the human genome, invented the iPhone, and even trained dogs to ride skateboards. But somehow, despite all of our technical prowess, we’ve made surprisingly little progress in understanding something equally important: our own cultural differences.

Why are we so divided, despite the fact that we’re more technologically connected than ever? Culture is at the heart of our divisions, and we need to know more about it. For years, policy experts and laypeople alike have struggled to find a deep underlying factor to explain our sprawling, complex cultural traits and distinctions. Many times we focus on superficial characteristics that are the “symptoms of culture.” We try to explain our cultural divides in terms of geography, thinking that people behave the way they do because they live in blue states or red states, in rural or urban areas, in Western or Eastern nations, in the developing or developed world. We wonder if culture can be explained by differences in religion or our different “civilizations.” These distinctions have typically left us with more questions than answers because they miss the deeper basis of our differences—they don’t get at the underlying primal template of culture.

A more compelling answer has been hiding in plain sight. Just as simple principles can explain a whole lot in fields such as physics, biology, and mathematics, many cultural differences and divides can be explained through a simple shift in perspective.

Behavior, it turns out, largely depends on whether we live in a tight or loose culture. The side of the divide that a culture exists on reflects the strength of its social norms and the strictness with which it enforces them. All cultures have social norms—rules for acceptable behavior—that we regularly take for granted. As children, we learn hundreds of social norms—for example, to not grab things out of other people’s hands; to walk on the right side of the sidewalk (or the left, depending on where you live); to put on clothes each day. We continue to absorb new social norms throughout our lives: what to wear to a funeral; how to behave at a rock concert versus a symphony; and the proper way to perform rituals—from weddings to worship. Social norms are the glue that holds groups together; they give us our identity, and they help us coordinate in unprecedented ways. Yet cultures vary in the strength of their social glue, with profound consequences for our worldviews, our environments, and our brains.

Tight cultures have strong social norms and little tolerance for deviance, while loose cultures have weak social norms and are highly permissive. The former are rule makers; the latter, rule breakers. In the United States, a relatively loose culture, a person can’t get far down their street without witnessing a slew of casual norm violations, from littering to jaywalking to dog waste. By contrast, in Singapore, where norm violations are rare, pavements are pristine, and jaywalkers are nowhere to be found. Or consider Brazil, a loose culture, where clocks on city streets all read a different time, and arriving late for business meetings is more the rule than the exception. In fact, if you want to be very sure someone will arrive on time in Brazil, you say “com pontualidade britânica,” which means “with British punctuality.” Meanwhile, in Japan, a tight country, there’s a huge emphasis on punctuality—trains almost never arrive late. On the rare days that delays do occur, some train companies will hand out cards to passengers that they can submit to their bosses to excuse a tardy arrival at work.

For centuries, people assumed there were as many explanations for these cultural permutations and rifts as there were examples of them. But what I’ll show in this book is that there is a deep structure that underlies cultural variation. A pivotal discovery is that the strength of a culture’s norms isn’t random or accidental. It has a hidden logic that makes perfectly good sense.

Intriguingly, the same tight-loose logic that explains differences across nations also explains differences across states, organizations, social classes, and households. Tight-loose differences emerge in boardrooms, classrooms, and bedrooms, around negotiating tables and dinner tables. Seemingly idiosyncratic features of our everyday lives—including how we behave on public transit and at the gym, and the kinds of conflicts we have with our friends, partners, and children—all fundamentally reflect tight-loose differences. Are you a rule maker or a rule breaker? I’ll show you some of the reasons why you might lean in either direction.

Beyond our immediate community, tight-loose differences can explain global patterns of conflict, revolution, terrorism, and populism. Around the world, tight-loose operates as a universal fault line, causing cultural cohesion to buckle and rifts to open up. The rifts aren’t just blared in headlines; they surface in daily interactions.

Tight-loose not only explains the world around us, but actually can predict the conflicts that will erupt—and suggests ways to avoid them. Tight-loose is the key to anticipating our divides—mild clashes, in the case of a construction worker rolling his eyes at a gold-cuff-linked Wall Streeter, or more lethal ones, such as when those who live by the tenets of a sacred text come in contact with those who dismiss guiding texts altogether. For many, to enter this book will be to enter “The Matrix” and see the world in a completely different way.


PART I

Foundations: The Power of a Primal Social Force
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A Cure for Chaos

Imagine a world where people are always late. Trains, buses, and airplanes don’t abide by any fixed schedule. In conversations, people interrupt each other frequently, get handsy with new acquaintances, and never make eye contact. People wake up whenever they want and leave their houses with or without putting on clothes. At restaurants—which are open whenever—people demand food that isn’t on the menu, chew with their mouths open, belch frequently, and, without asking, eat off of strangers’ plates. Board a crowded elevator, and you’ll find people singing, shaking their wet umbrellas on each other, and facing the wrong direction. In schools, students talk on their phones throughout lectures, pull pranks on the teachers, and cheat openly on exams. On city streets, no one pays attention to stoplights, and people drive on both sides of the road. Pedestrians litter heedlessly, steal strangers’ bicycles off racks, and curse loudly. Sex isn’t reserved for private settings like bedrooms; it happens on public transportation, on park benches, and in movie theaters.

This is a world without social norms—a world where people don’t have any socially agreed-upon standards of behavior.

Luckily, humans—much more than any other species—have an uncanny ability to develop, maintain, and enforce social norms to avoid the above scenarios. In fact, we’re a super-normative species: Without even realizing it, we spend a huge amount of our lives following social rules and conventions—even if the rules don’t make any sense.

Consider a few examples: In New York City on the last day of every year, millions of people stand in the freezing cold and cheer wildly at a ball dropping from a pole. There are the equally bizarre New Year’s practices of eating twelve grapes at midnight with great passion in Spain, eating a spoonful of lentils for good luck in Chile, and filling barbed wire with flammable material and swinging it around one’s head in Scotland. And every year, thousands of people excitedly crowd into stadiums to cheer, holler, and even scream as they watch other people tackle each other, play music, or tell jokes.

These routines are mostly carried out in large groups, but many of our behaviors that are less crowd-encouraged are just as odd. Why do women wear a colorless white dress on one of the happiest days of their lives? Why do people cut down perfectly good trees in December, decorate them, and then let them die in their living rooms? In the United States, why do we forbid our children from talking to strangers but, on October 31, encourage them to put on costumes and roam the streets begging adults for candy? Around the world we observe equally puzzling behaviors. For example, why on certain days in India do millions of people joyfully gather to wade in a frigid, polluted river in celebration of Kumbh Mela?

From the outside, our social norms often seem bizarre, but from the inside, we take them for granted. Some social norms are codified into regulations and laws (obey stop signs; don’t steal someone’s bicycle); others are unspoken (don’t stare at people on the train; cover your mouth when you sneeze). They can manifest in daily, mundane behaviors, such as putting clothes on or saying hello when you answer the phone and goodbye when you hang up. Or they can take the form of the ritualistic, learned behaviors we perform at out-of-the-ordinary, special occasions, such as the Kumbh Mela or Halloween.

Social norms are all around us—we follow them constantly. For our species, conforming to social norms is as natural as swimming upstream is for a salmon. Yet, ironically, while social norms are omnipresent, they’re largely invisible. Many of us rarely notice how much of our behavior is driven by them—or, more important, how much they’re needed.

This is a great human puzzle. How have we spent our entire lives under the influence of such powerful forces and not understood or even noticed their impact?

BORN TO RUN . . . OR FOLLOW

At what age would you guess children start picking up on social norms? At age three, when many enter preschool, or at age five, when they go to kindergarten? It turns out that our normative instincts manifest much earlier: Studies show that babies follow norms and are willing to punish norm violators even before they have formal language.

In a groundbreaking study, researchers demonstrated that infants will indicate a clear preference for animal hand puppets that engage in socially normative behavior (those that help other puppets open a box with a rattle inside and those that return a toy ball that another puppet has dropped) relative to puppets that engage in antisocial behavior (those that prevent other puppets from opening a box and who take toy balls away from them).

In fact, by the time we’re three years old, we’re actively berating norm violators. In one study, two-year-olds and three-year-olds drew pictures or made clay sculptures next to two puppets who also made their own crafts. When one of the puppets left, the other puppet began to destroy the picture or the sculpture that the puppet had made. Two-year-olds seemed almost entirely unperturbed at seeing this, but approximately one-quarter of the three-year-olds spoke up, saying to the rude puppet things like “No, you’re not supposed to do that!” Young children will declare their disapproval in situations that are not ethically charged as well. After being taught a certain arbitrary behavior and then witnessing a puppet incorrectly imitating it, three-year-olds vigorously protested. Quite clearly, children learn not only to interpret social norms from their environment, but also to actively shape and enforce them.

Humans have evolved to have a very sophisticated normative psychology that develops as soon as we leave the womb. In fact, it makes us unique among species. To their credit, many species do engage in highly sophisticated social learning. The nine-spined stickleback fish, for instance, will prioritize feeding spots where other fish are feeding over relatively empty locations. Norway rats will eat food that they see a demonstrator rat eating. And birds are also keenly attuned to their flock’s didactic songs when making foraging decisions. But there’s no evidence so far that animals copy others for social reasons such as simply fitting in and belonging.

Researchers in Germany conducted a very creative experiment that illustrated just this point. They designed a puzzle box with three compartments, each with a small hole at the top. At the experiment’s beginning, subjects—both young children and chimpanzees—learned that dropping balls into one of the box’s compartments would get rewarded with a tasty snack. Next, they were shown another child or chimpanzee interacting with the box, and they saw that he could get food after dropping pellets into a completely different compartment. When the subjects took their turn at the puzzle box, an experimenter took note of where they dropped the balls. Children often changed compartments to match the behavior of other children, especially when those children were watching them. This suggests that children don’t just change strategies because they think their peer’s strategy is better; they also do it for social reasons—as a sign of affiliation and conformity. By comparison, few chimps switched strategies to match the behavior of their fellow chimps. Chimpanzees, like many nonhuman animals, might have the ability to learn from each other, but they don’t generally apply that social learning absent a material benefit. Only humans appear to follow social norms to be part of the group.

THE POWER OF SOCIAL NORMS

Imagine you’ve signed up to participate in a psychological study. After arriving at a laboratory, you’re asked to sit in a room with about eight other participants. The researcher comes in and gives each person a piece of paper showing one line on the left side of the page and multiple lines of differing lengths on the right side of the page labeled Line A, Line B, and Line C, as seen in Figure 1.1. He asks you all to determine independently which line on the right side of the page is the same length as the line on the left. It’s completely obvious to you that Line A is the correct answer. He then calls on participants one by one to give their responses. The other participants all answer Line B; no one says Line A. You’re the second-to-last person to state your answer. Will you stick with A or switch to B?

If you’d taken part in this experiment, it’s likely you would have questioned your judgment and agreed with the group at some point. That’s what social psychologist Solomon Asch found when he ran this now classic study in 1956. In Asch’s study, each participant, unbeknownst to them, was in a group made up of pretend research subjects, who were told to give a clearly incorrect answer on a number of trials. Asch’s results showed that out of the 123 participants across groups, three-quarters sided with the group on at least one occasion. That is, the majority changed their answers to match the wrong but popular choice.


[image: image]
Figure 1.1. Solomon Asch’s line-judgment task.



The results of this quirky little experiment speak to a broader truth. Without even realizing it, we’re all prone to following group norms that can override our sense of right and wrong.

Outside of the laboratory, we follow many norms that arguably seem irrelevant. Take, for example, the handshake, arguably the most common mode of greeting people in the world. Scholars speculate that the handshake may have originated in ancient Greece in the ninth century BC as a gesture designed to show a new acquaintance that you weren’t concealing any weapons. Today, few of us walk around with axes or swords hidden under our sleeves, but the handshake continues to serve as a physical accompaniment to how we greet others. Its original purpose disappeared, but the handshake remained.


[image: image]
Figure 1.2. Handshake between King Shalmaneser III of Assyria and a Babylonian ruler found on a ninth-century BC relief.



Perhaps even more puzzling is that we sometimes follow social norms that are downright dangerous. Take the festival of Thaipusam, a Hindu celebration engaged in by Tamil communities around the world. As part of Thaipusam, participants take part in the “Kavadi Attam,” which means “Burden Dance” in English, and for good reason. A testament of commitment to Lord Murugan, the Hindu god of war, the Kavadi requires people to choose their “burden,” or method of self-inflicted pain. It’s fairly common, for example, to pierce one’s skin, tongue, cheeks, or all three with “vel” skewers—holy spears or hooks. Others elect to wear a portable shrine, which is decorated and attached to the body with up to 108 vels piercing the skin. On the island of Mauritius, which serves as a major site for the Thaipusam festival, participants must climb a mountain to reach the Temple of Murugan. The trip is over four hours, during which participants must carry their burden while walking barefoot on uneven surfaces. To make things more difficult, some choose to conduct the entire walk while strapped to planks of nails.

Although few rituals can stack up to the torturous Kavadi Attam, many others are similarly arduous. For example, in San Pedro Manrique, Spain, June 23 marks the beginning of a summer solstice ritual. Each year, around three thousand spectators pack into the tiny village of six hundred residents to watch volunteers walk across twenty-three feet of burning coals as part of a long-standing local tradition. Some people walk in fulfillment of a community vow, while others simply get caught up in the excitement. Volunteers often carry relatives on their backs as they cross the white-hot walkway, which can reach temperatures as high as twelve hundred degrees Fahrenheit. After the ritual is over, people rejoice and celebrate for the rest of the night.

The question is, why do they do it?

THE TIES THAT BIND

Whether it’s something simple like the handshake or a complex ritual like the Kumbh Mela, social norms are far from random. Rather, they evolve for a highly functional reason: They’ve shaped us into one of the most cooperative species on the planet. Countless studies have shown that social norms are critical for uniting communities into cooperative, well-coordinated groups that can accomplish great feats.

Social norms are, in effect, the ties that bind us together, and scientists have collected evidence to prove it. For example, a team of anthropologists had a rare opportunity to study the actual physiology of the fire-walking ritual’s attendees in San Pedro Manrique. They strapped transmitter belts to fire-walkers and attendees to measure their heart rates during the ritual. The results showed a remarkable synchronization in the heart rates of ritual participants, as well as their friends and family in the audience. Specifically, when participants’ hearts began to beat faster, their friends’ and families’ hearts also sped up. Quite literally, the fire-walking ritual resulted in many hearts beating as one, suggesting that rituals can increase community cohesion.

Some of the same anthropologists who studied heart rates during fire-walking also conducted research on performers in the Kavadi Attam. In these investigations, an experimenter approached participants immediately after their march and asked them how much they’d be willing to anonymously donate to their temple. The result was a powerful testament to the social glue of ritual: Those who performed in the Kavadi Attam donated significantly more than did people who’d been praying in the temple three days earlier—about 130 rupees as compared with 80 rupees, a difference equivalent to half a day’s salary for an unskilled worker.

We needn’t travel to faraway places to see how following social norms, like participating in rituals, can increase group cohesion and cooperation. In a series of experiments, psychologists put people into groups and then had them endure an unpleasant experience together. They couldn’t ask their participants to walk across hot coals or put skewers through their chests (that would be a bit much for the ethics board!), but they did ask them to stick their hands in ice water, do painful squats, or eat chili peppers together. As compared with groups that didn’t experience any collective painful experience, the groups that endured pain reported a remarkably higher sense of bonding. They also cooperated much more in subsequent economic games where each person in the group had opportunities to be selfish and take money for themselves.

Research also suggests that merely following the same exact routine with others is sufficient to increase cooperation. In a study at New Zealand’s University of Otago, groups that marched around a stadium together in sync later put more effort into a group task (picking up coins scattered on the stadium floor) as compared with those who walked at their own pace. Being in sync with others actually enables us to coordinate to perform complex tasks. In one study, pairs of participants who moved synchronously were later better able to work together to maneuver a ball through a challenging maze as compared to those who didn’t. These results tell us how extraordinarily important it is for human groups to follow social norms, especially if they want to succeed at collective activities that require good coordination, such as hunting, foraging, or warfare.

The fact is, human groups often follow social norms even when they don’t appear to fulfill their original function. Let’s revisit the handshake. Researchers from Harvard Business School have found that negotiators who shake hands are friendlier toward their negotiation partners and routinely generate better outcomes than those who don’t. By facilitating cooperation, handshakes, it seems, took on a vital social function even as their original purpose became obsolete.

COORDINATION, SUPERSIZED

In the past, norms helped bind us to others in very small groups. But today they’re critical for helping us coordinate on an extremely large scale—with thousands, if not millions, of people globally. Every day, we’re collectively engaged in a colossal exercise in norm coordination. We do it so effortlessly that we may take it for granted—call it “normative autopilot.” For instance, you stop when the light is red, and go when it turns green. You get in the back of lines instead of cutting to the front. When you enter a library, movie theater, elevator, or airplane, you quiet down, as do those around you. This is coordination on a large scale, and social norms are the mechanism that enables us to do it.

Social norms are the building blocks of social order; without them, society would crumble. If people didn’t abide by socially expected rules, their behavior would be unbearably unpredictable. We wouldn’t be able to coordinate our actions to do most anything—from getting place to place to having meaningful conversations to running a large organization. Schools wouldn’t function. Police, if there were any, would be ineffective, given the lack of rules and shared standards for adhering to laws and respecting their authority. Government services would cease to operate, resulting in the inability to provide the public with highways, sanitation services, clean water, or national defense. Unable to control their employees’ behaviors, companies would quickly go out of business. Without these shared standards of behavior, families would splinter apart.

Clearly, it’s in our interest to adhere to social norms. Indeed, according to anthropologist Joseph Henrich, our survival as a species has depended on it. Let’s face it: Physically, humans are quite weak compared with many other species. We’re not very fast, don’t have good camouflage abilities, have poor climbing skills, and don’t hear or see particularly well, Henrich argues in The Secret of Our Success: How Culture Is Driving Human Evolution, Domesticating Our Species, and Making Us Smarter. We’d soon perish if we were stranded on an island with little food or protection from predators. Then how did we end up eating other animals rather than being eaten?

Henrich makes an important point: We can’t just credit our high IQs. If we were stranded alone on that island, our advanced ability to reason wouldn’t save us. Rather, when people have thrived in the face of adversity, they’ve done so because of other people and the social norms they’ve created together. Social norms have helped us cooperate for millennia. Groups that have cooperated have been able to not only survive the toughest environmental conditions, but also thrive and spread across the entire planet in ways that no other nonhuman species has. Indeed, we learned that if we don’t follow our group’s cultural norms, we end up in deep trouble. Ignoring social norms not only can damage our reputations, but also may result in ostracism, even death. From an evolutionary perspective, people who developed keen abilities to follow social norms may have been more likely to survive and thrive. This powerful fact has made us a remarkably cooperative species—but only so long as the interactions are between people who share the same basic norms. When groups with fundamentally different cultural mind-sets meet, conflict abounds.

Thus the paradox: While norms have been the secret to our success, they’re also the source of massive conflict all around the world.
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Past vs. Present: The More Things Change, the More They Stay the Same

In 1994, a teenager from Dayton, Ohio, found himself at the center of a major international controversy. Michael Fay, then eighteen, was living with his mother and stepfather in Singapore and attending an international school when he was accused of theft and vandalism. Along with other foreign students, Fay pleaded guilty to participating in a ten-day spree of spray-painting and throwing eggs at eighteen cars. For the crimes, Fay was sentenced to a punishment that was routine in Singapore: four months in jail, a fine of 3,500 Singapore dollars, and six strokes of a cane to be delivered full-force by a prison officer.

Over in the United States, articles in the New York Times, the Washington Post, and the Los Angeles Times expressed moral outrage and condemned what they saw as a barbaric punishment, which involved strapping the convicted into a bent-over position and striking the buttocks with a cane moving at over a hundred miles per hour. Meting out caning strokes for violent crimes can result in copious amounts of shed blood and flesh, fainting, and long-lasting physical and psychological scars. President Clinton and numerous U.S. senators stepped in, pressuring the Singaporean government to grant Fay clemency. But Singapore is proud of its low crime rate and orderliness, and its officials pushed back. They insisted that caning keeps crime rates down as compared with the disorder and chaos that plagued New York City, where “even police cars are not spared the acts of vandals.” Ultimately, the Singaporean government reduced Fay’s caning sentence from six lashes to four. But the incident caused a major intercultural rift and created lasting tensions between two countries that had long been allies.

The Michael Fay incident broadcasted a fundamental cultural clash that pitted a nation with strict norms and punishments against one that is more lax and tolerant of deviant behavior. This contrasting attitude toward setting rules and following them is one of the most important ways that human groups have varied from prehistory to the modern era.

FROM THE FINE COUNTRY TO THE FLIGHTLESS BIRDS

A tiny nation of about 5.6 million people, Singapore boasts exceptional discipline and order. In fact, it’s known as the “fine city” for its hefty fines, which are doled out for even seemingly minor offenses. If you spit on the street, you could be fined up to a thousand dollars. If you are caught importing gum into the country, you may face a fine of up to a hundred thousand dollars and/or jail time of up to two years. Drinking alcohol in public is banned from 10:30 p.m. to 7:00 a.m. and is outlawed altogether on weekends in many “Liquor Control Zones.” Anyone caught smuggling illicit drugs can receive the death penalty. Making too much noise in public, singing obscene songs, or distributing offensive photos can lead to either imprisonment, fines, or both. Even urination is subject to scrutiny. If you forget to flush a toilet in a public bathroom stall, you face a fine of up to a thousand dollars. And if one drunken night, you’re tempted to pee in an elevator, you should know that some elevators in Singapore are equipped with urine detection devices that, if activated, lock the doors until the authorities arrive to identify the shameless urinator.

Government rules extend into people’s personal lives. Expect a fine if you’re spotted wandering around your house naked with the curtains open. Homosexual acts can get you imprisoned for two years. Online dissent, particularly against the government, can lead to incarceration, as it did for Amos Yee, a former actor who, at age sixteen, was sentenced to four weeks in prison after releasing a video in which he referred to the prime minister as “power-hungry and malicious.” The state might even try to play matchmaker. In 1984, the Singaporean government established the “Social Development Unit,” which arranges dates between citizens and educates them on what constitutes a good marriage.

Singapore’s tight culture isn’t a deterrence to its citizens’ love of country. While not always agreeing with its policies, over 80 percent of the nation’s residents express support for the government.

Now let’s take a plane ride over to New Zealand, a highly permissive culture that couldn’t be more different. In New Zealand, people can drive with open bottles of alcohol in their cars as long as they remain within the legal blood alcohol limit. New Zealand is also one of the most sexually open-minded societies in the world. Same-sex marriage is legal, and discrimination against gays and lesbians has been outlawed since 1994. Women have the highest number of sexual partners in the world—an average of 20.4 during their lifetime (the global average is 7.3). Prostitution has long been decriminalized; according to the unique “New Zealand Model,” anyone over age eighteen can engage in it, complete with workplace protections and health-care benefits. Pornography is legal and thriving. New Zealanders are frequent users of the website Pornhub, ranking in their per capita viewership behind only residents of the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, and Ireland in 2015. Deviant behavior is showcased in the media: Over one-third of popular music videos portray at least one incident of violence, whether it be fighting, gunshots, battles, suicides, murders, or bomb explosions, and at least one-fifth include examples of antisocial behavior, from vandalism to littering—a stark contrast to Singapore, which places huge restrictions on these very behaviors.

“Kiwis,” as New Zealanders playfully call themselves (after the flightless bird), tend to become acquainted very quickly, and they eschew formal titles. People are known to walk barefoot on city streets, in grocery stores, and in banks. Public dissent and protests are frequent. Even couch burnings have been a common sight in New Zealand’s universities. And in the 1970s, when a man dressed as a wizard and began traveling from city to city, engaging in various shenanigans—from rain-dancing at rugby games to building a large nest on the roof of a library and even hatching himself from a human-sized egg at an art gallery—he wasn’t shunned as a social deviant. Instead, in 1990, New Zealand’s prime minister, Mike Moore, proclaimed him to be the nation’s official wizard, with the duty “to protect the Government, to bless new enterprises . . . cheer up the population, [and] attract tourists.”

MAPPING THE TIGHT-LOOSE SPECTRUM

In any culture, social norms are the glue that binds groups together. Singapore and New Zealand, however, make it clear that the strength of this glue varies greatly. Singapore, with its many rules and strict punishments, is tight. New Zealand, with its lax rules and greater permissiveness, is loose.

In my travels around the world, I’ve observed these differences firsthand—from the hushed and virtually sterile train cars in Tokyo, in which you can hear a pin drop, to the very loud and disorderly trains in Manhattan in which people shout words that might make you cringe.

But these are just personal observations. To gain a more objective view, I worked with colleagues from a wide range of countries—from Australia to Hong Kong, the Netherlands to South Korea, Mexico to Norway, Ukraine to Venezuela, and more—to implement one of the largest studies of cultural norms. I wanted to develop measures that could directly compare the strength of social norms across cultures, explore their evolutionary roots, and identify the pros and cons of norms being relatively strong or weak. While we initially focused on national differences, eventually we examined differences in tightness and looseness far and wide—across states, social classes, organizations, and communities.

Our sample of approximately seven thousand people, hailing from over thirty countries and five continents, spanned a wide array of occupations, genders, ages, religions, sects, and social classes. The survey was translated into over twenty languages—from Arabic to Estonian, Mandarin to Spanish, and Norwegian to Urdu. People were asked about their attitudes and worldviews, as well as how much freedom or constraint they had in many different social situations. Most important, they were asked to directly rate the overall strength of their country’s norms and punishments. Here are some of the questions we asked:

[image: images] Are there many social norms that people are supposed to abide by in this country?

[image: images] Are there very clear expectations for how people should act in most situations?

[image: images] If someone acts in an inappropriate way, will others strongly disapprove in this country?

[image: images] Do people in this country have the freedom to choose how they want to act in most situations?

[image: images] Do people in this country almost always comply with social norms?

The results, published in the journal Science in 2011 and covered by media outlets all over the globe, showed that people’s answers to our questions revealed an underlying pattern. In some countries, people agreed that social norms in their country were clear and pervasive, and often entailed strong punishments for people who didn’t follow them. That is, their countries were tight. People in other countries agreed that the norms in their country were less clear and fewer in number, and that people followed norms less often and were punished less for deviance. Their countries were loose.

The results of this survey gave us a direct way of organizing many cultures on the basis of their strength of norms. With the responses we received, we gave each of the thirty-three nations a tightness-looseness score (see Figure 2.1). According to our findings, some of the tightest nations in our sample were Pakistan, Malaysia, India, Singapore, South Korea, Norway, Turkey, Japan, China, Portugal, and Germany (formerly East). The loosest nations were Spain, the United States, Australia, New Zealand, Greece, Venezuela, Brazil, the Netherlands, Israel, Hungary, Estonia, and the Ukraine. Tightness-looseness is a continuum, with extreme cases at either end and varying degrees in between.

We also examined the data to see what it revealed about cultural regions. Tightness is highest in South and East Asian nations, followed by Middle Eastern nations and European countries of Nordic and Germanic origin. By contrast, Latin-European, English-speaking, and Latin American cultures are much less tight, with Eastern European and former Communist nations the loosest.

    
        [image: image]
        Figure 2.1. Scores on tightness-looseness around the world (2011).

    

    The data also provided insight into how much constraint or latitude people experience in over a dozen everyday social settings, including public parks, restaurants, libraries, banks, elevators, buses, movie theaters, classrooms, and parties. For each setting, respondents told us how much freedom they had to choose what to do, whether they had clear rules for appropriate behavior, and whether they were required to monitor their own behavior and “watch what they do.” They also told us how appropriate or inappropriate it would be to engage in various behaviors in these settings, such as arguing, cursing, singing, laughing, crying, listening to music, and eating.

The data clearly indicated that there are far fewer acceptable behaviors in tight cultures. Intriguingly, even though some situations—such as being in a job interview, a library, or a classroom—have a restricted range of behavior in all cultures (how often have you seen someone sing in the library or dance at a job interview?), in loose cultures there’s still a wider range of behaviors allowed in these situations. (As a professor, I can attest to the types of crazy behaviors you might see in an American classroom, such as wearing pajamas, texting, listening to music on earphones, and eating; in the classes I’ve taught in Beijing, these behaviors are much less common.) Likewise, although public parks, parties, and city sidewalks are universally less constrained in all cultures, these settings have more restrictions in tight ones. Figuratively speaking, in the tightest of cultures, people feel as though they’re in a library for a greater portion of their lives. But in the loosest of cultures, people feel as though they’re often at a park, with much more freedom to do as they wish.

Of course, nations tend to fall between these two extremes. And where they fall, they don’t necessarily stay. Though cultural psyches run deep, cultures can and do change on the continuum. Several forces—including the Machiavellian kind—can tip a nation’s tight-loose equilibrium quite dramatically. Moreover, just as a person might be generally extroverted most of the time but sometimes have introverted moments, most, if not all, nations have pockets that allow for the release of tightness or the tightening of looseness.

For example, even tight nations have select domains where anything goes—where citizens can let off normative steam. The looseness of these contexts tends to be carefully designated. Take Takeshita Street in Tokyo. Within the confines of this narrow pedestrian shopping street, Japan’s cultural demands for uniformity and order are completely suspended. On Takeshita Street, people stroll and preen in zany costumes, ranging from anime characters to sexy maids to punk musicians. Japanese youth and major celebrities from across the globe (including Lady Gaga, Rihanna, Nicki Minaj, and K-pop superstar G-Dragon) flock here to take part in these eccentricities and purchase the unique clothing, accessories, and souvenirs that are for sale. Japanese culture also encourages its straitlaced businessmen to take a designated break from the intense pressures of their jobs to drink, sometimes to excess. Even in the tightest of societies, there are underground spaces for looseness. Amid heavy censorship, Iran’s capital, Tehran, has developed a vibrant artistic culture. Finding ways around the country’s strict rules regarding political, religious, and sexual material in plays, songs, novels, and films has developed into a creative art form itself. Theater and musical groups put on shows for large crowds, whether in isolated fields, tunnels, or caves. And the Facebook page “My Stealthy Freedom” garnered more than one million likes for its photos of Iranian women removing their hijabs in public and enjoying other forbidden moments of independence.

Likewise, loose societies have designated domains of tightness. While they may seem random at first, they reflect values that are deeply important to citizens and therefore evolve to be regulated to ensure they don’t fade away. Take, for example, the American value of privacy, which is tightly regulated. We punish people who violate this norm, looking down on people who invade our personal space, take up too much of our time, and show up at our house unannounced. And in Israel, where people generally loathe regulations that constrain behavior and celebrate nonconformists, strong norms have developed around couples having large families, and serving in the army for Israelis remains a tight commitment among all who can serve. Even in Australia, with their overall lax behavioral rules, people tightly guard their strong egalitarian values. So much so that they have a special put-down for anyone who shows off their wealth or status: “tall poppies.”

Despite the fact that all countries have domains that are tight and domains that are loose, countries differ in the overall degree to which they emphasize tightness or looseness.

The tightness-looseness lens is a new way of viewing cultures on the global map. For example, there is no linear relationship between nations’ scores on tightness-looseness and their economic development. Singapore and Germany, both tight, enjoy significant economic success, but Pakistan and India, also tight, still struggle. The United States and Australia, both loose, are wealthy, but the Ukraine and Brazil, also loose, have comparatively lower gross domestic products. Tightness-looseness is also distinct from previous ways that scholars have compared cultures, such as whether they’re collectivist or individualist (collectivist cultures emphasize family ties; individualist cultures stress self-reliance). There are plenty of nations in each of the four quadrants: collectivist and tight (Japan and Singapore), collectivist and loose (Brazil and Spain), individualist and loose (the United States and New Zealand), and individualist and tight (Austria and Germany).

AN ANCIENT PATTERN

Our cross-cultural survey illustrated that tightness-looseness is a key way that modern nations vary. But groups have varied for thousands of years in the relative strength of their social norms. While the content of those social norms has changed over the centuries as human civilization has evolved, the underlying cultural template of tight and loose hasn’t. Some early societies resembled the rule-bound and orderly nation of modern Singapore, while others mimicked the Kiwis of New Zealand, with their lax rules.

Imagine yourself in Sparta, a strict, militarized culture in ancient Greece that existed in the late fifth century BC, well over two thousand years before Singapore was founded as a nation. What would you see?

From cradle to grave, the lives of Spartan citizens—their education, career, and marriage; their clothing style and personal beliefs—were all governed by rigid, nonnegotiable requirements. Take, for example, the life of a young Spartan boy. At age seven, he’d be sent off to a fifteen-year, state-run boot camp to be groomed into a courageous warrior. If he showed signs of fear on the battlefield, he’d be forced to shave off half his beard as a shameful emblem of his timidity. If he was an actual coward in battle, he would lose his Spartan citizenship altogether. Off the battlefield, public floggings tested his tolerance of pain.

The daily life of Spartans likewise resembled life in a military camp. In addition to following highly regulated diets, men and women were expected to frequently exercise to maintain a fit physique. The Spartans found obesity grotesque, so those who were overweight were banished from the city-state. Men and women who failed to pass physical exams (along with those who engaged in illegal activity or didn’t marry) were shunned, lost their citizenship, or had to wear special clothing as signs of societal disgrace. Sparta’s cutthroat physical standards even applied to newborn babies: If an infant was deemed weak or deformed, it was left at the foot of a mountain to die.

Spartans abided by clear-cut mannerisms taught in childhood. They were trained to wear solemn expressions and speak concisely. Children were disciplined to never cry, speak in public, or express fear. Spartans appreciated laughter and humor, but had to adhere to strict rules on what was acceptable and unacceptable: Jokes were to be refined and witty, never slapstick. It was also important for Spartan citizens, who considered themselves a superior race of warriors, to remain unpolluted by non-Spartan culture. Total uniformity in dress, hairstyle, and behavior was demanded. Foreigners and foreign influence were prohibited, and Spartan citizens were forbidden to travel abroad.

While the tight lifestyle might sound rather austere, Sparta was a proud culture, and its practices paid off: The radical discipline of Sparta’s citizens enabled it to achieve military predominance across Greece. Famous ancient Greeks and Romans, ranging from Plato to Augustus Caesar, were enthralled by Sparta’s legendary soldiers and their total devotion to the state.

Now let’s travel about 150 miles away to Sparta’s military rival and cultural nemesis: Athens. In contrast to Sparta’s strict lifestyle, Athens had permissive norms, with frequent gorging and drinking. Strolling the streets of Athens, you would have noticed a wide range of fashion styles, accessorized with jewelry pieces from the bustling Athenian marketplace, the agora. There you’d witness unbridled self-expression by artists, pastry chefs, actors, writers, and public intellectuals from different schools of thought. You might run into famous figures, like Socrates, who urged Athenian youths to reconsider all their conventions and preconceived notions about the world. Or you might meet Diogenes of Sinope, a philosopher who lived out of an abandoned tub in the streets of the agora, challenging the need for stultifying etiquette, which he believed prevented people from being their authentic selves. He was known to approach random Athenians and hold a lit candle to their faces in search of more genuine souls.

Perhaps due to their proximity to the Aegean Sea, which supported robust foreign trade, Athenians, unlike the more geographically isolated Spartans, experienced a lot of cultural mixing. With new ideas and artistic techniques coming in from outside cultures, the Athenians innovated the arts of theater, pottery, and sculpture. Every ten days, thousands of Athenians from all walks of life engaged in lively political debate, full of opposing viewpoints about current events, much like modern-day New Zealand. If you were a model citizen, you’d have the ability to express your ideas fluently and passionately in a public forum. Accordingly, schools in Athens cultivated students’ intellectual and creative prowess, with an emphasis on literature, music, and rhetoric—not just their combat skills. Radical new ideas transformed politics, ultimately paving the way for the establishment of the first democracy in Western civilization.

This was Athens: a loose place where new ideas clashed, dissolved, and altered, and where dissent was celebrated. The Spartans—prizing order and discipline—would have found Athens to be a pestilent scene of abject eccentricity.

The tight-loose distinction recurs throughout the history of human societies. Consider how tightness manifested among the Nahua culture of central Mexico in the early to mid-1900s. An ancient culture derived from the great Aztec Empire, the Nahua valued restraint and discipline. Ethnographers living among them documented their many rules and strict punishments, which share some remarkable similarities with Sparta and Singapore. Guarded and reserved in their interactions, the Nahua believed mannerisms should reflect self-control, a trait that helped them fulfill their society’s intense agricultural duties.

From early childhood, the Nahua taught their sons and daughters to be obedient and abide by norms. By age six, children completed many of the family’s daily tasks, such as taking care of siblings, helping in the fields and around the house, and going to the market. By age fifteen, girls did all the housework of grown women, while boys drove plows, planted and harvested crops, and raised cattle. The Nahua placed a great emphasis on “good” behavior in children. Sexuality was discouraged from childhood on, and curiosity about bodily functions was forbidden. Parents in Nahua strongly believed that children lacking self-discipline would grow up to become poor workers and bring great shame to their families. To ward off this fate, children who fell short of their parents’ expectations were severely punished—whipped, beaten, kicked, ridiculed, or denied food or sleep for offenses such as losing things or grumbling.

Later, marriageability depended on one’s willingness to follow the rules. If a young man’s mother learned that his intended was known for being lazy or disobedient, she would object to the union. In public, women and girls were expected to be demure and unassuming at all times, lest their behavior be labeled shamelessly flirtatious. Since women were expected to remain virgins before marriage, any appearance of a sexual drive could damage their reputations and was severely punished by their parents. Once married, wives were expected to be compliant and faithful. To ensure nothing could destabilize the new family structure, they were discouraged from keeping female friends, who might act as a go-between for a wife and her prospective lover. Men also discontinued their friendships with other men, lest intimacy develop between these men and their wives. Divorce was highly frowned upon. Community members reported on the wrongdoings of others, and appropriate conduct was maintained through unrelenting gossip, accusations of sorcery, and, in severe cases, expulsion from the community.

Now contrast the Nahua with the Copper Inuit, who’ve lived in the central Arctic region in Canada as hunter-gatherers for over three millennia. They, too, were observed by ethnographers in the mid-twentieth century. Their looseness might make modern Kiwis blush.

Growing up, Copper Inuit children enjoyed an unstructured and informal lifestyle. The parenting style was laissez-faire to say the least. Diamond Jenness, a pioneer of Canadian anthropology, described children growing up like “wild plants” until puberty, roaming about on their own, roughhousing with peers, and not hesitating to interrupt or correct their parents. Children had total autonomy over their schedules, including whether to attend school. Parents rarely used any form of physical punishment with their kids; they mostly ignored misbehavior or briefly teased children who acted out of line.

Unlike the Nahua, the Copper Inuit were known to be easygoing about sexual matters. Intercourse was fairly common among adolescents, who had sex even in their parents’ house. If and when couples eventually did get married, the process was rather informal: They established a separate home, but returned to their respective families’ homes if things didn’t work out. Open marriages were tolerated, including wife-swapping in some cases, which promoted alliances with members of unrelated families. Men and women had their own roles within the home, but these roles were flexible: women sometimes went hunting, and men learned how to cook and sew. Within the broader community, only “rudimentary law” existed, according to the legal anthropologist E. Adamson Hoebel; there was no centralized power to resolve conflicts between community members. The fact that individuals were left to manage conflict on their own undoubtedly contributed to the high rates of homicide and blood feuds among the Copper Inuit.

Despite their differences in time, place, and customs, groups from Sparta and Athens to the Nahua and Inuit varied in the same way that modern societies do: Some of these groups were loose; others were tight.

In the twentieth century, anthropologists started to notice these distinctions in many other cultural groups. In the 1930s, American anthropologist Ruth Benedict contrasted cultures as either “Apollonian” or “Dionysian” after the sons of Zeus. Like Apollo, the god of reason and rationality, tight “Apollonian” cultures, such as the Native American Zunis, valued restraint and order. And like Dionysus, the god of wine, who emphasized abandon, letting go, and excess, loose “Dionysian” cultures, such as the Plains Indians tribes, were prone to wildness and a lack of inhibition. Later, in the 1960s, Pertti Pelto, a Finnish American anthropologist, officially used the terms tight and loose to differentiate traditional societies.

Our own analysis of data from the anthropological record offers historical evidence of this ancient cultural template. The Standard Cross-Cultural Sample (SCCS) provides information on 186 preindustrial societies from around the world. The societies in the data set are highly diverse, from contemporary hunter-gatherers (the !Kung Bushmen) to early historic states (Aztecs). In their fieldwork, anthropologists meticulously rated the societies on various characteristics over the years—for example, the degree to which children were expected to have high levels of self-restraint and obedience, whether the community tried to control children’s behavior, and whether children in these societies were severely punished for not obeying rules. We found that these hundreds of societies were scattered along the tightness-looseness spectrum. Cultures like the Inca in South America, the Goajiro in South America, and the Azande in Central Africa all scored high on tightness. The Tehuelche in South America, !Kung Bushmen in Southwest Africa, and the Copper Inuit from Canada were loose.

Just as our contemporary research on modern nations mapped divides between tight and loose cultures, it’s clear that this template dates back to ancient history. Norms may change across the centuries, but their deep structure—tight or loose—is timeless.
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The Yin and Yang of Tight and Loose

In 2013, I asked some of my research assistants to do something a little out of the ordinary. At my request, each donned a temporary tattoo, a (fake) skin piercing, a purple hair extension, or synthetic facial warts. I then sent them out to fourteen countries to ask strangers on city streets for help with directions or clerks in stores for help with a purchase. The results were clear: My students wearing the stigmas were more likely to receive help from strangers in loose cultures than in tight ones.

I’m not the only psychologist who has messed with environments to root out cultural differences. In 2008, researchers at the University of Groningen in the Netherlands did so quite literally: In one condition of their study, they temporarily added graffiti to an alley near a shopping area—in essence, making it an impromptu “loose” environment. In the other condition, they kept the alley clean, making it a spotless, tight environment. Then they hung useless leaflets that read “We wish everybody happy holidays” on the handlebars of parked bicycles in both conditions. It was an ingenious test. The bike owners would need to remove the leaflets from their handlebars to ride their bikes, yet there were no trash cans around. Would the riders take the leaflets with them or throw them on the ground? About 70 percent in the loose, graffiti-ridden alley littered; only about 30 percent in the tight, clean alley did.

As these studies show, tightness and looseness both have their pros and cons depending on your vantage point. Broadly speaking, loose cultures tend to be open, but they’re also much more disorderly. On the flip side, tight cultures have a comforting order and predictability, but they’re less tolerant. This is the tight-loose trade-off: advantages in one realm coexist with drawbacks in another.

LIVING THE TIGHT LIFE

In a 2017 episode of Wait Wait . . . Don’t Tell Me!, the weekly U.S. National Public Radio comedy show, host Peter Sagal asked his panelists the following question: “Just like the United States, Japan has problems with its police force. In Japan, many police officers are in desperate need of what?” The answer to his question wasn’t what you’d expect: new uniforms, faster cars, higher pay, or more time off. Quite the contrary, Sagal explained. “They need crime . . . Crime rates in Japan have fallen so low in the last thirteen years that police officers are literally looking for things to occupy their time.” According to the Economist, as of 2014, Japan had one of the lowest murder rates in the world, just 0.3 per 100,000 people. The streets of Japan are so safe that some police officers have resorted to prodding individuals to steal: Policemen in the southern city of Kagoshima started leaving cases of beer in unlocked cars just to see if passersby would grab them. But even this sting was underwhelming; it took a week before they could revel in the opportunity to punish a hapless offender.

Beyond this one comical example, my statistical analyses of George Thomas Kurian’s Illustrated Book of World Rankings show crime rates per hundred thousand people are all significantly lower in tight countries. Like Japan, China is known for its low level of crime, as are India and Turkey. In looser countries, like New Zealand, the Netherlands, and the United States, crime is much more common. And while violence has been falling for decades, as shown by renowned psychologist Steven Pinker in The Better Angels of Our Nature, murder rates still vary widely around the world in a predictable pattern: Looser nations have higher rates than tight ones.

How do tight cultures maintain social order and keep their crime rates low? First, through threat of serious punishments. Retention of the death penalty, as reported by Amnesty International, is highly correlated with tightness ratings. For example, possessing drugs can get you the death penalty in Singapore—as compared with the Netherlands, where marijuana is sold legally in coffee shops (and increasingly in some U.S. states). At least sixteen crimes can result in a death sentence in Saudi Arabia, including drug possession, burglary, rape, adultery, and gay sex. Get caught drinking alcohol, and you may face jail time and even a public flogging. And whether you agree or disagree with Singapore’s caning practices, such deterrence appears to have helped make the country relatively crime free.

No doubt, extensive monitoring systems also keep a lid on crime. I’ve found that tight cultures tend to have more police per capita and employ more security personnel to check for inappropriate behavior in public spaces. Surveillance cameras are rampant in tight countries, reminding the public to behave themselves. In Saudi Arabia, high-tech cameras called saher, which translates to “one who remains awake,” dot highways, exit roads, and intersections. They capture images of drivers talking on the phone, texting, not wearing seat belts, and driving over the speed limit, as well as tailgating and changing lanes excessively. Similarly, Japan has millions of surveillance cameras on streets, buildings, store entrances, taxis, and train stations.

Psychologists at Newcastle University in the United Kingdom tested the effectiveness of this “eyes are upon you” practice in fostering norm-compliant behavior. In their university coffee room, the researchers hung a banner with an image of a large pair of eyes above the coffee maker. Next to the machine, there was an “honesty box” as a collection receptacle for people’s payments for coffee, tea, or milk. During weeks when the banner with eyes hung above the coffee machine (as compared with weeks when there was simply a picture of flowers), people put almost three times more money into the honesty box, on average. In another study, researchers found that hanging up a poster of eyes around a university cafeteria reduced student littering by half.


[image: image]
Figure 3.1. Contributions to the honesty box.



In another experiment, people who were prompted to think about religious concepts, such as preacher, prophet, saint, and church (a habit of mind that is more likely to occur in tight cultures, which rank higher on religiosity), were less likely to cheat. So whether the eyes belong to our neighbors, the government, or God, monitoring leads us to conform to prevailing norms. “Watched people are nice people,” cultural psychologist Ara Norenzayan has aptly stated.

In addition to having less crime, tight nations tend to be more organized and cleaner. Here again, stronger norms and monitoring work hand in hand to bring this about.

In 2014, I asked my research assistants in other countries to examine signs of cleanliness in public settings. Even after factoring in national wealth, they found that tighter countries tend to have more cleaning personnel on city streets. They not only keep things tidy but also serve as a reminder to citizens about the value of doing so.

Many tight countries have a long tradition of keeping their cities clean. Germany and neighboring Austria, for example, are famous for their tidiness. On city streets in Vienna, “waste watchers” dole out hefty fines to litterbugs. In southern Germany, residents of apartment buildings strictly abide by a cleaning system called “Kehrwoche,” or sweeping week, where each person is responsible for cleaning up the building’s steps and sidewalks. In Oslo, Norway, whose spotless thoroughfares are perhaps rivaled only by the impeccably manicured streets of Singapore, an anti-littering mascot reminds people not to litter and organizes cleanup days that involve over two hundred thousand volunteers. Japan’s obsession with cleanliness made international headlines after the nation’s defeat in the 2014 World Cup, when Japanese fans swarmed over Brazil’s Arena Pernambuco stadium with bright blue trash bags, gathering up litter to discard—a postgame tradition in their home country that they’d taken on the road.

By contrast, in an extreme show of loose behavior, when the Vancouver Canucks lost the Stanley Cup in 2011, the city transformed into a “drunken vomity hellhole” that cost around $4 million to repair, blogger Isha Aran reported. Slovenly behavior like this is generally more widespread in loose cultures. Seventy-five percent of Americans report littering in the last five years, a habit that entails over $11 billion annually in cleanup efforts. The government in Brazil spends hundreds of millions of dollars per year in the city of Rio alone to collect trash on streets and beaches. And in Greece, residents compound their country’s financial crisis by tossing their garbage in makeshift landfills, causing fires and posing serious health and safety risks.

Interestingly, when we’re exposed to untidy environments, it creates a powerful feedback loop that facilitates more norm violations and disorder. Imagine witnessing someone littering, not returning his shopping cart, or scrawling graffiti on the side of a building. If you saw this, would you be more likely to break a different norm or rule? Research suggests you would. People have been found to litter more when they witness illegal fireworks going off nearby or when they observe others not returning their shopping carts. This kind of “norm-breaking contagion” is much less likely to occur in tight cultures where fewer norm violations occur in the first place.

In addition to generally being cleaner, tight cultures tend to have less noise pollution. Germany has mandated quiet hours on Sundays and holiday evenings. During these quiet hours, you’re forbidden to mow your lawn, play loud music, or run washing machines. The German courts take these restrictions very seriously. After one Cologne resident complained about a yapping dog, a judge allowed the dog to bark for only thirty minutes a day in ten-minute intervals. Likewise, in Japan, noise is tightly regulated. Commuters are expected to refrain from talking on the phone and to listen to music through headphones. By contrast, Dutch commuters often chat loudly while riding the train, even in cars that are designated “silent zones” (stilte in Dutch). In Israel, a transportation department video implored Israelis to be “more like the British” and stop yelling on the metro in 2016. Meanwhile, the New York Times labeled its namesake city “The City That Never Shuts Up.” In 2016, more than 420,000 noise complaints were made in New York, double the number made in 2011, and reports show that the city suffers from dangerous decibel levels. Even libraries, which are supposed to be the quintessential haven for quiet, are rated as being much noisier in looser cultures, my research shows.

THE CLOCKS ON CITY STREETS

Another contributing factor to the greater order seen in tight cultures is their superior synchronization. Synchrony can be found in many human activities: swimming, marching bands, army drills, and more. It’s also a feature of many nonhuman species. Fireflies have mastered synchrony with their well-timed flashing, as have crickets, whose chirping is so precise that we can use it to predict the temperature. Synchrony is all around us. In humans, cardiac pacemakers, firing neurons, intestinal activity, and applauding audiences all reflect synchronization. All nations need to be synchronized to some degree, or they’d collapse. Yet nations vary widely in their ability to synchronize actions, with tight cultures faring better at it than loose ones.

Take something as simple as clocks in city streets. You might assume all countries ensure their major clocks are perfectly synced to the right time, but a clever study led by psychologist Robert Levine suggests some countries are more successful at this than others. He had research assistants measure the time displayed on fifteen different clocks across the capitals of thirty-plus countries. In some countries, including Austria, Singapore, and Japan—all tight nations—city-center clocks were highly in sync, deviating from each other by less than thirty seconds. But in loose countries like Brazil and Greece, clocks were off from one another by almost two minutes. My analysis of Levine’s data shows that, generally speaking, synchronous clocks are likely to be found in tight nations, as seen in the figure below.
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Figure 3.2. Clock deviation (in seconds) by country.



Transportation tends to be more coordinated in tight cultures. If you live in a tighter culture, you’re more likely to be able to depend on the preset schedules of public transport, whereas if you’re in a loose culture, you should expect delays. Japan’s Shinkansen “bullet trains,” which travel up to two hundred miles per hour, had an average delay of only fifty-four seconds in 2013. Likewise, the trains of the Swiss, renowned for their timeliness, boasted a 97 percent punctuality rate. In 2014, Singapore’s main rail system had only fourteen delays lasting over thirty minutes. Rail operators can be fined up to one million Singapore dollars a year for delayed performance. When delays do happen in tighter countries, apologies and explanations flood in. When a power surge led to a two-hour delay on Singaporean trains, the national transport minister personally issued a public apology. And when German trains are late, passengers can expect a detailed explanation from the conductor. By contrast, train riders in loose countries are both more likely to face delays and less likely to receive apologies or explanations. The heavily trafficked New Jersey Transit line between the Big Apple and New Jersey prompted the endearingly titled website njtranshit.com, which tracks the almost-predictable daily delays and cancellations suffered by customers. On American railway Amtrak, an estimated 20 to 30 percent of trains run late on some of the busiest lines.

It’s not just the clocks in tight cultures that are synchronized. People are more likely to dress the same, buy the same things, and generally downplay their uniqueness. Why? Because if everybody acts like everybody else, order and coordination become much easier. Take something as seemingly benign as which hand you use for writing. One of my studies found that there are far fewer “lefties” in tight cultures. For example, while about 12 percent of Americans write with their left hands, only about 3 percent of people in Turkey do. And the tighter a country is, the more likely it is to require school uniforms. This uniformity even extends to the cars people drive. I had my team of research assistants also venture into parking lots around the world. We found less variation in the make and color of cars in tight cultures as compared with loose ones.

Synchronization practices abound in tight cultures. The practice of “precision walking,” also called Shuudan Koudou, which translates to “collective action,” has been perfected by Japanese students walking together in amazingly complex routines that echo marching bands and the military. In China, radio calisthenics—exercises set to music and broadcast on the radio—are mandatory at state-owned companies and are part of the curriculum in many primary and secondary schools, and older women frequently gather in public squares at night to dance in synchrony in forms modeled after Tai Chi. In other cultures, religious practices are used to synchronize people. In the Middle East, the adhan, or Islamic call to prayer, resonates through the streets five times a day, synchronizing individuals throughout the region. Whether derived from clocks, clothes, cars, or calls to prayer, synchronization leads to the same predictable psychological consequence: enhanced cohesion and cooperation, as I discussed in Chapter 1.

Synchronization is also found in the most unexpected of places: the stock market. Analysts had long assumed that behavior on the stock market was primarily related to economic or political variables, like a country’s wealth or information transparency. But a group of U.S. professors had a hunch that culture might play a role. In a paper published in the Journal of Financial Economics, Cheol Eun and his colleagues found that investors in tight cultures are more likely to make similar buying and selling decisions—what they call stock price synchronicity. In their study of stock price movements across forty-seven countries from 1990 to 2010, tighter countries, such as China, Turkey, and Singapore, featured greater synchronicity than loose nations such as the United States, New Zealand, and Brazil. Investors from tight areas evidently have more common experiences and perspectives, and are generally more sensitive to peer influence (or “herd behavior”), which leads them to make similar trading decisions.

TIGHTENING OUR BELTS

Due to their cultures’ greater social regulation, it seemed plausible that people in tight cultures might have greater self-regulation than people in loose cultures. German sociologist Norbert Elias was the first to make the connection between social constraint and self-constraint in his book The Civilizing Process, published in 1939. The more people have to attune their conduct to others’, he argued, the stronger their ability to regulate their impulses. My research supports this argument: People in tight cultures do indeed show higher self-control. For example, people in the United States, New Zealand, Greece, and Venezuela weigh much more than people in tight countries like India, Japan, Pakistan, and Singapore, even taking into account a country’s wealth and people’s average height. (As an aside, in the United States, over 50 percent of dogs and cats are overweight or obese, including my own dog, Pepper.) Some of the highest scores for alcohol consumption in liters per capita also came from loose countries such as Spain, Estonia, and New Zealand. Residents of tight nations such as Singapore, India, and China score low on alcohol consumption rates.

Spending habits also differ widely between tight and loose cultures. Residents of loose countries such as the United States, Hungary, and Estonia are more likely to gamble than residents of tight countries such as South Korea and Singapore. Loose nations also have lower gross national savings—a country’s gross national income minus public and private consumption—even when taking into account wealth and income distribution, suggesting that economies in loose cultures are spending more income than they produce.

These differences aren’t just found in scientific studies—they show up in international headlines. When the 2008 financial crisis hit the world markets, years of sloppy bookkeeping caught up with Greece, a loose culture, which plunged €300 billion into debt. Banks in tight Germany ended up shouldering a lot of Greece’s debt, and much like a no-nonsense parent, the German government called on Greece to implement greater fiscal austerity. “You just have to ask the Swabian [a wealthy southwestern region of Germany] housewife,” scolded Chancellor Angela Merkel. “She would have given us some worldly wisdom. You cannot live permanently beyond your means.” Tellingly, the German word for debt and guilt is the same (Schuld). Greeks, in turn, hit the street and vehemently protested such strict measures. Tensions came to a head in July 2015, when Germany proposed that Greece leave the eurozone. In the end, another bailout was arranged, but the tight-loose fault line persisted.

LIVING THE LOOSE LIFE

Tight cultures generally have low crime, high synchrony, and a high degree of self-control. Loose cultures, on the flip side, can be highly disorganized and suffer from a host of self-regulation failures. Yet loose cultures have a significant edge when it comes to being open—to new ideas, different people, and change—qualities that tight cultures sorely lack. This is the tight-loose trade-off in action.

The human capacity to innovate sets us apart from other species, and has produced countless achievements—from the wheel to the lightbulb to the Internet. Creativity requires out-of-the-box thinking and acceptance of ideas that might violate preestablished norms, which gives loose cultures a clear innovation advantage.

In one study, management professors Roy Chua, Yanning Roth, and Jean-François Lemoine analyzed eleven thousand responses to ninety-nine creativity contests on a crowdsourcing platform where large monetary prizes were given to the best ideas. Creativity challenges posted included designing a new shopping mall in Spain, creating a TV commercial tailored to Egyptian culture, rebranding instant coffee for Australians, and designing a water bottle that was quintessentially “French.” People from tight countries weren’t only less likely to win these competitions, but also less likely to enter. Even more telling, judges in tight cultures gave fewer awards to foreign participants’ ideas, presumably because these ideas were more radical than those the judges were accustomed to.

This study points to an interesting aspect of the tight-loose trade-off. Loose cultures may be less orderly than tight ones, but a certain level of disorderliness actually proves beneficial to thinking outside of the box. Imagine yourself in a psychology experiment in a well-organized room with a spotless desk, as shown in Figure 3.3. Then imagine yourself in a chaotic space with papers, open books, pens, and pencils strewn across the desk and the floor (this is how my office looks). How would these environments affect your creativity in the experiment?
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Figure 3.3. Orderly and disorderly rooms used in Vohs and colleagues’ study.



Psychologist Kathleen Vohs and her collaborators found that people who spent time in a messy room performed better on a brainstorming task—specifically, listing more innovative uses for Ping-Pong balls. In another study, people in a messy room indicated that they’d rather order a menu option that was labeled “new” (the creative option) versus one labeled “classic.” Tight rooms—and tight cultures—enhance the status quo; by contrast, loose, messy environments may seem chaotic, but they encourage unconventional thinking.

Relatedly, while synchrony has its benefits for cooperation in tight cultures, there are benefits to being unsynchronized that loose cultures gain. In one study, my collaborators Joshua Jackson, Nava Caluori, Morgan Taylor, and I asked groups of people to perform a creativity task after they walked around campus either at the exact same pace or at their own pace. Groups that walked in sync were less creative than those that marched to their own beat.

In another study where groups chanted either the same or different words together at the same time, groups that chanted the same words were less likely to have individuals who voiced dissent in a later group-decision task that actually benefited from having different opinions.

From the ancient Athenians to the modern-day Dutch, loose cultures also exhibit greater creativity because of their exposure to multiple cultures. Research shows that people who have greater multicultural experience—meaning they’ve traveled or interacted with people from different cultures extensively—tend to be more creative than those who haven’t. For example, in laboratory studies, people with more multicultural experiences brainstorm more unconventional ideas for gifts and are more likely to solve tasks that require novel solutions.

Imagine you’re given a book of matches, a candle, and a box of thumbtacks and are asked to mount the candle to a wall so that the wax from the candle won’t drip onto the table. Figure 3.4 shows the solution. It clearly requires a lot of creative thinking, and having more exposure to cultural diversity bolsters this ability.

Economists call this ability to cross boundaries and break out of the norm “fluidity.” They argue that it’s a key skill if you want to succeed as an entrepreneur. As Harvard psychologist Howard Gardner puts it, “a lack of fit, an unusual pattern, or an irregularity”—quintessentially loose qualities—has the power to stimulate creativity. Indeed, our analyses of the 2015 Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, which examined attitudes in more than 120 countries, show that people in loose cultures, such as Brazil and Greece, are more likely to believe that entrepreneurship is a good career choice and that they have the capabilities to start their own business, as compared with those in tight cultures, such as Korea and Germany.
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Figure 3.4. The Duncker Candle Problem.



Loose cultures are not only more open to different ideas—they’re open to different people. Centuries ago, Herodotus, known by his admirers as the father of history, observed in his travels circa 450 BC that all cultures are ethnocentric—that is, they believe their own way of doing things is far superior to that of others: “If one were to order all mankind to choose the best set of rules in the world, each group would, after due consideration, choose its own customs; each group regards its own as being by far the best.”

Herodotus illustrates his point with a story in which King Darius, the ruler of Persia, asks a group of Greeks who were cremating their dead fathers how much money it would take for them to eat their fathers’ corpses. The Greeks, shocked, reply that they’d never agree to do such a thing. The king then asks the Callatiae, an Indian tribe, who were known to eat their parents, how much money it would take for them to cremate their corpses. The Callatiae cry out in horror and tell Darius not to suggest such appalling acts.

But while some amount of ethnocentrism is universal, loose cultures tend to be less ethnocentric than tight ones. People in loose countries generally embrace what psychologists call a cosmopolitan mind-set. They report being identified with “the world as a whole” to a greater extent than do people in tight cultures. This cosmopolitan mind-set also makes them more receptive to foreigners. When people from all over the world were asked if they would tolerate immigrants as their neighbors, it was the loose cultures, including Brazil, Australia, New Zealand, and the Netherlands, that were the most welcoming, whereas the tightest cultures—such as Malaysia, South Korea, and Turkey—were not. Loose nations back up those attitudes, too: They are literally home to a higher percentage of immigrants.

Generally, people in tight cultures are more likely to believe their culture is superior and needs to be protected from foreign influences. China, for example, ranks in the 90th percentile of countries with the most negative attitudes toward foreigners. And in Japan, where foreigners make up only 2 percent of the population, many landlords have a “no foreigners” policy, and certain bathhouses, shops, restaurants, and hotels deny entry to foreign customers. In 2016, the Guardian reported that a train conductor on an Osaka railway announced, “There are many foreign passengers on board today . . . this has caused serious congestion and is causing inconvenience to Japanese passengers.” In Austria, another tight culture with little ethnic diversity, surveys show that almost thirty percent of Austrian citizens hold anti-Semitic attitudes. And Austria remains one of the most politically exclusive countries for non-EU immigrants, who reportedly have no voting rights and face very restrictive naturalization requirements.

People in loose cultures are also more tolerant of people with a range of commonly stigmatized identities. In surveys conducted with more than 33,000 people across nineteen countries, we found that people from loose cultures were much more willing to live next to a wider range of people, including homosexuals, individuals from a different race or religion, foreign workers, unmarried couples, and those who have AIDS.
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Figure 3.5. Unwillingness to live next to stigmatized groups increases as tightness increases.



International surveys by Gallup also show tight countries—such as South Korea, Pakistan, Malaysia, Turkey, and China—to be some of the worst places to live for gays and lesbians, while loose countries—such as Australia, New Zealand, and the Netherlands—are more accepting. San Francisco, Barcelona, Amsterdam, São Paulo, and Tel Aviv were rated as some of the most gay-friendly travel destinations in 2015. Meanwhile, bullying and discrimination of gay students is prevalent in Portugal and Turkey, and in Iran and Afghanistan being gay can be fatal: Same-sex intercourse is punishable by death for breaking Sharia law.

Take another stigma that might not be as obvious: marital status. Are you single, married, or divorced? In loose cultures, such distinctions are comparably unimportant. There are multiple ways for people to cohabitate without being formally married in the Netherlands, such as through registered partnerships and cohabitation agreements. About half of all Dutch children are born to unmarried parents. Similarly high rates occur in New Zealand and Spain. Loose cultures are also more sexually tolerant. They report having more sexual partners and have more positive attitudes toward casual sex. By contrast, unmarried women and single mothers in tight cultures often face a lot of shame and ostracism for their unconventional lifestyles. In China, unmarried or divorced women in their late twenties are referred to as “leftover women,” or sheng nu, by the government and are mocked as being “a used cotton jacket” on state-sponsored TV programs. Being unmarried is also a liability on the job market. The New York Times recounted the story of a well-qualified thirty-six-year-old single female job applicant in China who was rejected for an editor position because the recruiter deemed she must have “severe personality flaws” or “psychological issues” if she was unmarried. In South Korea, over 90 percent of children given up for adoption are born to unmarried mothers—mainly due to the stigma the mothers would face if they kept their children.

THE CULTURAL ROOTS OF INERTIA

Heraclitus, the ancient Greek philosopher (circa 500 BC), is credited for the notion that the only constant is change. Many centuries later, in 1992, the comedian Bill Hicks, more a truth-teller than a philosopher, made a similar declaration in one of his most acclaimed stand-up routines: “The world is like a ride in an amusement park . . . The ride goes up and down, around and around, it has thrills and chills . . . And we can change it anytime we want.” Yet change is not evenly distributed around the world. Loose cultures, with their openness and permissiveness, embrace change and are more adaptable to new and potentially better ideas that come along. By contrast, with their greater social control and synchronization, tight cultures cling to stability and the status quo, taking much longer to adapt to new circumstances.

For example, when people in loose cultures were asked whether they’d ever engaged in or planned to engage in any kind of collective political action—from signing a petition to demonstrating—they overwhelmingly said yes, whereas people in tight cultures said no more often. Not only do loose cultures boast a highly open media that enables uncensored dissent, but people even support the expression of ideas they find repugnant. In 2007, at a rally against Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, who was visiting Columbia University, one protester proudly held a sign that read “Free speech for all. Even douchebags” and commented, “To deny free speech to anybody, you deny it to everybody.”

By contrast, tight countries place many restrictions on what people can say in public. Tight nations are more likely to have autocratic governments that don’t hesitate to forcefully crack down on any dissent or censor the media. Not surprisingly, countries’ looseness ratings correlate highly with the organization Freedom House’s ratings of a nation’s openness to the media and to journalists. Countries like New Zealand, Belgium, and Australia have a very open media environment, affording a wide range of ideas that go uncontested. Countries like China, Malaysia, and Singapore, by contrast, put a lid on what people can say, on- and off-line. Twitter’s analytics division reported that Turkey’s government and other officials made more requests to remove content from its citizens’ accounts than any other country in 2017, even beating out Russia and its notoriously tight monitoring of irreverent Twitter content. China tasks its “web police” of two million people with conducting digital surveillance and eliminating rebellious ideas. To give citizens further incentive to stay in line, the government is reportedly working on a “social credit” system that would compile data about each individual citizen’s behavior—such as their debt repayment, driving history, and even their treatment of their parents—into a single score, similar to a credit score, with points taken away and sanctions imposed on those causing “disturbances.”

People in loose cultures might think these restrictions are excessive, and that the state should never interfere with the media. But many people in tight cultures actually embrace these restrictions. A 2008 Pew Research Center survey showed that over 80 percent of respondents in China think the Internet should be managed or controlled by the government. This reflects a broader trend: People in tight cultures believe that the most important responsibility of government is to maintain order, and they support strong leaders who do so, even if it means sacrificing some personal freedom.

With a huge marketplace of ideas and encouragement to challenge the status quo, cultural change can happen much more quickly in loose cultures than tight cultures. In fact, it’s something artificial intelligence experts Dana Nau and Soham De and I have shown with computer simulations. When we introduced new norms that would give a population more benefits—analogous to better economic or social conditions—tight groups resisted the changes for much longer than loose groups.

Beyond the confines of artificial laboratory simulations, tight cultures react to change with great resistance. I visit Jordan frequently to do research on terrorism (I’ll speak more about the connection between tightness-looseness and terrorism in Chapter 10). In 2016, Jordan’s Ministry of Education rolled out a new school curriculum in an effort to promote tolerance and reduce radicalization among the country’s youth. The changes were designed to foster a sense of acceptance toward non-Muslims: Pictures of women without the hijab, men without facial hair, and men vacuuming were added to textbooks, which retained a dominant Islamic point of view. The hope was these tweaks would immunize Jordanians against extremist ideologies, said Mohammed Momani, a government spokesperson for the project. But the effort completely backfired. Many viewed the changes as an attack on Islamic values. The teachers’ union told educators to disregard the changes, and in the city of Amman, some educators burned the new textbooks, chanting, “We will teach them what we want.” In this tight culture, the modifications were too threatening to the existing social order.

Tight societies have cornered the market on social order, synchrony, and self-regulation. Loose societies have made their own gains in achieving tolerance, creativity, and openness to change. Both invariably have potential assets and liabilities, as shown in Figure 3.6.
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Figure 3.6. Tight-loose trade-off.



Of course, exploring the various trade-offs of tight and loose mind-sets is not to suggest that all cultures have these respective characteristics. Take height and weight. To a very large degree, taller people weigh more. Yet each of us knows a tall person who is thin and a short person who is heavy. Tight-loose dynamics work the same way. Not all tight and loose cultures exhibit all of these trade-offs, but many do.

But why do these deep differences exist in the first place? Tight and loose countries aren’t united by obvious qualities. They’re not similar in terms of their location: The tight countries of Japan, Germany, Norway, Singapore, and Pakistan are all scattered around the planet, as are the loose countries of Netherlands, Brazil, Greece, and New Zealand. Groups of tight or loose countries don’t speak the same language. They don’t share any common religion or tradition. Tight countries aren’t all the same age, nor are loose ones. Some, like Sparta and Singapore, or New Zealand and Athens, are separated by over two thousand years. What, then, do they have in common?
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Disaster, Disease, and Diversity

The strength of a culture’s norms and punishments isn’t random. It has a secret logic that has been hiding in plain sight.

Though they were separated by miles and, in some cases, decades or centuries, the tight cultures of Sparta, the Nahua, and Singapore faced a common fate: Each had (or has) to deal with a high degree of threat, whether from Mother Nature and her constant fury of disasters, diseases, and food scarcity, or from human nature and the chaos caused by invasions and internal conflicts. And when we look at the loose cultures of New Zealand, Athens, and the Copper Inuit, we see the opposite pattern: These groups had (or have) the luxury of facing far fewer threats. They generally had the safety to explore new ideas, accept newcomers, and tolerate a wide range of behavior.

Herein lies the hidden rationale behind tight and loose cultures: Whether they dwelled in the ancient past or exist in the modern era, groups that deal with many ecological and historical threats need to do everything they can to create order in the face of chaos. Take, for example, societies like the Nahua, which are highly dependent on agriculture for their survival. When crops are bountiful, life is good. When there’s a lasting drought, life is unpredictable and harsh; people suffer and die. It stands to reason that groups that are disciplined and that punish people who don’t follow norms are better able to coordinate to cultivate crops and increase their chances of survival. By contrast, hunter-gatherers like the Inuit are highly self-reliant, with each family being responsible for foraging food; consequently, they don’t have to coordinate their efforts. Strong rules and punishments, in effect, aren’t as necessary. Beyond the Nahua and Inuit, many other groups show this same cultural logic. The Temne people of Sierra Leone, for example, rely on agricultural output for survival and thus require strict conformity to their rules, whereas the Eskimo of Baffin Island, a hunting society, allow members considerably more latitude.

Food, of course, is just one of many basic resources that human groups depend on for survival. Groups must protect themselves from many other threats besides starvation, including natural disasters, territorial threats, overpopulation, scarce natural resources, and pathogens. In fact, considering the innumerable wars that have taken place, the frequency of Mother Nature’s fury, and the number of communicable diseases that have existed, it’s a wonder that humans have been able to survive. How did they do it?

The emergence of social norms—a particularly human invention—is the key to this evolutionary puzzle. Strong norms are needed to cultivate the societal order that is necessary for surviving the most difficult circumstances. In contexts where there are fewer threats and thus less of a need for coordination, strong norms don’t materialize.

SQUEEZED IN

Think about a time when you were packed into a crowded elevator. How did you feel and act? You were probably monitoring your behavior, trying not to fidget too much, or suppressing a laugh at something funny you were thinking about. Maybe you were irritated by fellow passengers doing weird things, like singing with their headphones on, taking up too much room, or divulging personal details to a friend on the phone.

Some countries are a lot like that crowded elevator. People live in small spaces in close proximity to their neighbors, contending with packed streets and cheek-to-jowl buses and trains. Compare Singapore, with its astonishing population density of over twenty thousand people per square mile as of 2016, with Iceland, which has only eight people per square mile. Or imagine being in Japan, with over eight hundred people per square mile, as compared with New Zealand, where there are more sheep than people (about six sheep per person, to be precise) and about forty-five people per square mile.

Population density varies dramatically around the globe. In many countries, it’s dictated by topography or other geographical features. India is a case in point. The country has an impressively high population density of over a thousand people per square mile. The Himalayas, which comprise about 16 percent of India’s territorial area, are far too cold for humans to survive. Because flatter areas have better access to water, which is ideal for human settlement, they’ve ended up with the most inhabitants. Similarly, given that around 70 percent of Japan is covered in uninhabitable mountains, and less than 15 percent of it is suitable for agriculture, residents cope with very little space. Switzerland, one of the most mountainous areas in Europe—and home to the Alps, which cover three-fifths of the country—copes with a high population density of over five hundred people per square mile.

High population density is a basic human threat. In societies where personal space is hard to come by, there’s great potential for chaos and conflict. Even lab rats have been found to get stressed out when forced to live in close quarters: Female rats have more trouble carrying pregnancies to term, and male rats show symptoms ranging from sexual deviance to cannibalism.


[image: image]
Figure 4.1. Crowded street in Calcutta, India.



Fortunately, humans, unlike rats, evolved to create strong social norms to minimize conflict and organize chaos when they’re packed in tight, so they don’t have to resort to cannibalism or other antisocial behaviors. Meanwhile, societies with low population density (such as Australia, Brazil, Venezuela, and New Zealand) can afford to be much looser. I’ve found that nations evolve this way: Areas that were populous in 1500, such as Pakistan and India, are tighter today, while Australia and Brazil, the least populous areas studied in 1500, are currently two of the loosest countries. Present-day population density, as well as predicted future population pressures, are also linked to countries’ tightness scores. In short, the more packed in you are as a country, the stronger your rules.

The effects of population density trickle down and affect seemingly arbitrary aspects of society. Let’s revisit Singapore’s ban on selling gum. It seems preposterous to most outsiders, but the country’s high population density suggests why this ban makes sense. During the 1980s, city workers struggled to keep up with cleaning chewing gum waste, which became a public crisis. The sticky wads gummed up mailboxes and elevator buttons, and even jammed apartment keyholes and the sensors on commuter train doors, causing frequent malfunctions. In a place with so many mouths per square mile, the solution was simple: Get rid of the temptation. By 1992, the sale of gum was prohibited in Singapore, and people caught selling the chewy treat faced hefty fines. The ban led to some frustration at first, but today it’s widely upheld. And if you lived among more than twenty thousand people per square mile, chances are that you’d support it, too.

BARBARIANS AT THE GATE

When you look at a map of the world, there are some striking differences between nations that have and have not experienced chronic threats of invasion. In his book The Revenge of Geography, Robert Kaplan reminds us that the United States—with its safe separation from other continents by two large oceans—has felt few threats from outsiders throughout its history. The same is also true of New Zealand and Australia. Of course, these nations have had their share of traumatic conflict, but, overall, they haven’t faced chronic threats from external forces trying to bust down their doors.

But other modern nations have had conflict on their soil for centuries. Take Germany. The Thirty Years’ War in the early seventeenth century killed off 20 percent of Germany’s (then Prussian) population; the Franco-Prussian War left tens of thousands of German soldiers dead; and the Soviet occupation of East Germany resulted in almost eleven million Germans displaced by 1950, more than six hundred thousand killed, and over two million who remain unaccounted for.

Conflict has been particularly prevalent in Asia. China has experienced massive conflict throughout its history, with an exceedingly long list of battles beginning in 206 BC during the Han Dynasty, extending into the Yuan and Ming Dynasties, and later into the Qing Dynasty (1644–1912). Thereafter, during the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937–1945), China suffered millions of deaths, widespread starvation, and devastation to its infrastructure. Today, China’s location makes territorial threat a constant source of anxiety. It borders fourteen countries, and has had disputes with each of them.

Korea also has been repeatedly clobbered by its neighbors. The famous Korean proverb “When whales fight, the shrimp’s back is broken” describes South Korea’s predicament of being collateral damage over the course of many centuries while its neighboring countries have fought one another. Korea was invaded by Japan in the late 1500s and the Manchus in the early 1600s, and was the fighting ground for the beginning of the First Sino-Japanese War in the 1890s. In more recent history, Korea suffered under Japanese rule from 1910 to 1945, and later, more than a million South Korean civilians and military personnel died in the Korean War, which lasted from 1950 to 1953.

Countries in the Middle East have repeatedly faced invasions and colonization from foreign powers. Since the decline of its pharaohs many centuries ago, Egypt has endured the wrath of the Turks, Persians, Romans, Arabs, Greeks, French, and English. Both Pakistan and India have histories rife with conflicts on their own soil. India has had significant violent conflicts with Pakistan and China regarding contested territories, and Pakistan has had numerous border disputes with Afghanistan.

How could inhabitants of these countries best survive such hostile conditions? Nations with a history of external conflict, I speculated, would by necessity evolve to be tighter.

When nations face the possibility of invasion, they must strengthen internal order to ensure a united, coordinated front against the enemy. Tight social norms are essential to this defense. Presumably, in the past, groups that didn’t have strong norms or punish norm violators would be at risk of buckling under these chronic high-pressure situations. “The exigencies of war with outsiders are what make peace inside, lest internal discord should weaken the we-group for war,” remarked the American social scientist William Graham Sumner in 1906. Darwin himself also speculated that war with outsiders would create evolutionary pressures for cooperation and unity.

I set out to see if, indeed, there was a connection between a country’s level of tightness and its history of territorial threat. Using the International Crisis Behavior database, I found data on territorial conflicts between nations between 1918 and 2001. My hypothesis was very specific: I speculated that the threat of conflict on a nation’s own territory—not the overall amount of conflict the nation is involved with abroad—would, over the last century, correlate with strength of social norms.

Even when taking into account nations’ wealth, I found that nations with a higher number of territorial threats over the last hundred years indeed were tighter than those with fewer territorial threats. India, China, and Pakistan had high levels of territorial threat and were some of the tightest among the nations surveyed. Meanwhile, New Zealand and the United States were low in territorial threat and high in looseness. Notably, even though the United States scores high on involvement in international conflicts abroad, this tendency to be the “world’s policeman” does not correlate at all with tightness.

MOTHER NATURE’S FURY

Groups don’t only have to deal with human threats of internal and external conflict. They also have to face natural threats: droughts, floods, landslides, tsunamis, typhoons, cyclones, volcanic eruptions, and earthquakes. China, for example, has lost nearly 450,000 lives in the past fifty years to natural disasters (twenty-five times more than the United States), in part due to the typhoons that torment its long coastline. India loses about $10 billion each year due to disasters, including droughts, landslides, flash floods, and cyclones. Indonesia’s seventeen thousand islands are located between the world’s two most seismically active areas, the Pacific Ring of Fire and the Alpide Belt, making them vulnerable to some of the world’s worst natural disasters, including earthquakes.

Japan has also been one of Mother Nature’s favorite targets. Throughout its history, Japan has experienced an onslaught of natural disasters. A combination of cold weather and volcanic activity led to the Kangi Famine from 1229 to 1232. During the Edo Period (1603–1868), more than 150 famines hit Japan, leaving at least hundreds of thousands dead. In the modern era, Japan has suffered from several devastating earthquakes, including the 2011 magnitude-nine Tohoku earthquake and tsunami, which killed thousands of people and cost Japan over $200 billion. Millions of survivors were forced to cope without water, heat, or food for days.

Nations like Japan need stronger norms to provide the order and coordination required to recover from chronic natural disasters. Without strong norms, people would be tempted to go rogue in such dire circumstances—looking out only for themselves or their immediate family, for example, by engaging in looting—causing total chaos. But with strong norms and punishments for deviance, such nations are in a much better position to cope and survive.

As a case in point, after the 1995 Kobe earthquake, over one million people stepped up to help those in need. After the 2011 Tohoku earthquake, volunteer administrators were so overwhelmed by offers of aid from ordinary citizens that they had to turn some away. Even the Japanese mafia—the yakuza—helped with relief efforts, sending in supply trucks and offering refuge to stranded victims. This impressive solidarity in response to natural disasters isn’t unique to Japan. Other countries, including Malaysia—another tight nation prone to floods, tsunamis, landslides, forest fires, and cyclones—have had to come together as a well-coordinated nation in the face of disasters. Strong norms and punishments help in this quest.

By contrast, cultures that don’t face chronic disasters don’t necessarily need to have such a well-coordinated cultural machine, and thus can afford to be loose. Data I’ve analyzed support this hypothesis: Vulnerability to natural disasters, as measured by the Environmental Sustainability Index, correlates strongly with tightness, even accounting for national wealth. Japan, South Korea, and Pakistan—some of the most disaster-plagued nations—are also among the tightest. By contrast, nations like Ukraine, Hungary, and Greece, which have remained relatively unscathed by natural disasters, have looser norms.

SCARCITY

Frequent disasters have other devastating consequences. They often deplete natural resources, including arable land and drinking water supplies. Our data suggest that cultures that lack such resources are tighter than cultures that have them in abundance. The reason is simple: When cultures have few natural resources, managing them in a controlled, coordinated way is a matter of survival.

Here again, Singapore, a tight culture, is a case in point. “We faced tremendous odds with an improbable chance of survival. Singapore was not a natural country, but man-made,” writes Lee Kuan Yew, the founding father of modern Singapore, in his autobiography. Commenting on the lack of natural resources, Lee further noted that forging a “tightly knit” society was crucial: “We had one simple guiding principle for our survival, that Singapore had to be more rugged, better organized, and more efficient than others in the region.”

Lee was not a cross-cultural psychologist, but he had the right intuition. With data from the United Nations and other sources on arable land, food production, food supply, protein and fat supply, food deprivation, air quality, and water quality, we can see whether tight cultures have a lack of natural resources. The results show that countries cursed with fewer natural resources—from farmland to food supply to water—are much tighter than those blessed with abundance. Of the nations I surveyed, Pakistan, India, and China, all tight, had the fewest natural resources within their territories, with high levels of food deprivation and low access to safe water. Similarly, Norway, Hong Kong, and Singapore had the smallest amounts of farmland, while Hungary, loose in our data, had abundant farmland. Israel is barely bigger than New Jersey, but it ranks as the lowest for food deprivation. Societies reasonably react to a lack of natural resources by tightening social norms, which provides more order where there could be chaos.

DISEASE

Anyone who has seen the movie Contagion immediately cringes at the thought of little microbes spreading to decimate large populations, and with good reason: The plot wasn’t just dreamed up by Hollywood screenwriters. Infectious diseases have menaced humans for as long as we’ve been on the planet. For thousands of years, large percentages of populations were regularly wiped out by diseases. The plague known as the “Black Death” killed at least seventy-five million people during the fourteenth century. Typhus claimed over ten million lives in the 1600s. Yellow fever killed tens of thousands during Napoleon’s reign. A smallpox outbreak led hundreds of thousands of people to perish at the end of the eighteenth century, and the Spanish flu caused as many as fifty million deaths in the early twentieth century. Indeed, throughout history, pathogens that were brought by groups to new territories often wiped out entire populations who lacked immunity to them, as discussed in Jared Diamond’s critically acclaimed book Guns, Germs, and Steel.

Today, advances in modern medicine have dramatically reduced the risk of death from pathogens, but societies still aren’t invincible to viral diseases. An estimated thirty-five million people have been killed by AIDS, and more than thirty million people globally have died from tuberculosis-related illnesses since it was declared a global emergency by the World Health Organization in 1993. And to this day, millions of people contract malaria. With more than 200 million cases in 2016 alone, malaria remains a menace worldwide.

From an evolutionary perspective, humans needed to find ways to survive these threats. Our bodies did so by perfecting sophisticated physiological immune responses. In modern societies, we have likewise developed cutting-edge technologies to try to contain pathogens, including antibiotics, water treatments, infectious disease modeling, genomics, and electronic surveillance systems. Even food customs have also evolved in countries where infectious diseases have been rampant, such as dousing food with spices that can act as powerful antibiotics that kill off nasty bacteria.

Strong social norms turn out to be another shield for stopping germs. For example, when people feel more vulnerable to diseases, they tend to have a higher sense of cultural superiority and have more negative views toward other ethnic groups, presumably to avoid the transmission of diseases. And research shows that in times of high levels of disease threat and infant mortality, parents teach their children to be compliant and obedient. By restricting the range of permissible behavior, strong social norms help thwart the spread of disease and help people mount a coordinated response if and when outbreaks strike. By contrast, loose norms, which allow for permissiveness and exploration, can promote risky behaviors that expose people to deadly pathogens and thwart an effective response.

Singapore’s response to the 2003 SARS outbreak is a case in point. Soon after SARS hit, the Singaporean government quickly implemented strict rules and restrictions on people’s movement and somewhat intrusive early-detection measures, such as monitoring people’s temperature at schools, work, and households (thermometers were distributed to over a million people). Webcams were even installed in the homes of quarantined citizens, who were phoned at random points during the day and required to present themselves in front of the camera to ensure they didn’t leave home. Similarly, following the 2009 influenza outbreak in Japan, officials quickly set up medical counseling and outpatient centers to detect and prevent the spread of the virus. They also enacted temporary school closures, border screening at airports, and influenza surveillance systems throughout cities.

While this level of monitoring and restrictions may seem excessive to outsiders, they help countries with a history of pathogen outbreaks to avoid contamination. Across 230 geopolitical regions dating back to the 1940s, I’ve found that tighter countries, including Pakistan, India, Turkey, and Malaysia, have indeed been more burdened by infectious diseases, from malaria to typhus to tuberculosis, than loose countries such as Australia, Greece, Hungary, and Poland.

In all, the data show that many ecological and human threats—from conflict to Mother Nature’s fury—are related to tightness-looseness. Indeed, the link between threat and tightness isn’t just found in modern nations—we’ve found it in our studies of traditional societies as well. Of course, physical threats are not the only ones that might drive tightness. In other cases, the “threat” that impels social order may be spiritual in nature. Nearly all religious traditions include extensive and detailed prohibitions to keep believers from engaging in behaviors that might threaten their purity and even afterlife. Religion tends to breed tightness, both today and in ancient history, according to our data. Beyond the codification of right and wrong, the belief in the Almighty inculcates the same tight accountability that security cameras bring to public spaces.

TEMPORARILY TIGHTENING UP

Societies evolve to be tighter when they face chronic threats over the course of many years, but I’ve shown they also tighten up when they face a sudden collective threat—even if it’s short-lived. In 2013, right after the Boston Marathon bombing, which left three dead and more than a hundred wounded, Bostonians showed incredible unity, with many residents rushing to the site of the attack to help those lost or injured. Some marathon participants kept running past the finish line to the closest hospital to donate blood. After this tragedy, the phrase “Boston Strong” took hold as a symbol of the city’s cohesion, strength, and pride.

I set up a field study in Boston to test whether the city’s cultural norms had tightened in response to the event. People who reported being the most affected by the bombings were indeed more likely to report that the United States needed to have stronger social norms. They also reported that the American way of life needs to be protected against foreign influence, there should be more restrictions over people entering the country, and the United States is superior to other countries. These are all attitudes we see in nations that face chronic invasions.

Even the fear of a threat induced in the lab is sufficient for people to tighten up. In one study, I randomly assigned people to read one of two versions of a fictitious news article. Some read that their university was implementing a new terror alert system due to its proximity to the nation’s capital, which could be attacked. Others in the study read that a foreign university was implementing a new terror alert system but that their university had rejected this proposal, given strong evidence against the school’s becoming a target of terror. Compared with the students who read that their campus was safe, those who read that a terrorist attack was possible became significantly more biased against people who were seen as “deviant” and more likely to rate their culture as superior to others.

The fear of threat can even cause people’s brains to sync up to help them coordinate. In a study we conducted in China, my research team and I designed three fictitious articles, which our participants thought were real. Some of our Chinese participants read an article about how Japan posed a severe threat to China in the coming decade, while others read an article about a conflict between two other countries (Ethiopia and Eritrea) or an article about China, but without any mention of external threat. Then, participants in each group were given a task that required them to coordinate quickly—namely, they had to count out loud at the exact same pace together, over many trials. During this task, we used a state-of-the-art neuroscience technique called “hyperscanning” to simultaneously record the brain waves of the interacting partners. When we analyzed our data, we found that Chinese who’d read about a threat from Japan showed higher neural synchrony—specifically in their gamma waves, which signify fear—and this helped them coordinate faster on the task. People’s neurons, it seems, begin to march in sync under external threat.

Even people who are made to feel like there’s high population density in their immediate environment—like in Singapore—become tighter, at least temporarily. In another experiment, students at the University of Maryland were given one of two versions of a fictitious article purported to be from the school newspaper. Both articles gave a detailed ranking of population density of ten different U.S. universities from the most to the least dense, but with one small twist. In one condition, students read that UMD had the highest population density of all campuses listed, with a whopping 1,500 people per square mile. In another condition, they read that UMD had one of the lowest population densities—a mere 440 people per square mile. Next, we asked the students to evaluate a variety of norm violations on campus, such as littering in public places, fighting at a sports game, talking loudly at the library, or driving under the influence of alcohol. Across the board, those who thought they were going to school on a crowded campus had more negative reactions to people breaking norms. Just by suggesting their environment had very high density, we induced these Americans to become tighter like Singaporeans, at least temporarily.

In 2011, I took this “threat priming” paradigm into the field. When the previously mentioned pathogen-scare movie Contagion hit the movie theaters, I planted research assistants outside movie theaters all around Washington, D.C., to study people’s reactions. Contagion wasn’t just a big box-office hit; it was commended by scientists for its realism. It actually made viewers feel that they were part of a pandemic. I decided to take advantage of this feeling by surveying people who’d either just seen the film, or were about to see it. Sure enough, people who’d just seen the film and virtually experienced a pandemic showed more hostility toward social deviants than people who hadn’t yet entered the theater.

These studies show that activating a threat can temporarily tighten the mind, in much the same manner that chronic threats cause tight cultures. It’s only when a threat subsides that our need for strong norms subsides. Indeed, our computer simulations of how groups respond to threat show exactly this: A temporary increase in threat can cause a dramatic rise in tightness, but groups will revert to looseness unless the threat recurs.

Importantly, this research highlights that tightness-looseness is dynamic—it can change over time. As threats crop up, groups tighten. As threats subside, groups loosen. Threats don’t even need to be real. As long as people perceive a threat, the perception can be as powerful as objective reality. In fact, long before Donald Trump, Marine Le Pen, or Viktor Orbán, politicians have been hyping up threats to tighten groups for centuries.

LEVERS OF LOOSENESS

Threat might be one of the biggest drivers of cultural tightness. But other factors can pull cultures in the opposite direction.

As a general rule, diversity exposes people to multiple perspectives and ultimately makes us more tolerant of a wider range of behaviors. Take Israel, for example. Crammed into just over eight thousand square miles are nearly 8.6 million people—that’s about a thousand people per square mile. When Israel was founded, its settlers faced rampant malaria, typhus, and cholera. The country has fought numerous wars, mostly due to territorial issues and the long-held animosity between Arabs and Israelis, which continues to this day. Yet Israel is relatively loose, with its high levels of informality and chronic attempts to circumvent rules. Why?

There are multiple possibilities, but one stands out as especially compelling: Israel is highly diverse. Seventy-five percent of the nation is Jewish, 20 percent is Arab, and the remaining 5 percent are a mix of non-Arab Christian and Baha’i, among other groups. The country has high levels of ethnic diversity, with significant percentages of the citizenry hailing from Eastern Europe, Africa, and the Middle East. With so many different groups with different coexisting norms, it is hard to agree on any one standard for behavior. This general principle also applies to the traditional societies we encountered in Chapter 2. Ancient Athens, a bastion of looseness, also had encounters with many foreign countries thanks to its extensive trading.

Does diversity correlate with a country’s looseness? Our data suggest that it does, at least up to a point. Nations that are heterogeneous on multiple markers, such as ethnicity and language, are much looser than those that are homogeneous, we’ve found, but an important caveat is in order. When diversity gets to be extreme, as it is in Pakistan, which has at least six major ethnic groups and over twenty spoken languages, and India, with its twenty-two official languages and hundreds of dialects, diversity can cause conflict, which, as we know, requires strict norms to manage. When diversity gets to be very high, tightness begins to increase markedly.

Another possible explanation for Israel’s relative looseness is its fierce tradition of debate. As the joke goes, a Jew was asked by a non-Jew why Jews always answer a question with another question. “Why not?” he replied. Debate and dissent, which mandate the exploration of multiple perspectives, promote looseness and the rejection of dogma. (To quote another popular adage: Ask two Jews, get three opinions.) In addition, Israel is a young, exploratory “start-up nation” made up of settlers who had the chutzpah to dive into something new, risky, and unknown.

Like Israel, the Netherlands also evolved to be quite loose, in part due to its history of high levels of mobility and exposure to multiculturalism. Its coastal location has promoted extensive travel among its citizens and a high dependency on international trade, giving the Dutch centuries of rich experiences with other cultures. The Dutch traded with France, Portugal, and countries around the Baltic Sea and the Mediterranean. Trade with Spain likewise flourished, and the Dutch controlled much of the trade with the English colonies in North America. With its tremendous mobility around the world and exposure to many different cultures, the Netherlands evolved to be tolerant. When the sale of books was restricted throughout Europe during the seventeenth century, booksellers flocked to the Netherlands, where censorship laws were far less strict. It’s also perhaps no surprise that the world’s first multinational corporation, the Dutch East India Company (VOC), which commercially linked the East and West through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, was also founded in the Netherlands.

Thanks in large part to its location and trading activity, the Netherlands has become home to an eclectic mix of ethnic, racial, and religious groups, which may have contributed to its looseness. For centuries, the Netherlands welcomed refugees from all over Europe, including French Protestants, Portuguese and German Jews, and English separatists, among many others. Today, over 20 percent of the population comes from abroad, including from other European countries, Indonesia, Turkey, Suriname, Morocco, and the Caribbean. The Netherlands is a veritable melting pot.

Tightness and looseness can evolve in different ways, but the outcome isn’t random. Ecological and historical threats—real or perceived—push groups to be tighter, while diversity, mobility, and multicultural contact with outsiders foster looseness. Of course, these relationships aren’t deterministic—they’re only statistically probabilistic—and they needn’t be the only factors that affect norm strength. But they help detect important patterns that have long remained hidden.
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The War Between America’s States

In November 2016, the U.S. presidential election shocked the world. Billionaire real-estate developer, businessman, and former reality TV star Donald Trump defeated Hillary Clinton, an attorney and former secretary of state, senator, and first lady, in a caustic race that virtually every poll had projected Clinton to win. The contest took America’s state of polarization—already severe—to DEFCON 1. Exit poll data on Election Day showed tremendous divisions across class, race, gender, age, education, income, and religion on issues such as foreign policy and immigration. Pew Research found that half of Democrats and Republicans said they were literally “afraid” of the members of the other party. While millions of Americans couldn’t fathom the idea of a Trump presidency, millions of others were horrified by the notion of a Clinton presidency. Trump supporters regularly chanted, “Lock her up!” at rallies; Clinton backers swore they’d move abroad if Trump were elected. Both candidates ultimately engendered unprecedented levels of dislike that shattered the illusion of a “united” fifty states.

Why are Americans so divided? For decades, political analysts, pundits, and academics have grappled with understanding America’s schisms. Back in 1992, during his presidential campaign, conservative firebrand Pat Buchanan likened America’s irreconcilable disunity to a “culture war” between conservatives and progressives. Others have nominated a number of possible root causes of America’s fissures: urban versus rural, red versus blue, believers versus nonbelievers, universalists versus multiculturalists, populists versus elites, and so on. While all provide valuable insight and partial explanations, none gives the full picture or describes exactly why these divides exist in the first place.

Tight-loose is a key substructure for many of these tensions. This simple principle allows us to grasp the immense complexity of America’s deep cultural divisions. Moreover, it shows us where these differences come from—tracing them back to the founding conditions and ecology of the fifty states that persist to this day. Tightness-looseness can also explain a swath of differences between American states that previously seemed unconnected. The tight-loose divide reveals, for example:

[image: images] Why alcohol abuse and debt are more common in New Hampshire and Connecticut than in Indiana and Tennessee, but discrimination rates are much higher in the latter two states.

[image: images] Why Oregon and Vermont show high levels of creativity but also high levels of divorce and mobility, whereas Kentucky and North Dakota show the opposite pattern.

[image: images] Why people in Colorado and New York score high on trait openness but low on trait conscientiousness, while people in Kansas and Alabama show the reverse personality profile.

[image: images] Why Arizona is more anti-immigration than New York, even though both states have roughly the same population of illegal immigrants.

[image: images] Why the startling outcome of the 2016 presidential election has more to do with cultural forces than a mesmerizing personality.

A DIFFERENT KIND OF MAP

As a nation of immigrants, the United States was predisposed to be a relatively loose nation. The very definition of a melting pot, America was formed by a motley collection of immigrants, united only by their sense of adventure, independent spirit, and thirst for freedom. Separated from other continents by two oceans, the country has faced little threat of invasion throughout its history and is blessed with abundant natural resources. Consequently, the United States has generally enjoyed the luxury of permissive rules and relaxed punishments.

Yet within the context of this general looseness, forces of tightness have surfaced throughout American history. To quantify levels of tight-loose across the fifty states, Jesse Harrington and I scoured research institutes and the Smithsonian archives for data on each state going back to the early 1800s, including records on punishment methods, state restrictions, cultural practices, and ecological and historical events. The patterns we discovered (which were published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences) were illuminating.

Take, for example, differences in the harshness of punishments across states. Compared with Alaska and Maine, Indiana and Texas spank far more students, execute more criminals, and punish marijuana possession more harshly. In 2011 alone, over twenty-eight thousand students were paddled or spanked in Texas schools. Meanwhile, in some public schools in Indiana, students must obey strict dress codes—no T-shirts, denim pants, or untucked shirts—or risk facing suspension.

Other states follow this “rule making” pattern: Sex toys have been criminalized in Alabama since 1998, tattoos were banned in Oklahoma in 1963 (and only legalized in 2006), and in Mississippi, you can be fined up to a hundred dollars for swearing in public. Kentucky and Utah have many more dry counties and more marriage restrictions relative to California and Hawaii. And just as some nations exhibit very little diversity within their borders, the same is true of some of the fifty states. Going as far back as 1860, states such as Montana, North Dakota, and West Virginia have had a much lower foreign population relative to places like Nevada, New Jersey, and California.

These differences aren’t isolated trends. In fact, our research shows that these indicators all hang together. In states where children are more likely to be hit in school, there are higher rates of executions, more restrictions on alcohol, sterner views of marriage, fewer foreigners, and so on. These states are stricter—they’re tight, rule makers. Meanwhile, states with more lenient punishments also have fewer restrictions on alcohol and marriage and have more foreigners. These states have more latitude—they’re loose, rule breakers.

Figure 5.1 shows the tight-loose map of the United States. Some of the tightest states in the country include Mississippi, Alabama, Arkansas, Oklahoma, Tennessee, and Texas. At the looser end of the spectrum are California, Oregon, Washington, Nevada, Maine, and Massachusetts. Delaware, Iowa, Idaho, Nebraska, Florida, and Minnesota fall in the middle. From these rankings, regional patterns emerge: The South is tightest, the West and Northeast are loosest, and the Midwest is in the middle. You can see each state’s tight-loose score in Table 5.1.

As with the global map, tightness-looseness provides a new way of understanding the culture within the United States. Levels of tightness-looseness in the fifty states are distinct from whether states are collectivist (emphasize family ties) or individualist (emphasize self-reliance). In fact, states fall into each of the four quadrants—collectivist and tight (Texas), collectivist and loose (Hawaii), individualist and loose (Vermont), and individualist and tight (Kansas). Likewise, while there are connections between tightness and conservatism, on the one hand, and looseness and liberalism, on the other, the concepts are distinct. Conservatism reflects individuals’ emphasis on traditional values and often manifests as resistance to change, whereas tightness is a state of culture that reflects the strength of social norms in one’s environment. While tight states and countries have more conservatives and loose states and countries have more liberals, there are plenty of conservatives in loose regions and plenty of liberals in tight ones.


[image: image]
Figure 5.1. Tight-loose map of the United States.



In fact, we’ve gotten so accustomed to referring to U.S. states as “red” and “blue” that we’ve forgotten how superficial this label is to a state’s identity. Take three states that voted for Hillary Clinton in the 2016 presidential election: Hawaii, Illinois, and Virginia. Hawaii is loose, Illinois is fairly balanced, and Virginia is tight. Now take three states that voted for Donald Trump: Alaska, Wisconsin, and South Carolina. Alaska is loose, Wisconsin is fairly balanced, and South Carolina is tight. As we’ll see, the cultural differences between these voting allies are massive; sorting them by partisan leaning can badly distort their deeper identities. When we color America’s map with shades of tight and loose instead of Republican red and Democratic blue, we start to see the hidden cultural logic behind—and the trade-offs involved with—the fifty states’ distinctions and idiosyncrasies.



	Rank

	State

	Tightness Score




	 1

	Mississippi

	78.86




	 2

	Alabama

	75.45




	 3

	Arkansas

	75.03




	 4

	Oklahoma

	75.03




	 5

	Tennessee

	68.81




	 6

	Texas

	67.54




	 7

	Louisiana

	65.88




	 8

	Kentucky

	63.91




	 9

	South Carolina

	61.39




	10

	North Carolina

	60.67




	11

	Kansas

	60.36




	12

	Georgia

	60.26




	13

	Missouri

	59.60




	14

	Virginia

	57.37




	15

	Indiana

	54.57




	16

	Pennsylvania

	52.75




	17

	West Virginia

	52.48




	18

	Ohio

	52.30




	19

	Wyoming

	51.94




	20

	North Dakota

	51.44




	21

	South Dakota

	51.14




	22

	Delaware

	51.02




	23

	Utah

	49.69




	24

	Nebraska

	49.65




	25

	Florida

	49.28




	26

	Iowa

	49.02




	27

	Michigan

	48.93




	28

	Minnesota

	47.84




	29

	Arizona

	47.56




	30

	Wisconsin

	46.91




	31

	Montana

	46.11




	32

	Illinois

	45.95




	33

	Idaho

	45.50




	34

	Maryland

	45.50




	35

	New Mexico

	45.43




	36

	Rhode Island

	43.23




	37

	Colorado

	42.92




	38

	New Jersey

	39.48




	39

	New York

	39.42




	40

	Alaska

	38.43




	41

	Vermont

	37.23




	42

	New Hampshire

	36.97




	43

	Hawaii

	36.49




	44

	Connecticut

	36.37




	45

	Massachusetts

	35.12




	46

	Maine

	34.00




	47

	Nevada

	33.61




	48

	Washington

	31.06




	49

	Oregon

	30.07




	50

	California

	27.37




	Table 5.1. Tight-loose state-level rankings.





POLITE AND IN GOOD ORDER

I’m a native New Yorker, but I’ve lived in Washington, D.C., for twenty years. When I visit my hometown of New York, I’m immediately in sync with the chaotic pace, the public cursing and displays of affection, and the way people dash across red lights—even with kids in tow. But this state of mind can get me into trouble when I visit other states. In Kansas, if I venture into the street before the light turns, I hear grumbling behind me. When I take my kids skiing in tidy Park City, Utah, I’m hard pressed to find anyone cursing or losing their temper, and if I order a glass of wine in a restaurant, I’ll also have to order food, according to Utah liquor laws. And in the South, where the politeness and friendliness I encounter blow me away, I have to control my natural “You talkin’ to me?” New York response. It sometimes seems like people in some states are from Mars and others are from Venus.

I often assumed that people in different states have different personalities, but is that true? It wasn’t just my intuition: Analyzing data from over a half million citizens, I found that the same personality profiles found in tight and loose nations are also detectable in tight and loose states. People in tight states are more likely to have a personality trait that psychologists call “conscientiousness,” which entails self-discipline, rule following, and the desire for structure. These people report being more organized, careful, and dependable, and agree with statements such as “I see myself as someone who is a reliable worker,” as someone who “makes plans and follows through with them,” and as someone who “does things efficiently.” By contrast, people in loose states report having less conscientiousness. More disorderly and less reliable (and honest enough to be self-critical!), they’re more likely to agree that they can be “somewhat careless,” “disorganized,” and “easily distracted.” It’s true: If you spend time in states like North Carolina, Georgia, Utah, and Kansas, you’ll generally find people who are more cautious, thorough, and orderly relative to people in loose states like Alaska, Maine, Hawaii, and Rhode Island, as shown below (New Mexico, a generally loose state, is an exception).


[image: image]
Figure 5.2. Personality conscientiousness increases as state tightness increases.



Beyond the individual discipline that shows up in tight state personality profiles, there is, in fact, also greater social order in these states. In the South, home to the tightest U.S. states, strong rules about etiquette, hospitality, formality, and, above all, respect prevail. Children learn to say “yes, ma’am” and “yes, sir” to adults and not to interrupt them. According to the Encyclopedia of Southern Culture (yes, such a text exists, in over twenty volumes), Southern lore warns children of the misfortunes that will afflict them if they forget their manners. For example, a young man who takes the last piece of food at the dinner table is told that he will never find a wife, and children who sing while they eat are warned that they will suffer from bad luck. For kids and grown-ups alike, proper behavior is an unstated requirement. Cursing is frowned upon. It’s “ladies first” when it comes to entering buildings, receiving food or drinks, and getting on and off elevators. Modesty is the norm. If you seem a little too proud of yourself, the average Southerner might think you’re “too big for your britches.” Proper attire is also mandatory. Even at football games, it’s not unusual to see Southern women in pearls and fancy dresses, or men in khakis and blazers.

To a Southerner, rude behavior can be a violation of honor—and one that demands strong punishment. In fact, psychologist Dov Cohen at the University of Illinois showed with hormonal measures that insults literally get under the skin of Southerners. In his experiments, research assistants were trained to insult Northern and Southern men in the laboratory (by calling them names like “you asshole”). Southerners reacted with a higher rise in cortisol, a hormone that indexes stress, as well as testosterone, a hormone that primes aggression in response to threat. It’s no small wonder that people in the South try to avoid this kind of rude behavior in the first place.

As a New Yorker, I learned the hard way about the risks of insulting others in the tight South. In the mid-1990s, I was driving with my then boyfriend, now husband, on Interstate 95 in South Carolina. A car with a local license plate turned into our lane and slowed down right in front of us. Todd slammed the brakes, then passed the driver on the left, casually making an obscene gesture with the middle finger of his right hand. The driver proceeded to chase us down the highway for several miles, until Todd, noticing a rest stop, quickly crossed the grass median to escape. Much to our dismay, the driver followed us off the highway. At the rest stop, he pulled up to us, got out of his car, swore at us, and demanded an apology. At my urging, Todd eventually ceded to this demand, and we left the scene with a huge sigh of relief.

How could one minor gesture escalate into such a dangerous situation? To New Yorkers like me, showing that middle digit may be rude (okay, it is rude), but it isn’t unusual. In fact, the Village Voice noted that New Yorkers are known for their “flamboyant, bird-flipping spirit.” Everyday rudeness is not unusual, either. We New Yorkers take it in stride when people cut in line, bump into one another without apology, and shout on the street. New Yorkers speak so loudly that Amtrak now has quiet cars on most of its Northeast trains. Nevertheless, enforcement remains daunting: “The boorishness of noise polluters on these trains with their cellphones and their beeping musical computers is astonishing,” commuter Alan M. Lieberman complained in the New York Times. New Yorkers’ impudent behavior may well be exacerbated by the fact that rudeness is contagious. Psychologist Trevor Foulk and his collaborators from the University of Florida showed that if someone is rude to you, or even if you merely observe others being rude, you’re more likely to behave rudely as well.

Rude behavior may be the normal M.O. in New York, but in our defense, we’re not the only ones. The website TheTopTens polled thousands of site visitors on which U.S. states were the rudest. Their results were telling: Across the board, loose states ranked much ruder than tight states. New York was listed first as the “Most Rude,” followed by Massachusetts and New Jersey. The least rude states leaned tight, such as North Carolina, Arkansas, and Wyoming.

Individuals’ self-discipline in tight states extends far beyond how aggressively we act toward others. Like tight nations, residents of tight states are much better at regulating their behavior. For example, credit data I analyzed from TransUnion shows that residents of loose states are saddled with more debt than tight states, whether they have difficulty paying back their vehicle or education loans, managing their credit card debt, or paying their medical and utility bills in a timely manner. Drug use and binge drinking per capita are also lower in tight states like West Virginia, Mississippi, and Utah relative to loose states such as Rhode Island, Colorado, and New Hampshire (with the recent exception of opioids). By contrast, loose states have some of the most permissive attitudes around alcohol and psychoactive substances. Recreational marijuana use is now legal in nine states, all of them loose: Alaska, California, Colorado, Maine, Massachusetts, Oregon, Washington, Vermont, and Nevada. California has been nicknamed “America’s cannabis bucket”; many marijuana entrepreneurs grow the plant large-scale on open farmlands. And in Washington, Colorado, and Idaho, “419.99” mile markers on roads had to replace ones that read “420” because the signs kept getting stolen by pranksters on National Weed Day (April 20)!

THE NEIGHBORHOOD WATCH

At the national level, social norms are strongly enforced through a high degree of monitoring—whether from neighbors, police, or even reminders of the Almighty, all of which make people feel accountable for their behavior.

The same is true at the state level. States such as Mississippi, South Dakota, and Alabama have a higher percentage of rural areas and lower rates of mobility, compared to loose states such as California, New Jersey, and Nevada. More rurality and less mobility produce an interesting cultural cocktail: You can bet that outside your home, neighbors and acquaintances know what you’re doing, and they may have strong opinions about it. In these small, tight-knit communities, the neighborhood watch is on full alert. According to Southern Living, people in small towns often know whom every teenager is dating, which neighbors just made a large purchase, and even when the town mechanic has hired a new guy. The gossip mill, it turns out, has important social functions. For millennia, it has promoted cultural learning: Through gossip, we learn “how to behave—what to do and what not to do,” according to psychologist Eric Foster. Gossip also serves as an informal policing mechanism. In towns where negative reputations can spread overnight, the fear of being bad-mouthed can help to deter bad behavior and promote cooperation.

Back-fence chatter is not the only social force patrolling tight communities. We’ve found that tight states tend to have more police and law enforcement officials, and citizens generally agree that the police should use strict punishment—including force—to keep the social order. Tight states also incarcerate a greater percentage of their populations. By contrast, in the urban and highly mobile areas common to loose states, you might pass thousands of strangers on your daily commute and find yourself living in relative anonymity, with little neighborly supervision. Other indicators of social disorder—such as higher divorce, single-parent households, and even homelessness—are higher in loose states.

In addition to cops or neighbors keeping community members in check, the supernatural has an undeniable and massive influence on tight states. Among Americans in tight states there is a remarkably high percentage of religious believers—80 percent in Kansas, for example. In Mississippi and South Carolina, among the most religious states in America, 83 percent and 78 percent of adults, respectively, are Christian. “Megachurches” with huge congregations of over two thousand people are found throughout the South (Lakewood Church in Houston tops them all, with more than fifty thousand attendees coming to worship each week), and Christian doctrine often leaks into public schools as well. In Texas, public school students can enroll in elective courses that teach morality lessons directly from the Bible. And since 1995, South Carolina has directed all public schools to provide a mandatory minute of silence every morning during which children pray.

Similarly, in Utah, over 60 percent of the population are Mormon, and strict regulations abound in their daily lives. Tea and coffee are banned at all times. Premarital sex is forbidden, as are pornography, masturbation, and homosexual acts. Sabbath Sunday is reserved for worship; working, shopping, eating out, playing sports, or other activities that may involve worldly temptations are not permitted. Bishops privately interview every adult Mormon to assess how well they’ve been adhering to the Mormon way of life and whether they’re worthy of entering the temple. Much like an intelligence-gathering agency, the Mormon Church’s Strengthening Church Members Committee (SCMC) keeps tabs on local Mormons to identify those who may be publicly criticizing the faith or its leadership. When it does, the SCMC promptly notifies the dissenter’s bishop, who may charge the member with apostasy—the abandonment of religious faith.

It follows that tight states also uphold specific moral beliefs that reinforce their commitment to cultivating a norm-abiding culture. In his seminal book The Righteous Mind, social psychologist Jonathan Haidt discovered five foundational moral beliefs: harm to others, fairness, in-group loyalty, authority, and purity. Culture is a prime driver of differences in these moral foundations. Tight states defer to authorities more and have greater in-group loyalty than loose states. They are also more likely to aspire to a noble and pure lifestyle—or “a morality of purity.” Purity means treating your body as a temple to be guarded from indecency—for example, by refraining from drug use and premarital sex (which—fun fact—is still illegal in Georgia, at least on the books). In contrast, in ultra-loose San Francisco, cars have been known to sport bumper stickers that read “Your Body’s a Temple | Mine’s an Amusement Park.” People in tight states also report that they take a black-and-white view of what is right and wrong, while those in loose states see more shades of gray.

HOTBEDS OF INNOVATION AND TOLERANCE

Despite their relative lack of order and self-regulation problems, loose states, like loose nations, bring their own suite of advantages: openness, creativity, and adaptability. Using survey data we accessed from personality profiles of over half a million U.S. citizens, we found that people in loose states are more likely to view themselves as original, curious, deep thinkers, and imaginative—all indications of what is called “trait openness,” as seen below.
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Figure 5.3. Personality openness increases as state looseness increases.



No wonder, then, that the loose states are hotbeds of innovation. For starters, they generate far more patents for new inventions per capita, as seen in Figure 5.4. The first laser was built in California; the first portable fax machine and microwave oven were invented in Massachusetts; the first email was sent by a New Yorker; and the first washing machine was patented in New Hampshire—all loose states. Even the beloved game of Frisbee is a loose-state invention: The inspiration for the game came when Yale students started throwing around pie tins manufactured by Bridgeport, Connecticut’s Frisbie Pie Company in 1871.
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Figure 5.4. Patents per capita (1963–2011) by state.



You’ll also find that more creative types—including artists, painters, writers, and illustrators—per capita live in loose states. And people in loose states also seek out more creative experiences: They’re far more likely to attend cultural events, read poetry and fiction, and watch or listen to arts programming at home. Their wider exposure to creative ideas surely promotes even greater openness and curiosity.

Along these lines, have you ever wondered which states are the most fun? Data analysts at WalletHub, a website that provides personal financing assistance, were determined to find out. They scored each of the fifty states on the strength of their recreational options (including amusement parks, movie theaters, beaches, and national parks) and nightlife (bars, music festivals, casinos, etc.). It turns out the expression “Let loose and have fun!” is backed up by science. The most fun states are among the loosest: Nevada, Colorado, New York, and Oregon. The least fun states are the tightest: Mississippi, West Virginia, Alabama, Kentucky, and Arkansas. Here’s the tight-loose trade-off at work again: Loose states are more disorderly and rude, and have a litany of self-regulation failures, but they are also more fun; as for tight states, they may feature fewer entertainment options, but they’re more orderly, polite, and self-regulated.

Not only are loose states more fun, but they’re also more tolerant. Moral codes in loose states emphasize preventing harm to others—a universalistic code that applies to anyone, regardless of their race, language, religion, or creed. Indeed, the Daily Beast website created a tolerance score for each of the fifty states using a wide array of indicators, from hate crime incidents to level of religious tolerance. The scores were strongly related to our rankings of looseness. Using survey data from more than two thousand Americans across thirty-eight states, we also found that people in loose states were more likely to support interracial marriages between a white person and a minority, whether African American, Asian, or Hispanic, and they had more positive attitudes toward homosexuals.

Because these findings were based on surveys that directly asked people for their opinions, some may have hidden their overt prejudices. However, we found similar results when we evaluated people’s hidden biases on a psychometric evaluation called the Implicit Association Task (IAT), where hiding one’s true reactions is much more difficult. The IAT measures people’s implicit prejudices based on their immediate responses to various stimuli. For instance, test-takers are instructed to categorize, as quickly as possible, a set of images as either “Good” or “Bad,” and the images may be a mixture of words (such as joy or awful) as well as pictures depicting either “Gay People” (e.g., a same-sex couple holding hands) or “Straight People” (e.g., an opposite-sex couple holding hands). Categorizing images of a stigmatized group more quickly as “Bad” would suggest an implicit bias against, or stronger negative associations with, this group. We analyzed over three million Americans’ implicit biases toward African Americans, the elderly, homosexuals, and the disabled, and found that people living in looser states possessed much lower implicit negative attitudes toward these groups than those in tighter states. Whether or not they’re aware of it on a conscious level, people in tighter states are more likely to hold prejudices against members of stigmatized groups.

These overt and implicit attitudes toward difference translate into more equality in loose states, including higher percentages of minority-owned and female-owned firms, greater representation of women and minorities in public office, and stronger legal protections for traditionally stigmatized groups. One obvious inference to take from this is that if you have an identity that tends to be marginalized, you’re better off living in a loose state. People with mental illness, for example, experience far better mental health care in loose states, as reflected in access to treatment, special education, jobs, and quality and cost of insurance. Tighter states, on the other hand, show greater discrimination across the board. The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) records far more employment discrimination cases per capita in tight states than loose states, as seen in Figure 5.5. In 2017 alone, 470 cases of discrimination were found in Massachusetts (.07 per capita), as compared with 2,144 in Missouri (.35 per capita), though the two states have similar population sizes and demographics.

Loose states, like loose nations, are also more open to immigrants. In the relatively tight state of Arizona, with some exceptions, undocumented residents cannot obtain their driver’s licenses or receive the same in-state tuition rates at public colleges as legal residents. Meanwhile, in neighboring loose California, another state with a large population of immigrants from Mexico, immigrants have these benefits, and Governor Jerry Brown declared that all are welcome, regardless of their legal status. These different official stances reflect diverging views toward outsiders. In fact, residents of tight states are more likely to report that their states aren’t good places for immigrants to live in. This negativity toward outsiders carries over to higher tight-state support for measures to “Buy American” or restrict imported products.
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Figure 5.5. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission discrimination charges per capita by state (2017).



Adaptability is another asset of loose states, which have been the engines for social change in the United States. Historically, the Northeast has been a hotbed of progressive and unconventional movements, from transcendentalism to Unitarianism to women’s suffrage. New York’s Greenwich Village has served as “a magnet for cultural revolutionaries of all sorts: anarchist philosophers, free-verse poets, Cubist painters, feminists, gays, Freudian thinkers, hard-drinking writers, free-love playwrights, and idiosyncratic musicians,” according to renowned historian Colin Woodard. Out west, loose California has consistently spearheaded social change. America’s most populous state was the cofounder (along with New York and neighboring states on each coast) of the cultural revolution of the 1960s and the gay rights movement. On the flip side, tight states often resist social movements. In the late 1970s, tight states accounted for nearly 75 percent of the opposition against ratifying the Equal Rights Amendment, which would have banned discrimination based on gender.

THE FORCE OF THE FOUNDERS

Why did our differences develop in the first place? It might not be obvious, but differences in tightness-looseness across the fifty states were set in motion by the cultural characteristics of those who settled in different parts of the New World, and they’ve been evolving for centuries.

Let’s go back in time to the 1700s, when large waves of migrants from northern Ireland and lowland Scotland began arriving in America. These migrants established an early presence around Pennsylvania and then moved southward, settling in states like West Virginia, the Carolinas, Georgia, Tennessee, Oklahoma, and Texas. There these pioneers unpacked their cultural suitcases, which were filled with the social norms and values of their motherlands. As descendants of Celtic herdsmen, they were known for their tight normative codes, which emphasized courage, strength, and a suspicion of outsiders—a combination of characteristics psychologists call a “culture of honor.”

These cultural traits proved useful in the treacherous Southern environment they explored, where the threat of losing their livestock in raids from neighboring groups was constant. Given this danger, coupled with a lack of formal law enforcement, the settlers developed tight social norms to enforce cooperation and prevent pilfering. Norms for generosity and respect—which promoted group cohesion—were paramount. Settlers frequently entertained guests to showcase this generosity and to gain honor in the eyes of the community. These roots of “Southern hospitality” have persisted into the twenty-first century.

Yet despite their generosity and cooperation, these early settlers were ready to inflict quick and violent retribution on wrongdoers. Such demonstrations of valor helped them maintain a reputation for strength that could deter further attacks. Even teasing was considered a major norm violation in the South and could lead to an eruption of violence, particularly if one was insulted in public. The parents of Andrew Jackson, the seventh U.S. president, were Scotch-Irish immigrants to the Carolinas, where Jackson was born in 1767. His mother is known to have told him to always “sustain your manhood . . . the law affords no remedy for such outrages that can satisfy the feelings of a true man.” Taking this advice to heart, Jackson was involved in more than a hundred documented disputes, including many duels, one where he killed a man. Above all, maintaining one’s reputation for strength, honor, and willingness to punish others for violating norms helped to maintain order in the potentially chaotic and lawless herding economy of the South.

Eventually, these honor cultures spread into the Deep South—areas now known as the states of Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia—and by 1790, Scotch-Irish settlers constituted the majority of the population of many Southern states. Today, these states are among America’s tightest; they’re where the culture of honor lives on.

Authoritarian tendencies that were at the foundation of the Southern slave economy also contributed to the region’s tightness. As early as 1670, settlers from the colony of Barbados planted a hierarchical society in the American South. Strict norms were designed to control slaves, who outnumbered their masters. Those who tried to run away were to be whipped after a first attempt; after subsequent attempts their punishments escalated to anything from having an ear chopped off, to castration, to having an Achilles tendon severed, to execution. Fines were doled out to masters who didn’t comply with these rules. Those who helped runaways were also fined, if not whipped or killed.

Meanwhile, the settlers in the northern and western United States couldn’t have been more different. From the outset, the first settlers in these regions were known for religious pluralism and multicultural cohabitation, which we know pushes groups to be loose. Toward the beginning of the seventeenth century, a few decades before the Barbadians arrived in the Deep South, the Dutch (inhabitants of one of the loosest nations today) founded New York as a global trading hub that later attracted immigrants from Poland, Finland, Sweden, Ireland, and Portugal. The New York region attracted people who practiced many different faiths, including Catholics, Anglicans, Puritans, Quakers, and Jews.

Farther north in New England, the Massachusetts Bay Colony was settled by an English group of “separatist” Protestants known as the Puritans. Their practices were no doubt austere, and the colony was highly intolerant of other religious groups. But over the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, a singular Puritan authority was gradually overshadowed and diminished by a vast religious outgrowth of other Protestant sects, including Baptists, Methodists, Unitarians, and Quakers. By the mid-eighteenth century, new norms of tolerance had evolved in Massachusetts and throughout New England, with the populace rejecting the hierarchical and authoritarian practices taking hold in the South. Soon enough, Massachusetts was known as the “Cradle of Liberty” and as a haven for religious diversity.

This loose mentality was later reinforced with the rise of industrialization during the nineteenth century, which made the North more urban and diverse. In the 1870s, Massachusetts—currently the sixth-loosest state in the country—became the first state to have more people living in cities than rural areas. These city dwellers were less familiar with one another than those in rural towns and were therefore less monitored and more anonymous. Meanwhile, the South continued as a predominantly agrarian region marked by close-knit tight communities. According to historian Bertram Wyatt-Brown, who authored Southern Honor: Ethics and Behavior in the Old South, medicine, law, the clergy, and the military were the only tolerated non-agriculture professions in the South.

Out west, starting in the mid-eighteenth century, the state of California was a melting pot of Native Americans, Mexicans, Russians, and Europeans. In 1848, the discovery of gold at Sutter’s Mill began luring more than three hundred thousand fortune-seeking newcomers from around the world, adding immigrants from Chile, Australia, Ireland, Italy, and China to an already diverse mix of settlers. A forerunner of sorts to the “start-up nation” of Israel, California became a “start-up state,” luring risk-takers who were willing to make a treacherous journey for a better future on the West Coast. “Here were to be seen people of every nation in all varieties of costume, and speaking 50 different languages, and yet all mixing together amicably and socially,” Canadian merchant William Perkins wrote about the mining town of Sonora in 1849. California, of course, has its own dark history of racism and exclusion, which is not completely eradicated even today. But early on, the seeds for cultural looseness were sown, and California has evolved to be one of the most tolerant states in the union.

By contrast, as shown by census data, diversity in tight states has been lacking since 1860. In fact, University of Pennsylvania data scientist Randy Olson has shown that some of the least diverse places in the country today can be found in tight states. Even now, there are counties in America that are nearly 100 percent white, including Tucker County, West Virginia; Robertson County, Kentucky; and Hooker County, Nebraska. Tight states have less diversity—particularly ethnic diversity—our own analyses show.

Of course, loose communities exist within tight states, and vice versa, and tight-loose theory can predict where they’ll take hold. Communities with a history of diversity tend to exhibit present-day looseness. In the tight state of Louisiana lies New Orleans, the historically diverse and cosmopolitan port city that is one of the most permissive in the country, as any witness of Mardi Gras and the jazz scene would attest. Dating back to French settlement of the city in 1718, New Orleans has been home to a diverse array of cultures—French, American Indian, Spanish, Cajun, Creole, Southern, and Caribbean—and today it’s far looser than the rest of the U.S. South. In 2015, the New Orleans mayor, Mitch Landrieu, proclaimed, “New Orleans is an accepting, inviting city that thrives on its diversity and welcomes people from all walks of life with open arms.” Likewise, there are tight communities in loose states, and they often display very low diversity. For example, the city of Colorado Springs, nestled in the loose state of Colorado, is almost 80 percent white, and Wyoming County in loose New York is 92 percent white.

TOUGH ECOLOGY, TIGHT NORMS

The roots of tightness and looseness date back to the norms and values that the early settlers brought with them hundreds of years ago, but that’s not the only explanation. As with nations, the type of ecology the settlers contended with when they got here also played a strong role.

As we’ve seen, a group of people sharing a common territory will often mobilize to strategically tackle ecological threats by implementing strong norms. These threats can include the lack of a steady supply of natural resources, pathogens and outbreaks, and attacks by enemy invaders. The greater the threat, the tighter the community. By contrast, when groups don’t have to worry about food, water, disease, or invasions, they don’t need as many strict rules to coordinate, and they evolve into more permissive societies.

This principle clearly applies to nations, and it plays out in states, too. Mother Nature played a key part in perpetuating tight-loose differences across the U.S. states, and she continues to selectively cast her destructive spell over certain regions.

Many of the states that rank high in tightness, for example, were marked by difficult ecological conditions early on. In the nineteenth century, the Dakotas, Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, and several areas westward were inhospitable territories that experienced very little rain—just twenty inches annually. In these states, “there were few places where agriculture could survive without the help of extensive irrigation projects,” noted Colin Woodard. “The altitude was so high—even the plains and mountain valleys stood above the tallest summits of the Appalachians—that many familiar crops wouldn’t grow at all.”

Likewise, historically, the South also suffered more than its share of Mother Nature’s wrath. In South Carolina, a series of wildfires swept through the state in the late nineteenth century, burning almost three million acres of forest land. In Galveston, Texas, a deadly hurricane killed approximately eight thousand people in 1900, and the state later suffered a 40 percent decrease in rainfall between 1949 and 1951 during one of the worst droughts in U.S. history. In nearby Oklahoma, now the fourth-tightest state in the country, recurrent droughts beginning in the 1910s culminated in the legendary “Dust Bowl days” of the 1930s. With the Great Depression also hitting Oklahoma, over four hundred thousand people ultimately abandoned the state during this time, many moving west to California and Arizona.

Tight states remain the most ecologically vulnerable even today. Data from 1950 to 1995 from the Disaster Center show that tight states have much higher tornado risk than loose states. For example, the tight states of Texas and Kansas have been recently plagued by tornadoes—147 and 92, respectively, on average per year—while tornadoes rarely touch down in the loose states of New Hampshire, Connecticut, and Washington. Data from 1979 to 2004 also show that tight states record higher death rates from heat, lightning, storms, and floods.

We also tracked where hurricanes hit with available data from 1851 to 2004. It’s clear that a disproportionate number of tight states have gotten clobbered. In the list of over fifty of the deadliest hurricanes that have occurred in U.S. history, around 85 percent have done their worst damage in the ten tightest states. Mother Nature has recently been particularly cruel to tight states, deploying hurricanes Katrina, Harvey, and Irma.

Historically, tight states also had to cope with more disease. Examining Centers for Disease Control data from 1993 to 2007, we found that vulnerability to common diseases (e.g., malaria, measles, tuberculosis, rubella, typhoid) predicted states’ tightness levels. While tight states such as Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Carolina scored high on pathogens, loose states such as Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont scored low. Tight states exhibit higher rates of food insecurity, with fewer households having adequate access to food, and they also have less access to clean air. Tight Indiana, for example, has the poorest air quality in the country, followed by Ohio and Kentucky. By comparison, Oregon, Maine, and New Mexico—all loose states—are among the states with the clearest air. Summing up: Where there’s threat, there’s tightness.

There are exceptions, of course, to challenging ecological conditions leading to more tightness, just as we saw on the global map. Throughout American history, the state of California has been rocked by natural disasters ranging from earthquakes to wildfires to mudslides to heat waves. Yet California is a loose state, for reasons similar to an exception we noted when looking at individual nations—Israel. Thanks to the adventurous immigrants it’s drawn from all around the world, the state boasts tremendous diversity, which has promoted loose subcultures from Hollywood to Venice Beach to Silicon Valley. One in ten jobs in California are held in creative industries, and Silicon Valley, famous for its concentration of start-ups and technology companies such as Apple, Facebook, and Google, is a mecca of innovation. As is the case in Israel, California’s immense diversity and innovation cause the tight-loose pendulum to swing toward looseness.

Environmental threats and disease have played a crucial, but often hidden, role in shaping culture within the fifty states. In 2014, real-estate search website Estately mapped out Americans’ most commonly experienced fears, including tornadoes, hurricanes, volcanoes, lightning, and even bears, spiders, snakes, and shark attacks. They then identified the “scariest places” to live in the United States by looking at which states harbored more of these fear-inducing threats. Remarkably, the resulting map coincides closely with our tightness-looseness map. Tight states like Florida, Georgia, and Texas were far scarier than loose states like Vermont, Alaska, and Nevada.

A NATION AT WAR WITH ITSELF

Mother Nature’s fury isn’t the only threat that tightens groups. As we’ve seen, nations tend to tighten up in response to external threats, most notably foreign invasion.

Of course, the United States has experienced tragic events throughout its history. From the time the earliest colonists arrived in the sixteenth century, there were brutal conflicts between Native Americans and white settlers, which ultimately led to the decimation of America’s indigenous people. Americans have also dealt with attacks on their own soil, including the Revolutionary War, Pearl Harbor, 9/11, and the Boston Marathon bombing. However, after America won its independence from the British, the country hasn’t faced any prolonged invasion or foreign occupation on its own soil since the War of 1812. But while its name might suggest otherwise, internal disputes and animosity have been a constant throughout the over two-hundred-year history of the “United” States.

The prime example is the Civil War. In the nineteenth century, the American South increasingly felt as though it was being “occupied” by “foreign” troops from the North, which had diametrically opposed views on how the nation should be governed. In 1861, the South and North entered into the bloodiest conflict in the nation’s history with an outcome that only reinforced the South’s tight culture. Southerners saw a need to defend their region’s “peculiar institution,” a euphemism for slavery, as indispensable to their agrarian-based economy. Northern efforts to curtail slavery’s spread, they felt, threatened their lifestyle, and their survival.

Clearly, the Southern states that relied the most on slavery had the most to lose from a Union victory. According to this logic, today they should be tighter than Southern states that were less dependent on slave labor. And they are. There is a strong correlation between the percentage rankings of slave-owning families from the 1860 census and state-level tightness today. The tightest Southern states, such as Mississippi, South Carolina, and Georgia, had much higher levels of slave-owning families than did loose states, such as Delaware and Maryland.

By the war’s end, the threat that Southern states perceived from the North had been fully realized. Left without slave labor, the Southern states faced economic ruin. Additionally, Southern lands had been devastated, since much of the war had been fought on Southern soil. Even after the war, violent clashes persisted for years, with almost twenty thousand Northern soldiers remaining in the South to monitor and suppress sporadic raids from rebelling Southerners.

The South, with its already ecologically unstable territory now severely damaged by the war, also faced the unraveling of its well-defined social hierarchy in the postbellum period. The end of slavery and, later, the federal push toward nationwide desegregation disrupted the South’s long-established social order. To prevent daily hostility between groups, people abided by implicit rules for social interaction, which served to signal their place in the social structure. The South’s strong focus on etiquette helped ease daily social tensions, but kept obvious class divisions brewing underneath the surface. “Southerners ironically viewed manners and decorum as so vital to the maintenance of social order that defense of such codes warranted violence,” explains Charles Reagan Wilson, professor of Southern studies at the University of Mississippi. To this day, rules pertaining to friendliness, writing thank-you cards, and saying “sir” or “ma’am” aren’t frivolous habits in the South; they’re a bulwark of social order and stability.

Centuries later, the memory of the Civil War defeat haunts the South, as seen in its ritualized battle reenactments and laws to protect confederate monuments in states like Alabama, North Carolina, Georgia, and Tennessee. While other American regions often have to be reminded of their pasts, “the ghosts of southern memory have remained strong into the 21st century,” writes Thomas L. McHaney, emeritus professor of Southern literature at Georgia State University. “Defeat in the American Civil War led many white southerners to imagine and reimagine what southern life had been before the war came, a process that did much to shape a particular construction of southern identity.” In the South, remembrance of the North as a sinister adversary revivifies perceptions of a persistent threat and reinforces a tight culture. These cultural “scars” linger on.

TIGHT-LOOSE SHIFTS AND SURGES

The fifty states have always been less united than the country’s name implies. Cultural divides run deep in the American national soul: History, ecology, and demography have in concert led some states to be strict and others permissive, resulting in the tight-loose trade-offs and conflicts we see today.

Variation in strictness and permissiveness between states has developed slowly over time, but rapid cultural shifts also can occur—and tight-loose theory can predict them. When there’s threat, even if it’s temporary, merely imagined, or even manipulated, it can engender widespread fear and disorder, leading to people craving stronger norms and a tighter culture. In the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, for example, threats from overseas enemies and acts of both foreign and homegrown terror have rocked Americans’ sense of safety. In these frightening times, norms shifted to emphasize unity, austerity, and animus toward outsiders; the U.S. became tighter. But once these sources of fear were pacified, the United States as a whole reverted to its relatively loose culture.

The anti-Communist Red Scares, for instance, were reactions to both global and local threats. Americans feared the Communist overthrow of the Russian Empire in 1917 would be repeated in the United States. The first Red Scare was ignited shortly afterward in 1919 by a series of bombs detonated across the country by a few anarchists. These events amped up public fear and paranoia of politically radical groups, and then fear of immigrants and minorities. Laws were passed to deport immigrants, limit free speech, and infringe on the civil rights of suspected communities.

A few decades later, during the Cold War between the United States and an expanding Soviet Union, another era of tightness ensued. After the USSR tested its first nuclear weapon in 1949, Americans feared a nuclear war was imminent and that Soviet spies had infiltrated the U.S. government. A witch hunt against Communists ensued, as even established members of the left-leaning Hollywood community were targeted and stigmatized as Communists. Adding fuel to the country’s anti-Communist hysteria, American troops entered the Korean War to combat Soviet-backed North Korea. Arrests, deportations, and investigations of potential Communist activities flared up across the country throughout the 1950s.

But when such threats aren’t chronic, a country’s system of norms loosens again. All the restrictions, monitoring, and punishments of the 1950s, for example, gradually gave way to the extreme looseness of the 1960s. During this “decade of change,” the nation witnessed groundbreaking movements that sought to end discrimination toward traditionally marginalized groups—including women, African Americans, and gay Americans—and dismantle many of the country’s long-held social norms and values. As more households acquired television sets, more Americans were exposed to new ideas and places. The following decades ushered in unbridled permissiveness, including greater recreational drug use and sexual promiscuity. “Whatever turns you on” and “Sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll” were popular phrases of the day. Men tossed aside their hats, women raised their hemlines, and bold patterns became the norm. It was a legendary time for looseness.

Fast-forward to September 11, 2001, which unleashed another temporary wave of tightness. The surprise attack on the World Trade Center by members of the terrorist group al-Qaeda led to the loss of nearly three thousand lives, and a new era of fear dominated American politics, this time toward radical Islamic terrorist groups. Immediately following the 9/11 attacks, Congress introduced 130 new pieces of legislation, created over 260 new government organizations to secure the nation, and spent over $600 billion on homeland security from 2001 to 2011. The Patriot Act, hurriedly drafted and signed a month after the attacks by ninety-eight out of a hundred senators, ushered in unprecedented monitoring of Americans. Law enforcement officers were given permission to search homes and businesses without owners’ or occupants’ consent or knowledge. The Transportation Security Administration launched invasive security requirements and prescreening processes at airports. Immigrant deportation rates rose by over 100 percent between 2001 and 2011.

Threats like 9/11 produced temporary shifts in tightness, but in the years following these national tragedies, remarkable loose accelerants spread across the country: Individual states and then the U.S. Supreme Court ushered in gay marriage, the first U.S. black president (one with a foreign heritage, no less) was elected, drug laws were loosened nationwide, and so on. Another turn to tightness, however, proved to be right around the corner.

HOW TRUMP PLAYED THE TIGHTNESS CARD

Tightness-looseness theory sheds light on one of the most seismic events in American history: the seemingly against-all-odds election of businessman and reality TV star Donald Trump as president in 2016.

While Trump isn’t a cultural psychologist, he possessed an intuitive grasp of how threat tightens citizens’ minds and leads them to yearn for strong leaders who’ll combat these threats. He masterfully created a climate of threat: At campaign rallies throughout 2015 and 2016, Trump warned his ever-growing crowds that the United States was a nation on the brink of disaster. He cited mounting threats from Mexicans bringing violence across the border, global trade agreements and immigrants taking away jobs, radicalized Muslims plotting terror on American soil, and China “raping” the country. Throughout his campaign, he sent a clear message—that he was capable of restoring social order. “I alone can fix it,” he declared to the American public. Trump used the psychology of tightness to pave a path all the way to the White House.

In the months prior to the 2016 election, Joshua Jackson, Jesse Harrington, and I conducted a nationwide survey aimed at peering into the minds of Trump supporters. Over 550 Americans from across the country and across demographic lines (gender, region, political affiliation, and race/ethnicity) answered questions about how fearful they felt about various external threats to the United States, such as ISIS and North Korea. They also responded to statements aimed at gauging their desire for cultural tightness, such as whether they felt the United States was too permissive or restrictive and whether American norms were being enforced either too strictly or not enough. Finally, they were asked about their attitudes toward policy issues such as surveillance and mass deportation and their support for different political candidates, including Trump.

The results were telling: People who felt the country was facing greater threats desired greater tightness. This desire, in turn, correctly predicted their support for Trump. In fact, desired tightness predicted support for Trump far better than other measures. For example, a desire for tightness predicted a vote for Trump with forty-four times more accuracy than other popular measures of authoritarianism. Concern about external threats also predicted support for many of the issues that Trump has championed, such as monitoring mosques, creating a registry of Muslim Americans, and deporting all undocumented immigrants. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Trump had the most support in tight states—where citizens felt the most threatened.

Clearly, even in an age where we like to fancy ourselves rational voters, the 2016 election turned largely on primal cultural reflexes—ones that had been conditioned not only by cultural forces, but by a candidate who was able to exploit them.

The meteoric rise of Trump, of course, is more than an American phenomenon. It’s a reflection of a far broader principle that has echoed across human history and culture: Threats lead to desire for stronger rules, obedience to autocratic leaders, and—at worst—intolerance. Tightness-looseness can help account for the astounding political upheavals happening around the globe in the twenty-first century, including British citizens’ 2016 vote to leave the European Union and the success of the Law and Justice Party in Poland’s parliamentary election. Hungary has tightened considerably in recent years due to a different kind of “threat”—primarily Muslim refugees, whom Hungarian prime minister and strongman Viktor Orbán calls “invaders.”

These cultural shocks show a common pattern: Perceived threat—often about terrorism, immigration, and globalization—tightens cultures and catapults autocratic leaders onto the national stage.

Threat, of course, isn’t always an objective phenomenon. “Real threats have declined over human history, due to our growing ability to counter them, while manufactured or imaginary threats have increased dramatically,” Israeli historian Yuval Noah Harari, the author of Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, told me. “Leaders and cultures could deliberately manufacture artificial threats or honestly see a major threat where none exists.” The tight Nazi regime in Germany, Harari noted, rose in response to largely imagined rather than real threats.

Notably, both in the United States and abroad, autocratic leaders often garner sizable support from working-class and rural voters. In fact, just as the tight-loose axis differentiates countries and states, it also turns out to pit members of different socioeconomic groups against one another, with dramatic consequences.
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Working Class vs. Upper Class: The Hidden Cultural Fault Line

In the fall of 2011, over a thousand demonstrators staged a massive protest in New York City’s Financial District that they hailed as “Occupy Wall Street.” The protesters were infuriated with the growing socioeconomic inequality in the United States and around the world. Within a few days, their numbers had grown into a movement of tens of thousands. But the fervor didn’t stop in New York City. Major protests burst forth in hundreds of other U.S. cities; a month later, the campaign had swept the globe, with protests springing up in Europe, Asia, South America, and Africa.

“We are the 99 percent!” became the movement’s trademark slogan, alluding to the rapidly widening income gap between society’s wealthiest class, the “1 percent,” and everyone else. Median household income growth from 1967 to 2015, according to U.S. Census Bureau data, showed a 101 percent rise in earnings for the nation’s top 5 percent of earners while the lowest-income earners gained a dismal 25 percent. Such statistics pointed to a vast wealth gap as the rich grew significantly richer and the poor stagnated. While the Occupy campaign eventually disbanded into offshoot causes, such as raising the minimum wage and reforming Wall Street, its collective rallying cry can still be heard around the world.

Class divides have become a front-burner political issue. A 2017 Pew Research survey found that almost 60 percent of Americans believe there are “very strong” or “strong” conflicts between the rich and poor, up 12 percent from 2009. Respondents ranked class conflicts ahead of those between the young and the old and city and rural dwellers. This chasm between the haves and have-nots exists around the world. In 2016 in South Africa, the bottom 50 percent of earners took in only 10 percent of the country’s net income, while the highest-earning 10 percent amassed 60 percent of it. In 2015, the “1 percenters” in China owned more than 33 percent of the country’s wealth. Latin America, according to the World Economic Forum, has one of the biggest wealth gaps in the world, with its richest 10 percent holding 71 percent of the region’s total wealth in 2014. Such inequality, social commentators contend, helped drive populist waves that crashed ashore in the 2016 U.S. election, the UK’s Brexit decision, and nationalist movements in Europe. What’s more, we increasingly live in our own echo chambers, with little contact across class lines. Our misconceptions about other social classes grow by the day, often leading us to inaccurate, unfair, and even dangerous conclusions.

These class divisions are as old as civilization itself. In one of the world’s earliest urbanized societies, the region of Sumer in ancient Mesopotamia (circa 4500 BC), social order consisted of an elite class of kings and priests, an upper class of merchants, scribes, military men, and other officials, a lower class of farmers and craftsmen, and, at the lowest level, the slaves. Much like today, people’s status and identity hinged upon their positions in their society’s pecking order. Later, around the second millennium BC, a four-part caste system sprang up in India, while in China, a hierarchical social class structure was developed in 1000 BC during the Zhou Dynasty. Class divisions aren’t even limited to the human species. Capuchin monkeys, baboons, pigeons, goby fish, mice, and even burying beetles have been known to demarcate themselves into clear social hierarchies.

Class divisions have been a perennial focus of philosophers, novelists, and filmmakers. From Plato, Marx, and Tolstoy to Shakespeare, Dickens, and Steinbeck, we see the ways in which the rules, expectations, and complications of class shape the destiny of humankind. The viral popularity of TV series like The Crown and Downton Abbey also reflects our deep-rooted fascination with the tastes, values, and attitudes of the wealthy. In popular films such as City Lights, My Fair Lady, Slumdog Millionaire, Working Girl, Billy Elliot, and Pretty in Pink, lead characters struggle to meet the expectations of their own social class while trying to win acceptance by another.

Yet despite the centrality of social class to the human experience, our understanding of it has generally been limited by categorical depictions: rich versus poor, blue collar versus white collar, urban versus rural, proletariat versus bourgeoisie. These categories are insufficient because they’re derivative. Underlying them are deeper cultural codes. Just as a DNA test tells us more than a blood pressure reading, we need to uncover the cultural programming that defines these communities in a way that goes beyond differences in their bank accounts.

A MILE AWAY, WORLDS APART

It’s 8:00 a.m. on Monday morning and James and David are each heading off to their respective workplaces. David, a thirty-two-year-old college graduate with a four-year degree from a private liberal arts school, heads off to his job at an accounting firm in Chicago. After arriving at work sometime between 8:30 and 9:00, he begins setting deadlines and priorities for the day. He decides on his schedule and gets down to work, pausing occasionally to check his Facebook feed and respond to incoming emails. At 10:30, he takes a quick coffee break and chats about the weekend with some coworkers. At 1:00 p.m., he heads off to a local restaurant for lunch, then remembers a brief errand he forgot to do over the weekend. He takes an extra half hour to get it done, since he’s in the area anyway. Back at the office, he works off and on for another three hours and heads out the door by 5:30. That evening, he returns to his safe, upper-class neighborhood, where he and his wife own a nice house. He earns enough to sock away a significant amount of savings each year for vacations and college tuition for his kids.

A mile away the same morning, James, a thirty-two-year-old high school graduate, heads to his job as a machinist at a factory that makes industrial-grade bolts and screws. When he arrives at work at 7:00 a.m. sharp, his boss tells him his schedule and the tasks that must be completed by day’s end. He heads for his machine on the factory floor after ensuring that any loose clothing is tucked away. He reminds himself to remain focused on the task at hand—getting anything caught in a machine or making a mistake while operating one could be a deadly affair. As he works, the foreman keeps tabs on his progress. At 10:45, an alarm signals a fifteen-minute coffee break. By 11:00, James is back at his machine. Similar bells signal lunch around noon and an additional afternoon break. By 5:30, James’s shift is complete, and he’s headed home to a working-class neighborhood. A warm, close-knit community, it’s nonetheless a lower-income area with a higher crime rate than James would prefer for his family. He earns just enough money from his job to help support his family, so there’s very little left over for savings.

THE ECOLOGY OF SOCIAL CLASS

Both David and James are hardworking people who have loving families to support. They live in the same city, just a mile away from each other, yet their lives and experiences are radically different. James is part of the lower class, also referred to as the working class, which includes people who haven’t received a college degree, are employed in blue-collar, low-prestige jobs, and earn low incomes, but are above the poverty line. David is part of the upper class. He isn’t among the top 1 percent—the elite who were the wrath of the Occupy Wall Street movement—but he represents many on the social class ladder who have a college education, occupy professional and prestigious jobs, and enjoy material wealth. While James and David live in the same city, speak the same language, and ride the same subways, they inhabit completely different cultures.

It’s easy to identify the financial situations and educational credentials that distinguish the lower and upper classes. But beneath these statistics lies a distinction that is often invisible to the naked eye: the difference in the levels of threat they experience.

To point to one: The chance of falling into destitution is a constant threat among members of the lower class like James. In her article “The Class Culture Gap,” legal scholar Joan Williams notes that “American working-class families feel themselves on a tightrope where one misstep could lead to a fall into poverty and disorder.” Losing one’s job and any semblance of security is a constant threat for the working class, who often live paycheck to paycheck. Author Joseph Howell similarly notes that slipping into hard living—a term he uses to describe the dregs of poverty—is a relentless preoccupation among the working class that motivates them to vigilantly guard their precarious status. Whereas upper-class individuals experience the world as safe and welcoming, lower-class individuals tend to view it as fraught with extreme danger. And because money can buy second chances, those who have it have a different attitude toward novelty and risk. Upper-class families know that they have a safety net if they run into problems and so they encourage their children to explore and take chances. Because lower-class families lack a safety net to offset the negative effects of careless mistakes and lapses in judgment, they tend to actively discourage this kind of experimentation. The fear of slipping into poverty “anchors working-class culture to stability rather than novelty, to self-discipline rather than self-actualization,” Williams explains.

The threat of hard living isn’t just theory; it resonates with people’s everyday realities. Nicole Bethel, a thirty-one-year-old registered nurse in Dayton, Ohio, told the Huffington Post that she sometimes only has pennies to her name while waiting to be paid. “It’s all you think about,” she said. “It’s constant. You can’t relax or ever really have a day off.” The fragile nature of work and health is a constant concern, according to Karen Wall, a teacher and part-time bartender in Texas. “If I got in a car accident, I’d be homeless,” she said. “If I get laid off from any of my jobs, my kids will end up going hungry.” Slipping into poverty is also a concern for Erlinda Delacruz, a high school graduate interviewed by CNN who had a full-time manufacturing job until the factory closed in 2009. Delacruz, who lives in rural Texas, was working three part-time jobs—clocking in sixty hours a week. “There’s no such thing as a Friday,” says Delacruz. “I live paycheck to paycheck.”

In addition to facing economic uncertainty, the lower class is saddled with serious safety and health threats. Their jobs have much higher odds of injury, dismemberment, and death. Since 1992, the Bureau of Labor Statistics has conducted an annual Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries across jobs in the United States. Individuals working in lower-class occupations—such as construction, manufacturing, and agricultural work—always top this list for fatal and nonfatal work injuries. It is the awareness of the risks intrinsic to these jobs that spawns extensive workplace protocols and safety procedures, and makes for far less employee discretion. Since people like David experience far less threat on the job, they enjoy greater latitude and comparatively little oversight from supervisors.

Physical threats also abound in lower-class neighborhoods. According to the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics, poorer communities in the United States face more than double the rate of violent crime relative to higher-income communities. The Bureau of Justice Statistics reports that people living in lower-income areas are far more likely to be victims of gun violence, robbery, aggravated and simple assault, and sexual assault and rape. The lower class also experiences greater health vulnerabilities throughout their lives relative to their upper-class counterparts, showing higher rates of illnesses such as coronary heart disease, stroke, chronic bronchitis, diabetes, and ulcers. In fact, there’s a staggering ten- to fifteen-year difference in the life expectancy rate between the top and bottom 1 percent in the United States.

Beyond threat, there are other important ways that social classes vary. The lower class tends to have less exposure to diversity. For example, we’ve found that lower-class neighborhoods have a much lower percentage of immigrants than upper-class neighborhoods. The lower class also has far fewer opportunities for mobility, making it harder for them to climb the social ladder.

THE TIGHTENING OF THE WORKING-CLASS MIND

The combination of high threat, low mobility, and low exposure to diversity is a perfect recipe for the evolution of tightness in the lower class. But are they actually tighter than the upper class?

To find out, Jesse Harrington and I surveyed hundreds of lower- and upper-class American adults in 2016. We measured the level of tightness these groups experienced in their childhood homes, workplaces, and life in general. In each setting, they were asked whether there were many rules they had to follow, whether there were strong punishments for violating them, how much they were monitored, and the extent to which they had choices in making decisions.

The results were telling. Lower-class adults were more likely to indicate that they faced stronger rules, harsher punishments, more monitoring, and fewer choices in their childhood home, current workplace, and lives more generally. They also reported that the situations they encounter on a daily basis are much tighter, with fewer behaviors that are deemed acceptable. What’s more, the lower-class participants were more likely to desire a tighter society, as evidenced by their strong agreement with statements like “a functioning society requires strong punishments for wrongdoing.” Put simply, they live in a tighter, circumscribed world, while the upper class experiences considerable looseness.

Just like citizens of tight nations and states, the lower class see the world through a prism of threat: They’re more concerned with paying the rent or mortgage, losing their homes and jobs, obtaining proper medical care, and having enough food to eat. They also live in more dangerous places. We asked our participants to report their zip codes so we could assess the level of safety in their neighborhoods using data from the U.S. Census. Sure enough: Lower-class participants live in places with higher rates of unemployment and poverty, and thus greater vulnerability to economic and financial woes.

The data also revealed something very interesting: People from different social classes have completely different views about rules. The predominant upper-class view of rules is that they’re made to be broken. Just look at popular books about success, like Marcus Buckingham and Curt Coffman’s First, Break All the Rules and Angela Copeland’s Breaking the Rules & Getting the Job. These books advise us that if we want to succeed, we’ll need to cast aside established social norms and chart our own path. This advice overlooks the fact that for members of the lower class, rules are critical for survival. In communities where teens may be tempted to turn to drugs and gangs, strict rules laid down by authority figures are essential to keeping kids on track. And for people in low-wage, routinized jobs where creativity is discouraged, rule breaking can lead to getting fired. The upper class faces less threat and, as a result, can afford to break the rules. In fact, when we asked our survey respondents to free-associate from the word rules, upper-class respondents were more likely to write down negative words such as bad, frustrating, and constricting, while lower-class participants consistently wrote down positive words such as good, safe, and structure. Reactions to the phrase following the rules vary by class as well. Words like listen and obey were repeated answers from the lower class, whereas pejoratives like goody-two-shoes or robotic were more common among the upper class. For the lower class, rules are meant to be followed, as they provide moral order in a world of potential turmoil.

Overall, lower- and upper-class respondents showed the same differences in values and attitudes that we saw across tight and loose nations and states. Those in the lower classes were more likely to endorse survey items such as “I like order” and “I enjoy having a clear and structured mode of life” and to report that they “don’t like change” and “prefer to stick with things that [they] know.” They had lower openness to experience, and yearned for the “good old days.” They had a strong distaste for morally ambiguous behaviors, such as euthanasia and drug and alcohol use, and were more likely to view homosexuality as immoral. Similarly, in studies on morality by psychologist Jonathan Haidt, members of the working class express moral condemnation when asked about actions that are disrespectful or disgusting yet objectively harmless, such as wiping a toilet with a flag, or eating an already dead dog for dinner. Their outrage reflects a tight mind-set. Meanwhile, people of higher socioeconomic status are more likely to take a loose, permissive stance, viewing such behaviors as matters of social convention or personal preference.

MAX, THE NORM-VIOLATING PUPPET

At what age do tight attitudes start to show up in lower-class children, and loose attitudes in upper-class kids? Since past research has found that children have a grip on social norms by age three, Jesse Harrington and I examined if toddlers vary in their responses to norm violators. We recruited three-year-old kids from the lower and upper classes in the Washington, D.C., area, asking their parents to bring them to our laboratory in exchange for a small payment. Of course, we couldn’t ask three-year-olds to fill out a survey or answer questions about the degree to which violations of social norms make them uncomfortable. But fortunately for us, psychologists Hannes Rakoczy, Felix Warneken, and Michael Tomasello at the Max Planck Institute had previously devised an ingenious behavioral tool that could be used for this purpose: Max, the norm-violating puppet.

As in their study, we paired up each participating child with Max, a hand puppet, who was operated by a research assistant. After playing with the kids to make them feel comfortable, the experimenter then demonstrated to both the participating child and Max the proper and improper way to play each of four made-up games. For example, in the game “daxing,” the experimenter demonstrated that the proper way to “dax” is to push a block off a Styrofoam board with a wooden stick. The improper way is to lift the board so the block slides off the end. Next, the child was given a turn to play the game; after that, it was Max’s turn. At first, Max played the game according to the rules, but then he did something unexpected: He exhibited improper behavior while exclaiming that he was doing it properly. “This is daxing!” he said while lifting the board and letting the blocks slide off. Within minutes, Max the puppet had become Max the norm violator.
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Figure 6.1. Jesse Harrington with participant and Max the puppet.



Our study’s results suggested that tight and loose attitudes were already deeply ingrained in these youngsters. Lower-class children were more likely to tell Max that he was doing the task wrong. “No! Not like that. Like this!” they might say, or, “That’s not how daxing goes!” One child from a lower-socioeconomic-status family even accused Max of cheating. Children from this group were also quicker to protest Max’s mistake. By contrast, upper-class children appeared to be more understanding and accepting of Max’s norm violation, sometimes even laughing appreciatively. Even by age three, these more privileged kids thought there was nothing wrong with breaking the rules once in a while.

THE CULTURAL TRANSMISSION OF SOCIAL CLASS

Social class differences in tightness-looseness show up remarkably early in life, our results suggested. But why? It turns out that children in different social classes are exposed to radically different types of socialization. The working class has what psychologists call “strict” or “narrow” socialization, and the upper class has “lenient” or “broad” socialization.

The sociologist Melvin Kohn first documented this difference in his 1969 book Class and Conformity, in which he asked parents about the traits they thought were critical for their children to have. Lower-class parents stressed the importance of conformity, wanting their children to be obedient and neat. Upper-class parents wanted their kids to have self-direction—to be independent. Kohn also found striking contrasts in parental attitudes about punishment of wrongdoing. Lower-class parents punished their children for disobedience and for the negative consequences of their behavior, regardless of whether it was intentional or accidental. By contrast, not only were upper-class parents less likely to punish their children, but they also chose whether and how to punish based on the intent behind their child’s behavior. Five decades later, and consistent with Kohn’s work, our studies showed that lower-class parents more often say that there are firm rules their children have to follow, more often monitor their children’s behavior, and more often mete out punishments to correct poor behavior. A recent Pew Research Center poll appears in line with this, reporting that parents with a high school education or lower are almost three times more likely to spank their children than parents who have an advanced degree.

Just as parents send their children to school with umbrellas after spotting stormy skies on the horizon, they also give their kids the psychological tools that they think they’ll need to be successful adults. Knowing that their children will likely have to navigate a world of social threat—and work at jobs where they have little discretion—lower-class parents emphasize the importance of conformity to try to help them succeed. After all, not following protocol at work can get one fired or badly hurt. “In the working class, people perform jobs in which they are closely supervised and are required to follow orders and instructions,” Alfred Lubrano explains in his book Limbo: Blue-Collar Roots, White-Collar Dreams, so parents “bring their children up in a home in which conformity, obedience, and intolerance for back talk are the norm—the same characteristics that make for a good factory worker.” In these contexts, self-direction is actually counterproductive, but it’s a necessary trait for those navigating loose worlds and occupations, hence a trait that upper-class parents foster in their children.

It’s not just parental attitudes that help prepare children for their respective tight and loose worlds. Three important factors—the ways households are organized, the unwritten codes that guide conversations, and children’s experiences in the classroom—all reinforce differences in tightness-looseness among the lower and upper classes. In his 1970 book Class, Codes, and Control, British sociologist Basil Bernstein discusses how the structure and rigidity of lower-class life, as compared with the flexibility of upper-class life, can be readily discerned even from the layouts of the classes’ respective households. Lower-class households, he argues, tend to have rooms that are strongly separated and strictly bounded by function—the kitchen is for cooking, the dining room is for eating family meals, and so on. Upper-class households, on the other hand, have more open and flexible floor plans with rooms that have multiple uses. Bernstein also notes that relationships between parents and children are structured and rigid in lower-class households (with parents as authority figures and children as subordinates), whereas in upper-class households authority lines are much more blurred.

Bernstein also found a fascinating connection between social class and the way that people use language. The working class uses what he calls a “restricted code” form of speech defined by simpler and more concrete grammatical constructions with fewer counterfactual statements (like what if). Meanwhile, the middle class has an “elaborated code” of speech that is more abstract and complex and more flexible. As Bernstein explains, language forms in part from how we see the world, so it’s not surprising that the language used by working-class people reflects a social world that is lacking in flexibility and higher in structure. By contrast, the language of the middle class matches the complexity and comparatively unstructured experiences they encounter in their daily lives.

Children also encounter these structural differences in school. Metaphorically speaking, schools with a predominantly lower-class population are more likely to resemble the military, with their strong emphasis on rules and obedience, whereas schools with upper-class populations resemble universities, with their comparable freedom. In the latter, teachers cultivate a loose mind-set: They encourage students to ask questions, express their individuality, and move freely. In her comparison of schools in northern New Jersey, educator Jean Anyon noted that in suburban schools, which generally have upper-class populations, teachers encourage children to engage in creative writing every day and to use craft projects, murals, and graphs to represent what they learn.

By contrast, lower-class city-district schools prep children for a tight mind-set. They have comparatively less latitude and engage in more structured activities. In these schools, children are assigned rote tasks such as copying notes and completing standardized math problems—all geared toward assessing their knowledge of a subject, rather than their creative interpretation of school materials. Schools, in effect, reproduce the tight and loose norms of their corresponding social classes.

From a very young age, the lives of the children of the lower and upper classes begin to diverge—from the values their parents enforce, to the language they speak, to the structure of their households and schools, even to how they react to Max, the norm-violating puppet. These cultural differences have a profound impact on how these children behave as adults.

WHAT COLOR PEN WOULD YOU CHOOSE?

Imagine you’re out walking and someone approaches you about taking a short survey. After completing it, you’re presented with five pens to choose from as a thank-you gift. Four of the pens are green, and the fifth is orange. Which pen would you choose?

Choosing a pen based on its color may seem like a decision of little import, but it actually says quite a lot about you: namely, whether you prefer to conform or stand out. In a clever study where individuals were given a pen as compensation for participating, psychologists Nicole Stephens, Hazel Markus, and Sarah Townsend found that 72 percent of lower-class participants chose a pen that was in the majority color, whereas only 44 percent of upper-class participants did. When given the opportunity to conform or stand out, lower-class individuals, this study showed, prefer to blend in whereas upper-class individuals prefer to be unique.

Just as tight nations have stronger preferences for uniformity, members of the lower class prefer making choices that others like to make, too. In another study by these researchers, participants were asked to imagine that they bought a new car, only to learn that their friend bought the same car the next day. Members of the lower class were more likely to say things like “I’d feel good about it” or “I would be delighted,” whereas those from the upper class tended to respond, “I would feel slightly irritated” or “I’d probably be upset.” From a tight-loose perspective, these differences make a whole lot of sense. When you experience a lot of threat in life, being in sync with others feels safe.
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Figure 6.2. Percentage of participants who chose majority/minority pen by social class.



People who are lower on the social ladder are also more easily influenced by the opinions of others. In one study, some people were asked to recall a time when they felt someone else had control over them. Other people were asked to recall a time when they had control over someone else. The former situation is much more common in the lives of the lower class, who tend to feel less of a sense of personal control. They then completed a very tedious and boring sentence-formation task. Before people rated how much they enjoyed the task, the experimenters showed them glowing reviews of the task from prior participants. On a scale from one to eleven, most had answered between nine and eleven, meaning they enjoyed the task “very much.” These were, of course, fake reviews. Those who’d been primed to feel a sense of greater control ignored the fact that other people supposedly had fun during the task and gave the task low scores. But those primed to feel less control shifted their ratings to match those they’d just read.

Members of the upper class may resist social pressure, but they also can be much more lackadaisical about the need to comply with social norms—a loose trait. That’s what researchers at the University of California, Berkeley, found when they hid on the side of a busy California intersection and watched the cars go by. They noted the make of the car and its corresponding social class: the nicer the car, the higher the class (think Mercedes-Benz versus Toyota). Their results were astonishing: People with nicer cars were far more likely to cut off other cars in an intersection with four-way stop signs than were owners of more run-of-the-mill cars—30 percent of the time versus 8 percent of the time, to be exact. In fact, owners of nicer vehicles were also more likely to cut off pedestrians who were waiting to cross the street, an illegal act in California. Drivers of the cars that ranked lowest on luxury cut off people on foot 0 percent of the time, while drivers in the nicest cars cut people off a whopping 46 percent of the time. Clearly, people of higher social status are less concerned about yielding to pedestrians (and following the law!).

Beyond their more reckless driving behavior, people higher in social class take more liberty in violating conversational etiquette. In one study, researchers recruited participants and videotaped them interacting with a stranger for a five-minute time period. Some people made great eye contact and responded to their partners with laughs and nods, while other participants were ill-mannered conversationalists. They doodled on their notebooks, fidgeted with nearby objects, and were generally more disengaged. Can you guess how these behaviors broke down along class lines? That’s right: The lower-class participants were more likely to follow conventional etiquette and norms during these short interactions; upper-class participants were more likely to dismiss them.

The loose behavior of upper-class individuals can even make them less ethical. Studies have shown that they’re far more likely to say they’d engage in unethical actions ranging from cheating on a test, to stealing software, to keeping extra change from a cashier. In our surveys of hundreds of people, working-class individuals were less likely to endorse unscrupulous actions like stealing supplies at work or cheating on tests. Other research has found similar results: In one lab study, participants were told that a higher dice role would get them more money. When they had to report the results of their dice roles, those from a higher socioeconomic background were more likely to lie about the numbers rolled. In another study, people who felt they were in a higher social class were more likely to take candy that they knew was supposed to be for children participating in a lab study next door!

INSIDE OR OUTSIDE THE BOX?

Take sixty seconds to list as many uses as you can possibly think of for a paper clip. Now do the same for a brick. In one of our studies, Jesse Harrington and I had people from different social classes complete this classic creativity task. We found that upper-class participants provided far more creative responses for how these objects could be used. Some of their novel suggestions for a brick included cracking open walnuts, building an artistic sculpture, and making an ochre paint by grinding the brick up. Other uses they gave for a paper clip included using it to hang a Christmas ornament or replace a broken zipper.

We’ve seen that the lower class tends to be tighter—more conforming, norm-abiding, and cooperative—while the upper class is looser—more deviant, less cooperative, and even a bit more unethical. Yet being unleashed from constraints also has its upsides: Like the typical inhabitant of a loose nation or state, people from the upper class are much more innovative, as our results show. In other studies where people were primed to feel either powerful or powerless—conditions that mirror the power differential between the upper and lower classes—researchers found similar effects. When asked to plan a new menu for a restaurant or to generate three new names for types of pasta, radioactive elements, and pain-relief medicines, people who felt powerful were more creative than low-power participants.

Psychologist Murray Straus found discrepancies in creativity are inculcated early. He worked with families from different socioeconomic backgrounds and asked them to complete problem-solving tasks while an observer took detailed notes on their ideas. Among the sixty-four American families participating, those with higher socioeconomic status attempted many more creative solutions to the tasks than did families from lower-class backgrounds. The same results were found in India and Puerto Rico. In short, members of the lower class, while more likely to abide by rules and norms and even be more ethical, are less likely to think outside of the box.

This leads us to the final element of the tight-loose trade-off: openness to those who are different. In loose nations and states, there’s a high degree of openness and tolerance of individuals who are different, including immigrants, while in tight nations and states, people react more negatively to those who threaten the social order. Remarkably, the same tight-loose signature applies to social class: Studies show that, in general, members of the lower class report more negative attitudes toward homeless people, homosexuals, Muslims, the disabled, and even people with tattoos. Across many countries, lower-class individuals also harbor more negative attitudes toward immigrants, believing they’re detrimental to their nation.

In sum, class distinctions reflect deep cultural differences that have evolved to adapt to specific ecological and historical challenges. Of course, while the basic tight-loose contrast between classes is well established, there are also important exceptions. Just as there are loose cities in tight states, it’s not difficult to find individuals in lower socioeconomic groups with loose mind-sets and vice versa. Outside the United States, class barriers can look quite different. Nevertheless, focusing on income differences misses the critical role culture plays in forming and sustaining class divides around the world.

The tight-loose distinction is also useful for understanding other group differences beyond socioeconomic status, including gender and race. The term white privilege has become a political hot potato, but a noncontroversial principle underlies the concept: Groups that have greater power—those that control important resources—have far more latitude to deviate from rules. In many societies, whites, males, and heterosexuals, regardless of class, tend to have greater power. They live in looser worlds. By contrast, women, minorities, and homosexuals have less power and less latitude, and are subjected to stronger punishments, even for the same norm violations. They, in short, live in much tighter worlds.

In one study demonstrating this, managers that I surveyed read about someone breaking workplace rules, including going against a boss’s decision, stealing from a coworker, covering up mistakes, sabotaging company equipment or merchandise, or lying about hours worked. Crucially, we manipulated the gender and the race of the person who had broken the rules by using names pre-validated to signal race and gender: Participants read about either a white man (Greg), a white woman (Kristen), a black man (Jamal), or a black woman (Latoya). They were then asked to rate how serious the violation described was and to indicate whether the person should be punished. The results were telling. When women and minorities were said to engage in these behaviors, managers thought they were much more serious and warranted more punishment than when the same behaviors were done by majority males. Similarly, a study looking at the financial advisor industry found that although misconduct is more frequent among male employees, women are more likely to be punished, and more severely so.

When it comes to criminal justice, the results also show that some groups disproportionally receive harsher punishments for the same violations. For example, African American criminals are punished more harshly and sentenced to more time behind bars than white criminals with comparable histories. In the United States, African Americans are imprisoned at a rate that is five times the imprisonment rate of whites. African Americans are also far more likely to be targeted, brutalized, and killed by police, a phenomenon that prompted the Black Lives Matter movement in 2013. In Ferguson, Missouri, for example, one in two African Americans was pulled over for traffic stops that year, as compared to one in eight whites.

The pattern is clear: People with different levels of status and power—whether that status and power are based on income, race, gender, sexual orientation, or another individual characteristic—live in different cultural worlds.

SOCIAL CLASS CULTURE SHOCK

While you might expect an American moving to Japan or a German moving to New Zealand to experience culture shock, it may be less evident that someone moving between classes might have just as much trouble adapting. This is particularly the case for members of the working class, who are typically ill-prepared to cross into upper-class schools and workplaces that have been effectively designed to promote looseness. Though it’s often not obvious, the working class is inadvertently put at a cultural disadvantage in these spaces.

We view college as a stepping stone to greater economic opportunity and mobility, but this stepping stone looms like a mountain to some. The loose norms and openness of many college campuses are comfortable for upper-class students, but they can be disorienting and alienating to students from working-class backgrounds. In 2012, psychologist Nicole Stephens and her collaborators surveyed over 260 high-level college administrators at the top fifty U.S. universities and the top twenty-five liberal arts colleges to determine the schools’ prevailing cultural norms. They were given a list of traits, and asked to choose which traits were most important for their students. The vast majority said that their universities expected students to develop personal opinions rather than simply appreciating the opinions of others, to pave their own innovative pathways rather than following in others’ footsteps, and to challenge rather than accept established rules.

In other words, the schools’ norms were designed to reward nonconformity and independence. No small wonder, then, that upper-class children, who are more likely to have grown up in loose cultures where individuality and creativity are fostered, tend to flourish in university environments. Meanwhile, lower-class children, who have grown up in tight environments that emphasize conformity over independence, structure over creativity, and obedience over deviance, are more likely to struggle. For them, attending college, even one close to home, can feel like traveling to a foreign country.

A recent study of over 145,000 students at six large public universities found startling evidence of this cultural mismatch. Working-class students reported less of a sense of belonging, less satisfaction with their educational experiences, and more stress and depression than their upper-class peers. Financially strapped, they often had to juggle their coursework with other jobs, and they had less time for other collaborative and academic activities on campus.

I witnessed these realities firsthand on my own campus. Jesse Harrington and I surveyed first-year students throughout the 2016–2017 year. By the end of their first semester, lower-class students felt less academically prepared, less successful at making friends, and more stressed out. These students were overwhelmed by the complexity of college life, and yearned for clarity and simplicity. They also felt a greater rift with their loved ones back home. They found themselves straddling two cultures and feeling isolated from both.

Lower-class students’ alienation on campus translates to a higher likelihood of dropping out. According to studies done by the National Center for Education Statistics, students from high-income families are more than twice as likely to earn their bachelor’s degree within six years after starting college compared with those from low-income families. Our system of higher education, touted as a “great equalizer,” is falling far short of this lofty goal.

Just as cross-cultural training programs help people to adjust when they travel abroad, educational institutions need to take steps to reduce the culture shock experienced by lower-class individuals who are transitioning from tight to loose cultures. Harvard, Brown, and Arizona State have developed programs in which fellow students mentor first-generation students to help them transition to university life. Other universities have created web pages featuring the stories of first-generation students to help them feel like they belong. These programs can make a big difference. An ingenious study led by Nicole Stephens found that lower-class students who attended panel sessions wherein students from diverse backgrounds discussed how their social class shaped their college experiences were subsequently much more likely to seek out resources on campus and attained higher GPAs.

Providing more structure in university settings also helps to bridge tight-loose gaps. Take, for example, an innovative intervention developed at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill by Sarah Eddy and Kelly Hogan. In some classrooms, students were given more preparatory homework each week, provided with guided-reading questions to structure their time, and assigned more in-class small-group activities to foster a collaborative working environment. Compared with a control group that had no structure changes, this intervention improved performance for all students, the researchers found—and students from the lower class improved the most.

Young people from tight lower-class backgrounds don’t only need help adjusting to the looseness of college life. People who don’t graduate from college, which in the United States constitutes about two-thirds of adults, according to a 2017 Census Bureau report, need help attaining the skills required to succeed in an increasingly globalized economy. The looseness of American culture may be keeping them from meeting this goal.

Take Germany, a generally tight culture, where the government provides the nation’s youth with a wide range of career options that don’t require a college degree. For example, Germany has many vocational programs where you can earn a nationally recognized certificate. The government works with employers, educators, and union representatives to develop these standardized occupational tracks, ensuring that apprentices are learning the skills they need to meet the qualifications of their future employers. As Tamar Jacoby in the Atlantic writes, “Every young machinist training anywhere in Germany learns the same skills in the same order on the same timetable as every other machinist. This is good for apprentices: It guarantees high-quality programs where trainees learn more than one company’s methods, making it possible for those who wish to switch jobs later on.” But in the United States, a generally loose culture, there are no such uniform standards, which means that the skills taught at one company may not be valuable or needed at other companies. This can make it difficult for people to change jobs, which places a large burden on the working class. Given rapid changes across many industries, as well as the increasing threat of globalization to lower-class jobs, looser economies like America’s would benefit from developing practices that tight cultures have honed to give working-class laborers more structure as they launch their careers.

CULTURAL ECHO CHAMBERS

Class differences are deeply cultural, and the world urgently needs greater cultural empathy across class lines. Arguably, we need this now more than ever. People from different social classes are increasingly isolated from one another, as seen in the growing urban-rural divides around the globe. We tend to further compartmentalize ourselves on social media and follow different media outlets (e.g., Fox News versus MSNBC) as well. As a result, we are left with little understanding of each other’s cultures, which can lead us to form negative stereotypes about one another.

Many of the differences between the lower and upper classes have an underlying logic. Lower-class occupations, including plumbers, butchers, factory workers, janitors, and prison guards, require sophisticated technical and physical skills. They also require the ability to be dependable and follow rules. A tight mind-set is critical for success in these contexts. Meanwhile, upper-class jobs, such as those in law, engineering, medicine, academia, and management, among other white-collar professions, are built on alternative strengths, such as creativity, vision, independence, and even breaking from tradition. These strengths necessitate a looser mind-set. Neither set of strengths should be viewed as superior. Cultivating mutual respect for our different strengths will go a long way toward bridging today’s social class divisions and conflicts.

This is becoming more and more important in our rapidly globalizing world. As technological advances jeopardize the already dwindling availability of lower-class jobs, the threat of permanent poverty is a real fear within these communities. McKinsey & Company found that a whopping 78 percent of predictable physical work, such as packaging and assembly line welding, could be automated by rapidly spreading technology. By contrast, jobs that require managing others, using specialized knowledge to create products or services, or making executive decisions and plans—that is, upper-class jobs—are the least likely to be affected. The difference is stark: For those in the lower class, globalization is a looming threat; for those in the upper class, it’s an opportunity.

It is no small wonder, then, that the tight-loose fault line plays such a key role in world affairs, especially in the realm of politics. As globalization increases, this fault line is dividing groups around the world, with relatively well-off loose cultures that embrace innovation, change, and diversity on one side, and lower-class tight cultures that are financially threatened and seek stability, tradition, and rules on the other. For American voters who couldn’t find work after a layoff, the decision to vote for Trump in 2016 came down to a desire to avoid destitution. “I never anticipated being in this situation,” Californian Anthony Miskulin, who lost a well-paying job in the 2008 Great Recession, told the Los Angeles Times soon after the 2016 election. “My vote for Donald Trump, it wasn’t out of bigotry. It wasn’t out of hatred. It was about survival.” In England, the fear of immigrants taking working-class jobs became a driving force behind many people’s votes to leave the European Union during the 2016 referendum.

Perceptions of threat have led some in the working class to prefer populist leaders who promise to dismantle the social structures that have left them behind and restore traditional order. These leaders run on promises of delivering more tightness. Trump vowed to “restore law and order” to the American political system, tighten borders, keep out immigrants, and crack down on crime. France’s Marine Le Pen promised to “restore order” in France in five years. And the Polish populist party, named Law and Justice, ran on a platform of returning to traditional Polish values. Such rhetoric can be highly appealing to the increasingly threatened working class.

By viewing the culture of each social class through a tight-loose lens, we can develop greater respect for people across class lines and prevent harmful misunderstandings. During the 2016 U.S. presidential election, many members of the working class craved the law and order promised by Donald Trump because they believed it would help them ward off the very real threat of poverty. Some Clinton supporters were economically comfortable enough not to fear this threat, nor the threat of immigrants taking away their jobs. The two worlds of the upper class and the lower class have separate norms and preoccupations that have evolved based on their own ecologies. While we may never agree with others’ voting choices, once we know that they stem from our cultural codes, we can at least begin to understand them.
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Is Your Organization Tight or Loose? It Matters More than You Think

In 1998, two auto industry giants, Daimler-Benz and Chrysler Corporation, tied the knot under the joint title of DaimlerChrysler. It was a massive coup that left the industry swooning over a marriage seemingly made in heaven. German automaker Daimler could sell more affordable cars than its Mercedes sedans, some of which cost more than $100,000. Chrysler, an American brand that sells mass-market vehicles, would finally crack the European market. Soon after DaimlerChrysler’s November 17, 1998, debut on the New York Stock Exchange, its share price peaked at $108 in January 1999. With this stamp of approval from investors, a prosperous future seemed guaranteed.

The honeymoon didn’t last long. Both companies were deeply enmeshed in their own way of doing business, and their cultural incompatibility soon became apparent. In cultural integration workshops at the conjoined company’s headquarters in Stuttgart, American employees were taught German formalities, such as keeping their hands out of their pockets during professional interactions. German members of Daimler’s team felt uncomfortable when their American counterparts called them by their first names, rather than by their title and last name. And while the Germans wanted thick files of prep work and a strict agenda for their team meetings, Americans approached these gatherings as a time to brainstorm and have unstructured conversations. For long-term assignments overseas, Americans were reluctant to downsize from their large suburban homes in Detroit to apartments in Stuttgart.

Integrating organizational structures was also arduous and complex. Daimler had a top-down, heavily managed, hierarchical structure devoted to precision. As a result, the company’s manufacturing operations were rigid and bureaucratic. Much like its country of origin, Daimler leaned tight. Chrysler, on the other hand, was a looser operation with a more relaxed, freewheeling, and egalitarian business culture. Chrysler also used a leaner production style, which minimized unnecessary personnel and red tape.

As these company cultures collided, Daimler faced a decision: compromise or cannibalize. It chose the latter. Daimler CEO Jürgen Schrempp had promised Chrysler CEO Robert Eaton a “merger of equals,” but his actions showed this was an acquisition rather than a merger. (Schrempp won the battle to call the new firm DaimlerChrysler rather than the alphabetical ChryslerDaimler.) Over time, Daimler dispatched a German to head Chrysler’s U.S. operations, replaced American managers with German ones, and laid off thousands of Chrysler employees, moves that fomented talk of “German invaders.” Chrysler’s dispirited employees coined a joke: “How do you pronounce DaimlerChrysler? Daimler—the Chrysler is silent.”

As the $36 billion merger began to look like an underhanded takeover, trust between these two foreign units became irreparable. Key Chrysler executives left, and after nine years of declines in stock price and employee morale, the transnational pair finally divorced in 2007.

THE PRICE OF TIGHT-LOOSE MERGERS

DaimlerChrysler failed in large part due to a colossal underestimation of the tight-loose divide. Why were decision-makers so unprepared to deal with their cultural differences?

While merging with a company from another country can seem financially appealing, leaders often fail to recognize that deep-seated differences in tightness-looseness can cause significant intercultural strife. DaimlerChrysler’s disaster is all too common. When organizations considering a merger neglect to assess their cultural compatibility, they can face dire financial consequences.

Can we put an actual price tag on these failed mergers? My colleague Chengguang Li, a professor at the Ivey Business School at Western University, and I set out to test how much tight-loose rifts impact cross-border mergers and acquisitions (M&As). We collated information on over six thousand international M&A deals involving more than thirty different countries that occurred from 1980 to 2013. None of the mergers included in our dataset was trivial—all had a price tag above $10 million. We looked at the length of the negotiation process, the daily stock price following an M&A announcement, and the overall return on assets (ROA) over four years to determine the success of the merging companies. Finally, we determined the relative tightness or looseness of the companies’ home countries, which allowed us to measure the cultural gap between the merging pairs.

Did mergers that featured higher cultural incongruity suffer worse performance?

Yes: A substantial tight-loose gap meant costly setbacks. These mergers took longer to negotiate and finalize, had lower stock prices following the deal, and yielded much lower returns for the buyer in the deal. In fact, when there was a pronounced cultural mismatch, the acquiring company lost $30 million on average within five days of the merger’s announcement. Very large disparities caused losses of over $100 million. These effects were found even after we accounted for many other factors, including deal size, monetary stakes, industry, and geographic distance.

THE CULTURAL ICEBERG

Culture is like an iceberg. Firms like Daimler and Chrysler may see value in capitalizing on each firm’s apparent strengths, but fail to realize that formidable cultural obstacles lurk beneath the surface. Because organizational norms aren’t always visible, diagnosing a company’s relative tightness or looseness requires a deep dive to understand its practices, its people, and above all, its leaders.

Consider, for example, Israel. Within the borders of this highly loose country lies the greatest concentration of tech start-ups in the world—with one start-up for nearly every two thousand Israelis. Wix, one of Israel’s most successful tech start-ups that now operates globally, has eschewed a hierarchical organizational structure, allowing employees to practice self-management. Employees need not work at individual desks or cubicles; they can share large tables in an open studio. Pet dogs roam freely. Offices are filled with an assortment of skateboards, boxing gear, and My Little Pony dolls. With rules few and far between, the atmosphere at Wix has been described as collaborative and playful, if at times chaotic. In Wix’s Vilnius office, one manager keeps a loudspeaker on hand whenever she needs to corral the attention of rowdy staff members.

Israeli companies like Wix are proof that “the people make the place.” As a “start-up nation,” Israel is full of people who are exceedingly informal and rebellious, and harbor a relentless risk-taking spirit. Jon Medved, a leading venture capitalist in Israel’s tech scene, summarizes the kind of employees attracted to the start-up scene with one Yiddish word, chutzpah, which means having “gall” or “guts.” Israelis are notably leery of being told what to do; they prefer challenging rules and guidelines over obeying them. “An outsider would see chutzpah everywhere in Israel,” explain Dan Senor and Saul Singer, authors of Start-Up Nation: The Story of Israel’s Economic Miracle, “in the way university students speak with their professors, employees challenge their bosses, sergeants question their generals, and clerks second-guess government ministers. To Israelis, however, this isn’t chutzpah, it’s the normal mode of being.”

To level the playing field, Israelis often call people in positions of authority by a diminutive (former prime minister Ariel Sharon was called “Arik”), or even by cheeky nicknames: six-foot-six-inch Moshe Levi, a chief of staff to Israel’s military, went by the nickname “Moshe VeHetzi,” or “Moshe and a half.” Israeli tech blogger and entrepreneur Hillel Fuld explains how this culture-wide disobedience fuels the country’s immense growth in start-ups: “The unwillingness to merge, whether on the highway or in business, is the same character that drives the world of innovation.” Moreover, many Israelis love to take risks. Wix president and COO Nir Zohar joined the start-up team in its early days because he was attracted to the uncertainty and adventure that came with the project. “It was very exciting to go and do something completely new, to start from scratch, to take that risk,” Zohar told the podcast Startup Camel. In a positive feedback loop, Israel boasts citizens with loose mind-sets who like to create loose businesses, where they perpetuate loose practices.

Of course, Israel doesn’t have the market cornered on loose workplaces. In the United States, the loose state of California proved to be the perfect breeding ground for start-ups like Apple, Facebook, Google, and thousands more, outcompeting each other to offer employees unprecedented freedom and unconventional comforts (including anything from video arcade rooms, minibars, massages, and free cooking classes). And in loose New Zealand, office life at game-designing studio RocketWerkz is rambunctious. Employees are given unlimited paid leave so they can freely manage their work around their personal lives—no questions asked. If a pet dies or a relationship ends, they can guiltlessly skip work and tend to their broken hearts. But unusual perks may also lure them to the office, such as visits from stress-reducing kittens.

Now imagine companies from Israel or New Zealand, with their unbridled practices and people, merging with those from Singapore, where great formality, precision, and discipline permeate organizations. In business interactions, people show respect for the organizational hierarchy. Workers dress modestly and business cards are expected to be received with both hands as a sign of respect. Criticism of one’s boss is taboo. Business settings are particularly tight in Singapore because work is an integral component of national identity. To compete effectively in regional markets, Singapore grew to adopt an intense work-centric culture. Indeed, while Singapore has a knack for quickly scaling up its business ventures, Israel has struggled to do so. “What Israelis have not done so well is grow their companies into the big leagues,” reporter John Reed writes for the Financial Times, due to “a restless, risk-friendly culture of serial entrepreneurship” that has “favored quick exits over organic growth.”

In their comparison of the two countries, authors Dan Senor and Saul Singer explain how Singapore “differs dramatically” from Israel. Singapore’s focus on order and insistence on obedience, reflected in the country’s immaculately clean streets and well-manicured lawns, contrast with the litter and trash you’re more likely to see in the public spaces and front yards of Tel Aviv. Singapore’s society-wide emphasis on order certainly has its perks, but it can generally lead corporations “to sacrifice flexibility for discipline, initiative for organization, and innovation for predictability,” according to the authors. Israeli organizations may lack Singapore’s order and discipline, but they’re more likely to be nimble and innovative. This is the tight-loose trade-off in action.

Japanese organizations are also generally known for their many rules, formality, and hierarchy. For years, Toyota has operated under a traditional pyramid structure with many standardized processes. Employees shun conflict, and conservative business suits and complex bowing protocols are de rigueur. As part of their intensive orientation, new employees at Toyota are taught company history and have to fully master the “Toyota Way.” And at the Japanese electronics corporation Panasonic, the workday starts with group calisthenics, singing the official company song, and chanting the company’s “Seven Commandments.”

Over in Korea, Samsung’s onboarding process has been compared to a military boot camp, with sleep-deprived trainees memorizing every detail of the firm’s history and learning to conform to its demanding corporate culture. Koreans face collective pressure to cooperate with social customs and formalities—conveyed with the Korean word nunchi, which describes one’s ability to pick up on norms. Those who lack nunchi may be harshly criticized. “You have to fall in line,” one former Samsung employee told Bloomberg Businessweek. “If you don’t, the peer pressure’s unbearable. If you can’t follow a specific directive, you can’t stay at the firm.”

The formalities and norms found in Japanese and Korean organizations mirror their national cultures’ strong emphases on discipline and traditional structures, features that developed over centuries in response to threat. Modern-day Korean workplaces remain highly influenced by their country’s 2,500-year adherence to Confucian teachings, which emphasize the importance of obedience and discipline for a well-functioning society. In both Japanese and Korean society, an emphasis on respecting convention and following rules has helped create organizations prized for their efficiency and precision.

Tight-loose organizational contrasts can be seen beyond East and West. After noticing a spike in recent years of businesses relocating from tight Norway to loose Brazil, Thomas Granli from the University of Oslo conducted in-depth interviews with Brazilian and Norwegian team members to assess differences in work styles. The jeitinho Brasileiro, or “Brazilian way,” refers to the common habit of bypassing formal customs and laws to get things done. This “beat the system” mentality can play out as cutting lines, finding legal loopholes, interrupting others, and devising ingenious life hacks. Meanwhile, the Brazilian version of “don’t worry”—fique tranquilo—is a commonly used phrase, and it carries over from work time to play time. In an effort to spur employee motivation, Brazilian portfolio management firm Semco Partners has embraced one rule, which is to radically abandon all rules. Semco employees get to pick their own schedules, wages, holidays, evaluators, and overarching work goals.

Not surprisingly, tight cultures like Norway that do business in Brazil can struggle. Interviewees in Granli’s study agreed, for instance, that Norwegians stressed punctuality, while Brazilians didn’t. “Time has a lower priority in Brazil,” one Norwegian said. “[Here] the deadlines need to be pushed more than home; things are done at the last minute.” But if they tended to be tardy, Brazilian employees were also described as more flexible. Norwegians are sticklers for standard operating procedures; Brazilians embrace fluidity. This led one Brazilian manager to comment, “On a day to day basis, Norwegians are more efficient, but when the time comes to act, Norwegians are slow.”

LEADERS, TIGHT AND LOOSE

Tight and loose organizations can seem like different universes, and their leaders personify this divergence. In the Daimler-Chrysler merger, a large cultural rift sprang up due to the companies’ contrasting leadership styles. At Daimler, which revered work formalities, all business decisions came from top executives. “Anyone who isn’t sure about what is and isn’t allowed can find out by asking his or her supervisor,” Daimler chairman Dieter Zetsche told 360° magazine in 2009, after the firms separated. “Every employee must make sure his or her behavior is correct. And I expect our managers to set a good example.” By contrast, Chrysler’s executives often granted mid-level managers the ability to oversee their own projects, unconstrained from above. These irreconcilable leadership styles became the final nail in the coffin.

Leaders aren’t born fully formed; they’re raised with certain cultural mandates. The same leadership style that is revered in one culture can be the source of disdain in another. In the largest study ever done on leadership, a team of researchers known as GLOBE (short for Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness) recruited over seventeen thousand managers spanning over nine hundred organizations across sixty countries to assess their beliefs about what makes a leader effective. Which qualities mattered most? Acting independently? Working collaboratively? Being a visionary? In my own analysis of its dataset, I wanted to see the types of leaders that people in tight and loose cultures perceived to be effective.

True to form, they were opposite. People in loose cultures prefer visionary leaders who are collaborative. They want leaders to advocate for change and empower their workers. Ricardo Semler, CEO of Brazil’s Semco Partners, exemplifies this leadership style. He’s worked hard to get out of the way so that others may step up and innovate. “Our people have a lot of instruments at their disposal to change directions very quickly, to close things, and open new things,” Semler has said. “If we said there’s only one way to do things around here and tried to indoctrinate people, would we be growing this steadily? I don’t think so.” In fact, it’s hard to pinpoint if any single employee is in charge at Semco. All workers are taught how to read balance sheets, so the whole group—from the most senior analysts to cleaning crew members—can make informed votes on all company-wide decisions. Semler described an occasion when his employees vetoed an acquisition that he wanted to pursue: “I’m still sure we should have bought [the company]. But they felt we weren’t ready to digest it, and I lost the vote.” Although disappointed, Semler reasoned, “Employee involvement must be real, even when it makes management uneasy.”

Organizational leaders in many Israeli companies go even further, intentionally fostering a culture of disagreement. “The goal of a leader should be to maximize resistance—in the sense of encouraging disagreement and dissent,” explains Dov Frohman, founder of Intel Israel. “If you aren’t aware that the people in the organization disagree with you, then you are in trouble.”

The types of leaders preferred in tight cultures are dramatically different. People in tight cultures view effective leaders as those who embody independence and great confidence—that is, as people who like to do things their own way and don’t rely on others, my analyses of the GLOBE study showed. That leadership style can be found at the Chinese firm Foxconn, a major supplier of electronics to companies like Apple, Sony, and Dell. Founded in 1974 by Terry Gou, Foxconn is one of China’s largest exporters and employs over 1.2 million people. Gou has described his leadership philosophy as “decisive,” and he views good leadership as “a righteous dictatorship.” Valuing discipline and obedience among his workers, Gou executes command-and-control management within a rigidly hierarchical company. At Foxconn, mid-level managers model Gou’s style by being forceful and autocratic, maintaining a clear power distance between themselves and low-level employees.

These examples all attest to the fact that there are large cross-national differences in the people, practices, and leaders in organizations. Tight organizations boast great order, precision, and stability, but have less openness to change. Loose organizations have less discipline and reliability, but compensate with greater innovation and appetite for risk. With these differences evolving from such powerful forces, it’s not difficult to see why merging organizations from tight and loose nations is risky business.

THE CULTURE OF INDUSTRY: FROM MCKINSEY TO MCDONALD’S

The U.S. Department of Labor’s O*Net database provides a gold mine of descriptions of jobs in as many industries as you can imagine. From karate instructor to nuclear plant operator, from graphic designer to short order cook, this rich data source provides scores of details on thousands of jobs, including the tasks performed, types of personalities needed, and typical working conditions. But hidden beneath these thousands of descriptions is an underlying structure that explains how industries differ. It all has to do with the strength of social norms.

Just as countries have practical reasons for becoming collectively tighter or looser, so do industries. Tightness abounds in industries that face threat and need seamless coordination. Sectors such as nuclear power plants, hospitals, airlines, police departments, and construction evolve into tight cultures due to their life-or-death stakes.

Take the construction industry. Balfour Beatty, one of the largest construction contractors in the United States, runs a tight ship. Like many organizations in the construction industry, it’s responsible for handling the logistics, hiring, and design details of complex building projects. This means its leaders must assure all their workers are safe while they perform some of the most dangerous jobs in the world. On construction sites, a single error can have grave consequences. Turning too swiftly while unloading metal pipes can critically injure nearby personnel. Machinery defects, tiny communication failures, or scaffolding that unexpectedly slips can kill workers. Due to the life-endangering risks involved in this line of work, dependability and predictability are critical, and Balfour Beatty takes this responsibility seriously. It’s much the same at construction sites around the world, which typically are subject to hazard assessments and inspections, as well as strict rules on safety, work attire, and training. Construction’s tight culture is critical for worker safety and productivity.

The military is the iconic example of tightness. In every country, armed services impose strong norms and tremendous levels of discipline on soldiers, who must be trained to brave the hardships of warfare. Cultivating well-coordinated units and absolute reverence for authority is the backbone of maintaining these strong norms. From day one, U.S. Marine recruits endure a punishing boot camp and indoctrination period that turn individual soldiers into one synchronous corps who, above all, respect their leaders. “The military is like a machine built out of hierarchy,” American marine Steve Colley told me in an interview in 2017. “And if you break the hierarchy, you’re breaking the machine.” In the course of a single day, the typical soldier is repeatedly called on to respect this hierarchical system, from the insignia on her uniform to the salutes she gives her superiors. Forgetting rules can lead to severe punishments, from an aggressive tongue-lashing to having to do hundreds of push-ups in front of one’s peers. “We have standards for things as seemingly insignificant as how we dress and as complicated as how to maintain the most advanced main battle tank in the world,” described James D. Pendry, a retired command sergeant major with the U.S. Army. “Meeting seemingly insignificant standards is as important as meeting the most complicated ones—meeting one establishes the foundation for meeting the other.”

Industries that face less threat, on the other hand, evolve to be loose. In these fields, there are benefits to changing gears quickly, instilling freedom, and thinking outside the box. Employees at the global design company Frog Design Inc., which was founded in 1969, are professionally compelled to question, provoke, self-express, and reinvent conventional tastes. Frog’s employees typically enjoy pushing boundaries. “You need to be a rebel in your heart, which means that you like to challenge and question things,” said Kerstin Feix, a former member of the company’s executive team, in a 2014 interview posted on Core77. Frog’s former director of marketing James Cortese agrees: “I’m trying to qualify what makes a frog. It’s a combination of someone who has an original point of view, but they’re also very democratic and open to new ideas.”

American online shoe retailer Zappos has the same loose ethos. Now based in Las Vegas and a subsidiary of Amazon, the firm began as a start-up and emerged as the top web-based footwear retailer by 2009. Despite its massive growth, Zappos has clung to its start-up culture and remains proudly loose to this day. The company’s bottom-up, egalitarian practices are best exemplified in its adoption of “holacracy,” a system of self-management that abolishes the traditional business hierarchy. Employees can self-organize into democratically run “circles” to meet various organizational needs on their own terms. No single person is limited to one circle or role. Everyone’s roles are fluid, and team leaders, or “lead links,” are more like friendly guides, who don’t have the authority to fire people.

Loose organizations like Frog and Zappos are characterized by highly informal, mobile, and diverse work groups. To remain successful, design companies, R&D groups, and start-ups need to always have their eye on innovating and evolving. Compared with workers in industries such as manufacturing or finance (let alone the military), employees are less restricted to their area of specialization, and the comparative lack of strong rules enables them to prosper.

Drilling down further, we see that even within the same industry, different ecological contexts can drive tight-loose differences. McKinsey and IDEO are both consulting firms, but the former work culture veers tight, while the latter leans loose. This makes sense when we consider their clients: McKinsey’s work tends to include strategy and risk assessments for corporate finance industry and government organizations, while IDEO mainly works on more creative and artistic projects for companies such as Coca-Cola and Apple. McKinsey values a hard-nosed list of company-wide objectives. Unlike IDEO consultants, McKinsey-ites have far more standardized procedures to observe at work. New hires must absorb the infamous “McKinsey way” of doing business in a rigorous training program, learning rules about how to brainstorm as a team member, make client presentations, and follow specific problem-solving steps to break down a business issue. IDEO’s loose company values, on the other hand, urge employees to “learn from failure” and “embrace ambiguity.” At IDEO, self-governing teams aren’t beholden to managers. The relaxed dress code is tied to a more laid-back interpretation of professionalism. “Just be yourself, wear whatever,” IDEO’s global head of talent, Duane Bray, has told job candidates.

Zooming in to any specific organization, we can see why certain units evolve to be tight versus loose even in the same organization. Some occupations are inherently more accountable to laws and regulations, even in the absence of physical threat—think lawyers, auditors, bankers, and government officials. These jobs are bound to high standards of professional accountability. As a result, their work unit cultures foster much stronger norms and compliance monitoring. For companies like the Big Four accounting firm Deloitte, which has a range of units with disparate work goals, the auditing unit’s culture is highly distinct from the culture found among consultants. Consultants often hustle through an unpredictable suite of projects—traveling to new places—and need to quickly acclimate to new norms that change as they juggle diverse clientele.

More and more, we see this tight-loose mix within organizations. At Ball Corporation, there’s a radically mixed work culture that combines tight manufacturing units with loose R&D divisions. Founded in the late 1800s, Ball supplies bottles and cans to some of the biggest-name brands, including Coca-Cola, Pepsi, Coors, and Budweiser. Ball is also a pioneer in aerospace technology, collaborating with NASA on spacecraft and satellites. The aerospace side includes R&D units of engineers and physicists. Due to its product development goals, this division has evolved into a loose work environment that inspires creativity with less structure and monitoring. By comparison, Ball’s manufacturing division follows a highly regimented, routinized process to expediently package and ship out millions of cans every day.

The tight-loose framework helps us make sense of differences not only between nations, but also across and within industries and even among units in the same organizations. These groups all follow a very similar logic, as shown in Figure 7.1. Think about your own employer, profession, or industry. Where is it on the tight-loose spectrum? Can you see why it might have turned out that way?
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Figure 7.1. Tight versus loose organizational cultures.



But tightness-looseness in organizations isn’t static. In today’s highly dynamic marketplace, organizations often have to adapt their cultures to fit new demands and negotiate their levels of tight and loose. This mandate can be a tall order, given deep differences in companies’ cultural DNA and the clash of people, practices, and leaders.

NEGOTIATING TIGHT-LOOSE CONFLICT IN ORGANIZATIONS

In the spring of 2017, I interviewed a senior leader of a large manufacturing firm headquartered in the United States. The company clearly ran a tight operation. As a publicly traded company, detailed reports and strong oversight were integral parts of its business dealings. As is typical in the manufacturing sector, employees adhered to well-defined processes and frequent evaluations to maximize their overall efficiency. The business developed core strengths of tightness, including reliable delivery and operational efficiency.

Over the firm’s eighty years, it had grown to thousands of employees worldwide. Now a multibillion-dollar operation, the company’s next step in remaining competitive was to innovate its product offerings. This meant introducing more looseness to its product development side. Although the company historically had been quite risk-averse, its leaders acquired an R&D company, primarily for its cutting-edge technology. The firm’s leaders hoped the R&D company’s agile, innovative approach would have a dynamic impact on its own culture. But soon after the acquisition was finalized, tight-loose tensions flared. While the R&D group prioritized the creation of disruptive and inventive solutions, it fell behind on team deadlines and failed to get its product to market on time. No one seemed to own any decisions, and soon the division was losing money. From the R&D team’s vantage point, the tight mother ship’s expectations were unreasonable. The new division had always worked under flexible deadlines, had little supervision, and took a long-term view—they wanted to build the most creative product possible. It was a familiar pattern establishing itself: The very qualities that the acquiring company found so appealing initially in its acquisition were causing major culture clashes.

Other companies face the opposite predicament—they face major pushback when they try to tighten. Take Microsoft in the mid-1990s. The young company’s sales were off the charts, but operations were lagging. “We had to close books at the end of the quarter to show investors and shareholders our numbers, but it always took way too long,” former Microsoft chief operating officer Bob Herbold told me in an interview. This was due to the company’s sloppy and unsystematic bookkeeping. Many of Microsoft’s subsidiary offices across the globe had developed their own rogue systems. “There was no coordination at Microsoft,” Herbold told me. “Even in marketing, nobody had a clear sense of what the brand stood for.”

The company desperately needed to inject some tightness into its operations, and Microsoft CEO Bill Gates knew it. Gates brought on Herbold so that he himself could focus on the company’s products, leaving Herbold to straighten out the business side. Wanting to preserve their looser way of working, employees first resisted Herbold’s mission of centralizing division goals and the company’s data reporting. Eventually Herbold sold them on the mission’s benefits—namely, the prospect of future profit gains—which strongly motivated them to comply. Within a year of Herbold’s business centralization, Microsoft not only saved on costs but boosted profits and its share price.

Prosperous start-ups invariably await tight-loose conflicts, often without anticipating them. They attract highly creative people who clash with the tighter structure and standardization that comes with running a larger organization. When I interviewed Ariel Cohen, who led an R&D enablement group for the start-up Mercury Interactive, which was later acquired by Hewlett-Packard in 2007 for $4.5 billion, he was quick to describe himself as a “serial start-up-er.” He prefers the high levels of looseness found in smaller ventures to the tight cultures of large corporations. “People at start-ups prefer to wake up, have an idea, then go execute this idea immediately,” he told me. “Then they test the idea as fast as possible in the marketplace, then change it or ditch it.” But when start-ups begin to scale up, greater hierarchy and rules are introduced, as Cohen observed firsthand. “After they acquired us, Hewlett-Packard hired new people who liked to plan and research their ideas first. But it slowed their creativity down to add more process,” he said. “For people like me, it was frustrating that I needed to persuade them to try new ideas. At the same time, they saw my approach as totally random and impulsive, like I had no due diligence.” This is tight-loose conflict in action. Soon after Mercury Interactive joined HP, Cohen left to go lead another start-up.

Even if they aren’t merging with another company, some organizations are in dire need of renegotiating their culture when they start to approach extreme ends of tightness or looseness. Take ride-sharing start-up Uber, which, in the years after its founding in 2009, became infamous for bulldozing through regional ordinances, using below-the-belt tactics against competitors, and hiding certain business practices from local regulators. The company’s normless ideology contributed to its immense success, but also to a major crisis. In 2017, a New York Times exposé unveiled Uber’s recklessly loose, “anything goes” work culture. Several former employees described the exceedingly loose work environment as a “frat house,” rife with unprofessional and even abusive behavior. Following the company’s sexual harassment scandal, Uber CEO Travis Kalanick was forced to resign. It later came out that higher-ups had also hidden from the public a major hacking. In an already freewheeling tech industry, where creativity is sometimes prized above all, Uber took its looseness to an extreme, leaving shareholders and new management to impose order.

Just as Uber came under intense scrutiny, another company faced its own public relations debacle. In 2017, a horrific incident played out on one of United Airlines’ commercial flights, all of it documented on video. With the flight overbooked, airline personnel asked passengers to give up their seats in exchange for an eight-hundred-dollar voucher. Without any volunteers taking the deal, the United computer system designated that four passengers had to be rebooked on another flight. Of these selected passengers, one person refused to forgo his seat. In response, the cabin crew, following company rules, called in airport security to escort the passenger off the plane. The security guard forcibly dragged the passenger, bleeding and screaming with pain, off the plane as nearby passengers captured the scene on their cell phones. The footage went viral and turned into a brand-damaging PR nightmare for United.

United’s tight culture may have been partly to blame. After the incident, United insiders told me that the company historically expected its employees to closely abide by its manuals and rules. In the airline industry, which must demonstrate safety and accountability every day, strong adherence to protocol is critical—but this expectation can be a double-edged sword. “United seems to have hired, or at least trained, employees who love rules more than common sense,” one veteran employee told me. Quite clearly, extremely tight cultures can inadvertently create an overcontrolled, static work environment in which employees are afraid to speak up and can have difficulty improvising in unexpected situations. Knowing this now, United is seeking to negotiate its tightness by setting up a support team to help triage customer issues that can arise. Based in Chicago, this new team assists staff on the ground with formulating creative solutions for these unexpected situations in order to avert future blunders.

TIGHT-LOOSE AMBIDEXTERITY

Tightness-looseness in organizations is continuously renegotiated, contested, and sometimes totally altered, due to the ever-changing nature of customers, markets, stakeholders, and clients—not to mention bad PR. Some businesses, like United, may indeed operate best under tight conditions, but these companies’ leaders need to know when and how to give employees more latitude when the situation warrants it. At the same time, loose businesses, such as Uber, would benefit from knowing when and how to insert stronger norms into their daily practices.

Many companies today are striving to develop tight-loose ambidexterity. The importance of being “ambidextrous”—of balancing the need to explore new frontiers with honoring steadfast traditions—was first promoted by management scholars Charles O’Reilly and Michael Tushman in a 2004 Harvard Business Review article. Much like a person who can write fluidly with both her left and right hands, organizations need to learn to wield both tight and loose capabilities to operate effectively. A culturally ambidextrous company may favor tight over loose norms, even designating one as its dominant culture, while being capable of deploying the opposite set of norms when necessary.

When loose organizations insert some tight features into their daily operations, I call this structured looseness. Take Google’s adoption of the 70/20/10 rule, which guides employees on how to spend their time at work. The rule states that 70 percent of employees’ time should be focused on assignments from their managers, 20 percent on any new ideas that may be peripherally connected to their main projects, and the last 10 percent on any fun projects they want to initiate on their own terms. While clearly structured, the rule still allows workers to carve out space for personal creativity and flexibility.

The culture of another loose organization, the world-renowned animated-film studio Pixar, manifests as flexible work hours, hidden bars, and free pizza and cereal. “There was actually an individual here who took the ceiling out of his office, because he wanted the natural light,” the facility manager told SFGate journalist Peter Hartlaub during a tour in 2010. “It was a little extreme, but we don’t freak out about it.” To come up with innovative new film ideas, Pixar brings together incubation teams made up of employees from various backgrounds and skill sets. While these teams are left to their own devices, senior managers still monitor each team’s ability to work well together, particularly paying attention to whether they share a healthy social dynamic. Each incubator, moreover, has a producer and director who track the team project’s time constraints and budget. Thus, while Pixar is highly loose, its operations include enough structure and rules to keep things balanced.

On the flip side, steering a tight organizational culture into a looser state is what I refer to as flexible tightness. This happens when tight organizations allow employees to have more discretion. Toyota is a case in point. Toyota is a tight organization that relies on rules and standard operating procedures. But in recent years, it has begun to incorporate several practices to inspire creativity and improve customer service. It’s decentralizing its decision-making processes by allowing regional heads to have more discretion. Toyota’s leaders are also beginning to invite workers to experiment and innovate on their operational systems and products (a loose practice), by using a strict eight-step process (a tight framework). Senior leaders specify overall company objectives using vague terms so that employees can interpret these goals subjectively, which introduces unconventional thinking into the planning process.

Even the U.S. military injects some looseness into its otherwise tight culture with its practice of “Commander’s Intent.” Billed as a road map to success for every mission and operation, it lays out how the commander should accomplish the mission’s goals while also recognizing that “man plans, and God laughs.” Commander’s Intent recognizes that in any military operation, there are too many unknowns, moving parts, and sudden changes in the battlefield for soldiers and officers to rely on a single strategy. A critical aspect of the policy is the “Spectrum of Improvisation,” which encourages soldiers to rely on tried-and-true strategies but empowers them, when faced with an unexpected event, to adapt the original plan to the unit’s goals.

“Managing culture is a tightrope walk,” Adam Grant, professor and author of Originals, told me. “Create too many norms and rules, and you miss out on creativity and change. Create too few norms and rules, and you miss out on focus and alignment.” The key, according to Grant, “is to find a balance of tight and loose: have a few strong values that are widely shared and deeply held, but maintain flexibility around the best ways to put those values into practice.”

SHIFTING BETWEEN TIGHT AND LOOSE WORKPLACE GEARS

How can organizations become more ambidextrous, smoothly shifting their loose or tight culture into a state of structured looseness or flexible tightness? It’s not easy, no matter how minor the change. But armed with an understanding of tight-loose, companies can diagnose what workplace factors need to change—whether it is the people they recruit, the practices they promote, or the people leading—to get the best results.

Tech businesses in China’s booming start-up economy, for example, face the significant challenge of cultivating relatively loose workplace cultures that deviate from the country’s pervasive tight orientation. Influenced by the strong norms dictated by the Communist Party, organizations throughout China mimic its top-down and bureaucratic managerial systems. Tech start-ups, however, want to generate creativity by modeling the loose work cultures of Silicon Valley’s iconic companies. Baidu, known as “China’s Google,” founded in 2000, tries to shift into a loose gear by seeking out employees who think outside the box. “We want people who aren’t slavishly obedient, or are too much the product of a pedagogical system that places too much emphasis on rote learning,” explains Kaiser Kuo, a former spokesman for Baidu and the host of the podcast Sinica, about Chinese current affairs. Employees receive copies of a book called the Baidu Analects, whose title riffs on the Analects of Confucius, a collection of the great philosopher’s pithy sayings. “It’s anecdote after anecdote of these borderline insubordinate employees who stuck to their ideas in spite of pushback,” says Kuo, “and the enlightened manager who let them do it, and ultimately they triumph.” But alongside this ethos of organizational dissent, Baidu also emphasizes reliability —“delivering tasks to the next team or person only when they’ve been perfected,” explains Kuo, and trusting colleagues to be willing and able to help out when they’re needed. This combination of loose norms with high accountability has been the key to Baidu’s success.

No doubt, changing a workplace’s culture can be a trial-and-error process. A senior executive at one of the world’s largest manufacturers of office furniture relayed to me the bumpy road the firm took as it tried to loosen up operations. For years it had operated a tight ship, but surveys of salaried employees revealed that they felt the performance appraisal system was overwhelming—full of forms, quarterly evaluations, employee ratings, and explicitly defined objectives attached to stacks of instructional documents. Workers had difficulty meeting these countless expectations, which led to disengagement. In its first attempt at flexible tightness, the company’s human resources department adopted an entirely opposite system that gave employees complete freedom to decide how they were going to be evaluated. Such a loose model defied the company’s generally tight culture and made people feel too uncertain. “We realized we have to have some boundaries on this freedom, and return to a tighter culture, but gradually bring in a bit of looseness,” the senior executive told me. The company ultimately reintroduced work objectives and rewards systems, but provided flexible options by allowing employees to participate in customizing sub-goals. The new system gave employees more flexibility and agency while retaining the overall dominant tight culture that they preferred.

As companies work toward greater tight-loose ambidexterity, one thing is clear: During these shifts, it’s critical for organizational leaders to embrace the new initiatives.

Consider the launch of USAToday.com. In 1995, to keep in step with the news industry’s digital revolution, Tom Curley, then USA Today’s president and publisher, prepared to expand the company’s print media business online. He hired new leadership to create a department that, like the work cultures of other digital news companies, was much looser than traditional newsrooms. He communicated his vision to existing print-media leaders, some of whom voiced stiff opposition to investing in a fast-paced and arguably less rigorous online journalism division. Senior executives who didn’t buy into the new vision were swiftly removed or transferred. This created a “united front and consistent message” among the leadership, which Michael Tushman, coauthor of Lead and Disrupt, cites as critical for any organizational change.

Next, Curley worked toward promoting a collaborative spirit between the new digital division and the old-school print division to deal with fears on both sides. Those in print media feared that they’d lose their identity and value to the company and even become obsolete. They also worried that loose norms would bring disorganization, inefficiency, and loss of control. Members of the digital team, on the other hand, wanted free rein to let their creative juices flow and to avoid a confining structure. To mitigate these tensions and build collaborative bridges, Curley required the unit heads for web, print, and TV to attend daily editorial meetings to share ideas, choose the best stories to feature, and establish a cohesive strategy. He also created an incentive for cooperation—a bonus program that was contingent on all the media divisions hitting their goals. Ultimately, Curley struck an effective tight-loose balance, and the company became truly ambidextrous.

Quite clearly, there isn’t one best way to develop tight-loose ambidexterity within organizations. Some companies, such as USA Today, do this by cultivating mutual goals and respect across tight and loose units. Other companies channel more looseness directly into a tight group, or tightness into a loose group. Regardless of where and how they do it, the key elements involved are illustrated in Figure 7.2.
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        Figure 7.2. Tight-loose ambidexterity. Ways to achieve structured looseness or flexible tightness.

    

    At a workshop I led at Harvard in 2016 with business leaders from across the globe, I shared the tightness-looseness framework and explained how it could manifest in organizational challenges. Many of them commented that they could now see the tensions cropping up in their organization with much greater clarity. Some returned to their offices to urge management to begin using the tight-loose language to help diagnose and solve problems. By understanding the hidden force of social norms in their organizations, business leaders can effectively shepherd their companies toward greater tight-loose balance.
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Mirror Check: Are you a “T” or an “L”?

Back in 2012, Slate magazine reporter Dahlia Lithwick had an ingenious realization: The Muppets, those beloved puppet characters from Sesame Street, offer an intriguing paradigm for explaining humanity’s differences. Called Muppet Theory, Lithwick’s delightful metaphor divides people into two groups: those who emanate chaos, much like Cookie Monster, Gonzo, Animal, and Ernie; and those who embody order—think Sam the Eagle, Kermit the Frog, Scooter, and Bert. The Chaos Muppets among us are tumultuous yet dazzling forces of nature who bring mayhem wherever they go. They think outside the box, live for new experiences, and are proudly nonconformist. The passionate drummer Animal is hard to miss in a crowd, with his red fur and disheveled pink hair. When everyone is going one way, he leaps in the opposite direction. His drum solos, performed with abandon, share a lot in common with Cookie Monster’s joyous eating sprees. Unlike these Chaos Muppets, the Order Muppets are overly cautious and fastidious, the ones cleaning up Cookie Monster’s crumbs. Bert, for example, relishes his morning oatmeal and enjoys hobbies such as studying pigeons and collecting paper clips. Always dressed neatly in pressed khakis and striped sweater, he’s often providing reality checks to his roomie, Ernie, who is always experimenting with fanciful ideas.

Which type of Muppet are you? You’d think your answer would depend a lot on your innate personality. But it turns out that the tightness or looseness of your environment plays a big part in whether you’re more Gonzo or Kermit.

We’ve seen how tightness-looseness plays out in a wide range of groups and entities, from nations to vocations. It’s also true that the underlying strength of our culture’s social norms affects our dispositions and even our brains. Without even realizing it, each of us has developed tight and loose mind-sets that effortlessly help us navigate our social surroundings.

Far more than a mere mood or even an attitude, a mind-set is like the program we use to make decisions. The tight mind-set involves paying a great deal of attention to social norms, a strong desire to avoid mistakes, a lot of impulse control, and a preference for order and structure. Relishing routine, it requires a keen sensitivity to signs of disorder. The loose mind-set, by contrast, is less attentive to social norms, more willing to take risks, more impulsive, and more comfortable with disorder and ambiguity. These different mind-sets influence our daily lives and relationships in ways that we might not be fully aware.

We all have a baseline tight or loose mind-set that was shaped by the culture in which we grew up. Some of us are fundamentally more prone to a tight mind-set, like the cautious and tidy Order Muppets, while others tend toward a looser mind-set, like the carefree and boisterous Chaos Muppets. Being raised in a culture with clearly defined social norms fosters a tighter mind-set, and vice versa. Yet while these mind-sets are deeply rooted, they can nonetheless be molded—sometimes in dramatic and rapid fashion—to match different situational requirements.

Take two polar opposite excursions: a symphony and a rock concert. At the symphony, everyone is dressed elegantly, and to blend in you probably need to up your game a bit from your usual casual wardrobe. As the orchestra begins to tune up, right on cue, a hush falls over the audience. You turn off your phone, and are careful to keep still in your seat. During a break between movements, you resist the urge to clap, per symphony norms. At the end of the performance, the audience claps in perfect unison and then everyone files out of the hall in an orderly fashion. Now imagine yourself at an outdoor rock concert, crammed in the mosh pit near the stage, getting constantly jostled. People are dressed in revealing or grungy clothing, T-shirts and ripped jeans, and smoke from cigarettes and other substances wafts through the air. All around you, laughter and profanity are the norm, and you and a friend have to shout to hear each other. When the band takes the stage, more than an hour late, the screaming becomes deafening. Throughout the show, people sing at the top of their lungs, dance, and crowd surf. After the final song, everyone shoves their way toward the exit, chaotically pouring into the parking lot.

The symphony is a tight situation, one that requires us to have a keen awareness of how others are behaving and to control our impulses. After all, at a formal symphony performance, atypical behavior—such as talking on the phone or wearing shorts—would stick out like a sore thumb and elicit strong judgment. The rock concert, on the other hand, is a loose situation with far fewer restrictions. Audience members feel less need to self-monitor and can express themselves through a wider variety of dress, language, and conduct. Impulsive actions will hardly cause backlash, and a wide range of behavior is encouraged. Above all, these environments don’t just alter our wardrobes; they put us in fundamentally different states of mind.

COUNTLESS CALIBRATIONS

The next time you drive, pay attention to how you manage to stay in your lane and keep up with traffic. You’ll notice that your hands make countless micro-adjustments, your eyes dart from the road ahead to the mirrors, and your foot makes minute adjustments to your speed. According to the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, drivers make some two hundred decisions for every mile traveled. On the highway, that’s more than three per second.

We make the same automatic calibrations throughout the day in response to social norms. These environments automatically change our mind-sets—constrained at the symphony; relaxed at the rock concert. Psychologically, this is your mind and body adjusting to the strength of social norms in your surroundings.

From the time we wake up to the moment we go to bed, we experience the ebb and flow of tight and loose mind-sets. They show up in our households: Are you a helicopter parent or more laid-back? Do your children follow the rules or do they challenge them frequently? If you have a partner, you might see tight-loose tensions play out in different attitudes about religion, savings, or neatness. Do you get grief about your poor dishwashing skills or tendency to leave damp towels on the bed (as I do), or are you the neatnik?

During your train commute, if you take a seat in the quiet car, you might be annoyed when someone enters with a looser mind-set and talks loudly on the phone. You’ll also see these mind-sets at your place of work, whether you’re employed in a buttoned-up law office that has a lot of formalities, or a loose start-up where everyone’s wearing jeans and hoodies while playing Ping-Pong. Small changes to our environment can trigger significant changes in our normative radar. If you and your boss are having a client meeting in a conference room, you’re likely to be in a tighter state of mind—weighing each word and sitting up straight as a result—than if you’re troubleshooting with a colleague in your office. Even your hobbies can activate different mental grooves. Highly structured and rule-bound activities, like playing bridge or doing karate, foster a tight mind-set, whereas more spontaneous and open-ended activities, like painting or hip-hop dancing, foster a loose mind-set.

Tight and loose differences also become apparent in our neighborhoods, schools, and clubs. Before sorting ranked teams for its youth travel program, the soccer board in one New England town spends two hours reviewing a spreadsheet of player evaluations, according to a friend of mine. The soccer officials give coaches and parents reams of statistical data in a bid to underscore the fairness and integrity of the process. It’s like a hedge fund quant meeting—about eight-year-olds. Just another example of adults taking youth sports way too seriously? Perhaps. But dig deeper, and you’ll see cultural tightness at work. The board developed a rigid set of procedures because of the ever-present threat of Type A parents complaining that their “gifted” child was misranked.

Likewise, when you ask parents about the schools they’ve chosen for their children—public, private, religious, charter, and so on—you might hear about test scores, pedagogies, and teaching philosophies. But probe some more, and you’ll inevitably hear comments that reflect the strength of norms. Some families tend to be drawn to a looser school environment, such as a Waldorf school, while evangelical families who embrace strict rules regarding moral behavior may seek out the tight order at the heart of Christian academies.

As we navigate these different facets and transitions to our day, our tight-loose settings move up and down the scale, sometimes to the point of stress. That doesn’t mean we are purely reactive, however. Each of us has a default setting on the tight-loose spectrum, which reflects our upbringing, geography, generational attitudes, social class, occupation, and other factors. You may have a predominantly tight mind-set due to strict socialization by your parents or hardships you’ve experienced in your personal life. If you have a looser mind-set, you may have lived in safer circumstances or moved around a lot, experiencing a diverse array of norms.

Think about where your own set point is on the tight-loose spectrum: Are you more of an Order Muppet or a Chaos Muppet? To determine this, ask yourself three questions:

1. How much do you notice the norms around you and the expectations that people have of you?

2. Do you tend to be cautious and controlled, or adventurous and impulsive?

3. Are you a creature of habit—preferring structure and social order—or do you enjoy situations that are less structured?

Beyond your general tendency toward a tight or loose mind-set, you can also diagnose how that mind-set shifts over time, depending on the situation. Throughout the day, what situations bring out more of the former than the latter? With whom does your mind-set fit best, or clash? The coworker you find most annoying may simply be the one whose position on the spectrum is furthest from your own. Our deep cultural programming and varying ability to adjust to different social settings help shape our relationships, careers, communities, and lives as a whole. And with greater awareness of our personal tight-loose mind-set, we can better understand why we act the way we do and, also, be more sensitive to the ways in which layers of culture have shaped the habits of others.

HOW MUCH DO YOU REALLY NOTICE?

Species such as bats, dolphins, and even rats use forms of radar to navigate their physical environment. Humans, too, employ a type of radar to detect the social norms and cues that surround them, whether they’re aware of it or not. In fact, a defining quality of tight and loose mind-sets is the strength or weakness of this normative radar.

Some people just seem to be oblivious to social norms. We call otherwise intelligent adults who lack normative radar idiots, jerks, or comedians. We all know people who seem completely unaware of social norms. Perhaps it’s a friend who blurts out inappropriate thoughts, even during formal business meetings. Maybe it’s an uncle who tells the same stories over and over at every family gathering, blind to the eye rolls and bored looks they elicit. Audiences couldn’t help cringing and laughing simultaneously when, after a bathroom break, the fictional “Kazakh journalist” Borat brought a bag of his own poop to a Southern dinner in his namesake movie. More generally, people with low normative radar have difficulty understanding what is expected of them, and they tend to behave similarly across a wide range of situations. Paying no heed to situational requirements, they act primarily on their own beliefs and desires.

You likely also know people who have highly attuned normative radar, such as a Zelig-like “chameleon” who can adjust his or her behavior to fit any setting, engaging with all kinds of people and even winning over those they dislike. People with high normative radar are quite sensitive to the social norms around them. They’re what psychologist Mark Snyder calls “high self-monitors.” They’re very good at picking up on interpersonal and social expectations, and are likely to behave differently across situations in response to what is considered acceptable.

In a clever study, psychologist Janice Mill at the Wright Institute had participants listen to twenty prerecorded sentences in which a trained actress conveyed different emotions by changing her voice intonations and inflections. The results were striking. People with high normative radar identified the different emotions with great accuracy. Meanwhile, people with low normative radar struggled with the task.

Our normative radar fluctuates depending on the situation. For example, a job interview requires keen attention to the social norms present in the environment we’ve entered. As an interviewee, you need to impress your recruiter by appearing competent. This can mean wearing a suit, avoiding words that might offend, and only asking the interviewer relevant questions. In your bedroom, however, with no one watching, there’s little need to monitor your environment—you can wear pajamas, swear, do a wiggle dance, and sing to your heart’s content. In this situation, you can turn off your normative radar.

What might not be so apparent, however, is that your normative radar has also been highly influenced by your culture. In a global survey, I found that people in tight nations clearly possessed higher normative radar; they’re higher self-monitors and they excel at adapting their behavior to situational requirements. This is a learned trait. In tight countries dominated by strong rules with substantial constraints on acceptable behavior, a keen ability and desire to detect social expectations pays off—if only to avoid punishment. By the same logic, in countries where rules are weaker, and a wider range of behavior is permissible (as at a rock concert), people tend to possess a looser mind-set and lower normative radar.

These differences don’t just show up in surveys. Remarkably, scientists in a new interdisciplinary field of cultural neuroscience are learning that differences in normative radar can be physically grooved into our brains.

The brain, as we know, is an enormously adaptive organ. When we’re repeatedly exposed to certain kinds of situations, our brains start to adapt to them and change accordingly. In one study, researchers used structural MRI to study the brains of London taxi drivers with extensive driving experience. They found that the region of the brain that stores spatial representations of the environment—the posterior hippocampus—was much larger in the taxi drivers than among non–taxi drivers. Among the taxi drivers, the more miles driven, the larger the region. Taxi drivers’ brains actually expand to accommodate complex spatial representations, which ultimately may help their navigational skills.

Just as neurons in the brain of a taxi driver adapt to their complicated routes, likewise, the brain also adapts to repeated experiences with either strong or weak social norms. My collaborators Yan Mu, Shinobu Kitayama, and Shihui Han had American and Chinese students wear electroencephalography (EEG) caps with electrodes that recorded the activity in their brains as they read vignettes about norm-abiding or norm-defiant behavior. If you’d been a participant, you would have read about either a person who was dancing during a tango lesson (appropriate), or a person who was dancing in an art museum (inappropriate). Other vignettes described a person applauding in a concert versus at a funeral, shouting at the library versus on a city sidewalk, and so on. The brains of participants from both the United States and China registered the norm violations in the central-parietal brain region, which is responsible for processing surprising events. Yet individuals’ neural responses to norm violations varied dramatically. The neurons of Chinese subjects fired with great force in the frontal area of the brain, which helps us think about the intentions of others and make decisions about punishment. Americans, in contrast, showed little response to norm violations in the frontal region. Differences in normative radar, it appears, become deeply embrained.


[image: image]
Figure 8.1. Dr. Yan Mu, my postdoctoral researcher, in an electroencephalography (EEG) cap. EEG measures electrical activity in the brain.



DO YOU THINK BEFORE YOU ACT?

After registering the normative requirements of a situation, our brains give us the psychological tools we need to adapt. When norms are strong, we feel a strong sense of accountability—we sense that our actions may be evaluated and even punished if they deviate. When that warning signal goes off, the tight mind-set takes over. Its prime motive is to avoid making mistakes by being vigilant, cautious, and careful—what professor Tory Higgins at Columbia University calls a “prevention-focused orientation.” But when we’re in situations with fewer normative requirements, we have fewer fears about doing the wrong thing. Rather than being driven to avoid mistakes, we set bolder, often riskier goals. This “promotion-focused orientation” allows us to pursue our own ideals, even if that means making a mistake or two. In this psychological state of low accountability, we can afford to be less careful and more risky. Differences in these mind-sets can be found all over the world. People in tight cultures who have to abide by strong social norms are socialized to be more cautious, my surveys show. They’re more likely to agree with statements such as, “I am very careful to avoid mistakes” and “I choose my words with care,” and they’re also more deliberate in their decision making, reporting that they reflect on things before acting. People in loose cultures, who have far fewer normative constraints, report that they’re more spontaneous and that they might act before thinking.

These are learned differences, but they may also have at least some genetic basis. In one study, we found that people in tight cultures were more likely to carry a particular gene (the S allele of the 5-HTTLPR length polymorphism) that has been associated with vigilance, attention to negative information, and avoidance of harm. It makes sense that people in tight cultures would be more likely to have this particular gene. From an evolutionary perspective, they may have better survived high-threat environments. Over time, this gene might have been “selected for” in threatening environments, ultimately helping to reinforce tight cultures.

Differences in cautiousness affect countless decisions we make every day. Imagine you’re in a study where you’re given a simple connect-the-dots task, and you’re asked to connect as many dots as you can in a series of four pictures, given thirty seconds per picture.

Typically, in this kind of study, people face a choice between being highly accurate but slow, or fast but less accurate. If you’re in a loose mind-set where you’re more promotion focused, you’ll tend to complete more pictures, but miss some dots. If you’re in a tight mind-set where you’re concerned about not making mistakes, you’ll likely be slower but more accurate at connecting the dots.

You can also see this kind of trade-off very clearly in groups of people making financial decisions. In one study, psychologists separated people into groups, either high-prevention or high-promotion, and had each group consider a number of investment funds and decide jointly which one they’d hypothetically invest in together. The funds varied from highly volatile with a high payoff, to safe but with a lower payoff. The results: The prevention-oriented groups were more likely to choose the safest fund to invest in. What’s more, discussions in these groups were more focused on avoiding monetary losses, while the promotion-oriented groups were more intent on discussing ways to maximize profits. This trade-off between security and risk shows the tight and loose mind-sets at work.

When we feel accountable, in addition to being vigilant, we also flex our internal self-control muscle to inhibit impulses that might get us into big trouble, like yelling in a library, clapping at inappropriate times at the symphony, or burping during a job interview. People with high levels of self-control, like the Order Muppets, have a lot of self-discipline. They can control their aggressive impulses when they’re angry, avoid eating the last donut at the table, and temper the urge to splurge when they’re trying to save money. Others, like the Chaos Muppets, have a harder time inhibiting urges and desires. They feel less accountable, and more uninhibited.

Research shows that differences in self-control start developing very early in life. Back in the 1960s, American psychologist Walter Mischel and his team assessed preschoolers’ self-control ability with a tempting object: a marshmallow. They told the kids that they could either eat the marshmallow placed in front of them immediately or wait several minutes alone in a room until the researcher returned, at which point they could eat two marshmallows instead. Years later, a follow-up study showed an incredible pattern: Children who were able to wait for the researcher to come back with a second marshmallow scored higher on their SAT exams as teenagers, were described by their parents as more socially competent, and were better able to cope with stress in frustrating situations. Another study, this one of more than a thousand adolescents, found that children who had more difficulty with self-control (for example, being impatient or acting without thinking) were more likely to drink alcohol and use tobacco and marijuana during a four-year time span. The ability to tame one’s impulses can be identified early, and it clearly has important consequences.

As with other aspects of the tight-loose mind-set, individuals and cultures differ in their powers of self-control. Not surprisingly, loose-natured Americans can struggle with this. Emblazoned in huge, colorful letters on the cafeteria wall of a top Massachusetts elementary school is a two-word plea: “Manage impulsivity!” Administrators understand that American students’ impulsive behavior can give teachers grief—but scientists have found that it has deep roots in cultural looseness.

American children, who are generally socialized with fewer normative requirements, score more poorly on self-regulation than children from tight cultures. In one study, psychologists gave both Japanese and American preschoolers a series of hypothetical stories about interpersonal dilemmas (such as two children fighting, or a child falling and being hurt). Next, the kids were asked to complete the stories by “showing and telling” what would happen next, using props and miniature figures. As compared with the Japanese preschoolers, the children from the much looser U.S. culture responded to the stories with more verbal and behavioral aggression, indicating less emotional regulation. Another study found that Chinese preschoolers outperformed American preschoolers on multiple self-regulation tasks, such as playing a game where they had to override their impulses by doing the opposite of what the experimenter asked (such as touching their toes when asked to touch their head).

Spend time in an elementary school in China and you’ll immediately see why this self-control muscle is so much more developed. A graduate student of mine recalls encountering an arsenal of regulations at her childhood school in Taiyuan, Shanxi. Students had to sit at their desks with their hands behind their backs at all times, could only raise their right hands when they had a question, and had to be completely silent in the school’s corridors. Pupils who acted out faced a range of punishments, such as standing in front of the classroom for the entirety of the class, being excluded from fun school activities, or even being hit with a ruler. Many Chinese schools have strong monitoring systems. Some classrooms even have webcams that continuously broadcast how well children are behaved, with footage being shown to parents and school officials. Similar tales could be told of schools in tight nations such as Japan, Saudi Arabia, and former Communist countries, among others. Masaki Yuki, a professor at the University of Hokkaido, Japan, recalled that when he was in school, kids couldn’t be too creative in answering teachers’ questions. Deviate too much from the expected response, and you were neglected or punished (which, with his deviant attitude, he experienced firsthand!). Years later, though the punishments are weaker in his nine-year-old son’s school, he still observes negative feedback given to children who deviate.

Meanwhile, many American schools not only impose fewer rules, they often encourage individual expression. Nava Caluori, another one of my students, remembers how her elementary school in New Jersey scheduled offbeat events like “Crazy Sock Day” and “Silly Hat Day.” For these themed occasions, students who wore the zaniest accessories actually received rewards for their nonconformity. Students could hardly keep their one-square-foot cubbies clean; nor were they expected to. In her after-school care program, which was typical of many elementary schools in her district, kids were allowed to make messes at their craft stations, play games, and make lots of noise. They were rarely told to be quiet, and could do their homework if and when they wanted to.

It’s not surprising that deviant behavior is much more common in schools in loose cultures. In 2012, studies by the Programme for International Student Assessment showed that 30 percent of American students arrived late to school at least once within the two weeks prior to the administration survey, compared with 17 percent of students in Shanghai. Seventy percent of U.S. students said there is “never” or “hardly ever” noise and disorder in their classes, which might sound impressive until we compare it with the 87 percent in Shanghai and 90 percent in Japan. People in tight cultures that I surveyed around the world also had less difficulty managing their impulses, agreeing more often with statements such as “I keep my emotions under control” and “I easily resist temptations.”

Actually, it’s possible to see the neural markers of differences in self-control deep in the brain. In one study, my colleague Yan Mu and I had Chinese and American participants sit in dimly lit, quiet rooms and instructed them to close their eyes and relax for five minutes while hooked up to an EEG. The Chinese participants had greater alpha band activity in the parietal region of their brain, which is involved in self-control, even while they were resting. What’s more, these differences made a difference: Greater activity in the parietal lobe predicted Chinese participants’ greater self-regulation of eating habits and ability to resist temptations such as drinking alcohol, procrastinating, and playing video games. Self-control differences, in other words, run deep into our neurons, cultivated over years of adaptation to social norms.

We don’t need brain scans to see how cultures vary in their self-control. You can just tune in to popular media. The Olympics are perhaps the ultimate acid test for emotional suppression. In an ingenious study, psychologist David Matsumoto used a high-speed camera to photograph athletes’ immediate reactions to their victory or defeat, as shown on their faces, in the 2004 Olympic Games. As Matsumoto puts it, the “thrill of victory” and “agony of defeat” played out universally across the athletes’ faces at the very end of a meet, match, or race. But he noticed something interesting: Within seconds, athletes’ expressions altered from one another in culture-specific ways. Some athletes, particularly those from the West, continued to express unbridled joy; others, mainly those from East Asia, would quickly either adopt a stoic expression or unnaturally try to maintain a wide smile. It seems that our universally shared reactions to victory or loss alter as cultural expectations seep into our psyches.

DO YOU CRAVE OR ESCHEW ORDER?

Are you a creature of habit or a trailblazer? Like those Order Muppets Kermit and Bert, some people are bothered by disorder and ambiguity. They prefer structure and order, wanting everything in its rightful place. Organized and methodical, they regularly establish and enjoy routines, and they like knowing what they can expect from situations. By contrast, other people are hardly bothered by disorder or surprises. Leading more unstructured, chaotic lives, they feel perfectly content grappling with situations that lack clarity. They thrive on unpredictability, and accept ambiguity.

Tolerance for ambiguity is another manifestation of the tight-loose mind-set. When you live in a culture that has tight norms, a lot of monitoring, and strong punishments for violations, ambiguity feels dangerous. Not only is ambiguity in this type of environment atypical—and thus psychologically jarring—but it also raises the fear of threat: What if I accidentally break a rule? Will I be punished, and how? We’ve seen that a fear of being punished for making mistakes leads people in tight cultures to develop a strong normative radar and to become cautious and self-conscious. No surprise, then, that they prefer structured environments that are less likely to stress these carefully honed qualities.

When I surveyed people around the world regarding their attitudes toward ambiguity, the differences were striking. People in tight cultures preferred to have a clear and structured mode of life and favored consistent routines. People in loose cultures were much more comfortable with ambiguity. To be clear: Neither attitude reflects a character weakness. Rather, they’re adaptive traits. When you live in an environment in which there is more disorder, you learn that it pays to tolerate ambiguity. And when order is required to deal with threats, you begin valuing predictability.

Just like other aspects of the tight-loose mind-set, tolerance for ambiguity has a huge impact on our decisions. For one thing, people who avoid ambiguity react much more negatively to changes in their daily routines. In one study, psychologist Arie Kruglanski and his colleagues took advantage of changes that were about to be implemented in many administrative offices of the government of the City of Rome. They found that employees who didn’t like ambiguity reacted more negatively to these changes, expressing insecurity, suspicion, and pessimism. When people are in a tight mind-set, their intolerance for ambiguity can also cause them to become upset when others disrupt the social order, such as when someone expresses a decision that goes against a group’s consensus.

People who have a low tolerance for ambiguity also have trouble dealing with people who are unfamiliar or different from themselves. In a study conducted in the late 1990s, researchers measured participants’ tolerance for ambiguity and asked them to indicate their feelings toward different ethnic groups, including their own. People with a low tolerance for ambiguity reported more positive feelings toward people from their own ethnic group and more negative feelings toward people from other groups.

Remarkably, these differences seem to be passed on from parents to children very early in life. In a study of nearly two hundred parent-child pairs conducted in Belgium, parents and their children showed high levels of intergenerational similarity in their distaste for ambiguity, as well as exclusionary attitudes and support for obedience. Intolerance of ambiguity, it appears, is transmitted from one generation to the next.

A “CHEAT SHEET” FOR MANAGING TIGHT-LOOSE CONFLICT

Once we understand the differences between tight and loose mind-sets, we can start to see how they drive conflicts in many areas of life. One of my colleagues, for example, is engaged in a perpetual tight-loose debate with her husband over how to raise their kids. Coming from a loose background, he prefers giving their children a lot of freedom to make mistakes, and he reserves reprimands for very serious occasions. By contrast, to enforce a “tight ship,” his wife, who comes from a tighter background, tries to regularly monitor their children and closely control their schedules, and she reprimands them for even small deviations from her expectations. (Think the free-range parenting movement versus the proverbial “Tiger Mom.”) Equipped with a tight and loose vocabulary, parents like these can identify the roots of their conflict and, more important, begin to negotiate solutions. For example, my colleague and her husband could compromise by jointly deciding which domains should be tighter for their children (such as use of social media) and which can be looser (such as adherence to immaculate grooming).

Even if you aren’t a parent, you may have experienced related tight-loose clashes. Have you ever gone on vacation with a group who liked to plan everything down to the last detail, from dinner reservations to tours, while you had hoped to take a more relaxed approach to the trip and leave room for spontaneity, or vice versa? On the home front, do you habitually get irritated with a partner or roommate who doesn’t take the trash out often enough or leaves dishes in the sink? Or are you the one in the relationship who “doesn’t sweat the small stuff”? Differing approaches to housekeeping may be rooted in deeper differences in cultural history or experience. At work, perhaps you’ve noticed that a hardworking, detail-oriented colleague is also dogmatic and controlling when it comes to ensuring no mistakes are made. Now you can label this suite of behaviors more clearly as a tight mind-set. Or maybe you work with someone who procrastinates and makes many errors but is also flexible and innovative—and now recognize it as a loose mind-set. When you find yourself irritated by such predispositions, consider their backgrounds. Might people’s life circumstances, such as their culture of origin or upbringing, or any traumatic or pivotal events they’ve experienced, help to explain their mind-sets? People may assess the same situation from a totally different vantage point depending on their mind-set, and for good reasons. Striking a balance—and negotiating between tight and loose—can prove beneficial in many contexts.

Tight-loose mind-sets often butt heads when people have to make financial decisions together. One woman I know grew up in a relatively affluent household that experienced substantial financial stress when her father lost his job and never returned to the workforce. Her husband, meanwhile, grew up lower-middle-class but watched his parents steadily increase their wealth. Today, scarred by seeing her family’s standard of living drop dramatically, the wife is habitually anxious about money. Her husband, on the other hand, assumes each year brings greater prosperity—and spends accordingly. The stress in their marriage over financial matters reflects the psychological tightness or looseness they bring to the issue, a direct result of the contrasting cultures in their homes growing up.

An understanding of tight and loose differences is also helpful in dealing with in-laws and friends. One of my students is a Korean American woman. While she was born and raised in the loose United States, her Korean family adheres to a tighter way of life. When she brought home her Irish American boyfriend, who had a mostly loose upbringing, she had to give him a crash course in adopting a tighter mind-set. He needed to bow to older members of her family but not the younger generation. Over dinner, her parents would give her boyfriend a single drink to go with his meal, and raise their eyebrows if he poured himself a second one. In addition, his deep and booming voice would startle her reserved parents. But when she visited her boyfriend’s family, formalities had to go. His parents loved buying her cocktails, and they gossiped with her like old friends. She had to get used to being more relaxed, talkative, and unpolished in the company of his family, setting aside the heightened sense of decorum that her parents taught her to convey around unfamiliar adults.

These dynamics all illustrate how tight and loose differences can become a source of friction—even irritation—when they collide. But by understanding their cultural roots, this couple was able to better work through them together. For example, by recognizing each family’s default mind-set, the couple was able to prepare for visits home.

  •  •  •  

Not surprisingly, when people cross borders, tight-loose culture clashes are particularly common. My Dutch collaborator, for example, was baffled by some of the behavioral restrictions she faced when she moved to Germany. At first she couldn’t understand why her neighbors chastised her for changing her tires in the parking lot on a Sunday (a day on which doing chores tends to be prohibited) or why she wasn’t allowed to change the way the furniture was set up in her classroom (because there are extensive fire/safety regulations). Ultimately, she realized that her loose Dutch mind-set was butting heads with the tighter German mind-set. On the flip side, I’ve also seen East Asian students with tight mind-sets struggle with the comparatively unstructured life of U.S. universities. “What are the rules?” they ask me. Indeed, our research shows that the more “cultural distance” there is between one’s own home and host culture, the harder the adjustment. Understanding the reasons for these cultural differences can help us make smoother transitions.

This logic also applies to biculturals—people who routinely switch back and forth between two cultures. I’ve known first-generation immigrants, for example, who have to constantly navigate different cultural codes. At home, their parents enforce a tight mind-set, yet at school, they feel compelled to switch to a looser mind-set among friends and even teachers. Unsurprisingly, this constant code switching can be difficult. One of my friends recalled how, when she would get on the school bus every morning, she would take off her hijab and apply makeup to transition into her loose school world, only to reverse the ritual later in the day to enter her household. Tight-loose offers a language to identify challenges that biculturals face and helps them negotiate different cultural realities.

Whether we’re bicultural or not, all of us can use our knowledge of tight and loose to better understand our own lives. How do you see tight and loose patterns playing out in your life? Think about people who cause you stress at home, at work, or at holiday dinners with in-laws. Could a tight-loose gap between you be one of the major factors of discord? Taking the time to consider what a neighbor, colleague, or relative deems a major threat can be a game-changer. While cultural style doesn’t excuse all behaviors you find frustrating, it can help you see the “why” behind the “what the . . . ?” Far from calcifying stereotypes with cultural labels, tight-loose theory can help deepen our empathy toward those whose ways just don’t sync up with ours.
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Goldilocks Had It Right

What makes a society happy? Philosophers have been obsessed with this question since antiquity. The Greek philosophers Aristotle, Socrates, and Plato (circa 400 BC) considered happiness to be the ultimate purpose of human existence, echoing Buddha’s argument hundreds of years earlier that “contentment is the greatest wealth.”

Later, as the Enlightenment age dawned, the pursuit of happiness was unleashed in full force. In his 1725 essay “Inquiry Concerning Moral Good and Evil,” Scottish moral philosopher Francis Hutcheson developed an early version of “the greatest happiness for the greatest numbers” as a vision for ideal societies. The English utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) was also concerned with how to ensure collective happiness, or what is now referred to as the psychological wealth of nations. And, of course, the pursuit of happiness was enshrined as an “unalienable right,” along with life and liberty, in the U.S. Declaration of Independence. Indeed, according to Thomas Jefferson, “the freedom and happiness of man . . . [are] the sole objects of all legitimate government.”

In the twenty-first century, the quest for societal happiness has only accelerated. Economists, philosophers, psychologists, neuroscientists, and policy makers alike are all weighing in on how to create happy citizens and thus happy societies. In 1998, Martin Seligman and his colleagues created the field of positive psychology for the sole purpose of helping people find happiness and meaning. Many nations now consider psychological well-being as a crucial indicator, alongside wealth, of their development and progress, a trend sparked in 2005 when the government of Bhutan began to construct an index of Gross National Happiness (GNH). More recently, “ministers of happiness” and “happiness centers” have been propagating around the world, and meanwhile, neuroscientists are joining this movement to study what happiness looks like in the brain. Prompted by none other than the Dalai Lama, University of Wisconsin psychiatrist Richard Davidson and his colleagues brought Buddhist practitioners to the lab to observe, with an fMRI machine and EEG techniques, how meditation changes their brain activation.

The quest to maximize societal well-being has taken on a new sense of urgency given the alarming disparity in happiness rates around the globe. For example, Estonia, Hungary, Japan, and China have some of the highest suicide rates in the world—ranging from eighteen to thirty-eight people per hundred thousand—two to five times higher than rates in the United Kingdom and Italy. Pakistan and Greece have happiness index scores of around 150 out of 200, while Spain and Belgium both have scores of 185. Depression rates also vary widely around the world. China and the Ukraine, for example, have much higher chronic depression rates than France and Mexico.

As you might guess, this variation has a lot to do with culture, and specifically with a country’s spot on the tight-loose continuum—but not in the way you might expect.

FREEDOM OR CONSTRAINT?

Well-being is a crucial ideal for any society, but the question of how societies should be structured to maximize it remains a mystery. Long before I discovered the power of tight-loose to explain cultural differences between nations, many social scientists and philosophers were focusing on a crucial piece of the well-being puzzle: Should societies strive for maximal freedom or maximal order? Those who favored freedom claimed it allowed individuals to “self-actualize”—to realize their full potential—which, in turn, ensured societal well-being and economic progress. Meanwhile, those who emphasized the importance of order insisted that rules and regulations were critical for creating a secure and stable society that enabled prosperity.

For example, in The Republic, Plato advocated for a paternalistic city-state governed by a “philosopher-king” who was in charge of achieving the most good for the entire society. Within this tight city, order was more important than freedom of expression. One of Plato’s more austere decrees within this hypothetical city was the censorship of writers, poets, artists, and ideas that he considered dangerous to the populace. Similarly, in The Analects, the legendary Chinese philosopher Confucius advocated for an order-centered state modeled on the family, with the emperor as a paternalistic figure who gives protection to his subjects, who in turn owe him loyalty. Confucius stressed the concept of li, or “ritual propriety,” which mandated that individuals engage in proper conduct at all times as a means to sustain society-wide order. On the opposing side of this debate stand the so-called Cynics of Ancient Greece, a group descended from a Socratic lineage. They famously rejected societal conventions as a millstone limiting freedom and autonomy. In the Cynics’ view, human beings were naturally rational, rendering laws unnecessary. If a governing system was too rigid, it would limit our potential to achieve virtue, happiness, personal growth, and self-sufficiency.

Later, in the 1600s, the debate over freedom versus order continued unabated. Thomas Hobbes, who perceived life as “nasty, brutish, and short,” advocated in the Leviathan for the rule of a sovereign, absolute monarch. According to his logic, only a strong ruler would prevent the brutal, constant warfare in which humanity was embroiled. By contrast, in his 1859 treatise On Liberty, John Stuart Mill advocated for a more open system in which freedom of expression reigned. Individuality was essential for human well-being, according to Mill, while conformity enslaved the human soul and hindered progress. Sigmund Freud chimed in on the debate as well. In his 1930 book Civilization and Its Discontents, he summarized what he saw as a fundamental tension between the human desire for freedom and the restraints civilization places on us in the interest of societal order. “The development of civilization imposes restrictions on [the liberty of the individual], and justice demands that no one shall escape those restrictions,” he wrote. Yet the need to repress our impulses to fit into society leads to deep dissatisfaction and all sorts of neuroses, including guilt and anxiety, according to Freud.

TIGHT-LOOSE AND THE GOLDILOCKS PRINCIPLE

After centuries of debate, the question remains unresolved: Which better promotes human welfare—freedom or constraint?

Could it be that the answer is neither? We theorized that both excessive freedom and excessive constraint would be costly to societal well-being. In particular, overly constraining or very tight environments severely limit individual choice and necessitate constant self-monitoring; on the flip side, overly permissive environments can promote normlessness and chaos. Either extreme—tight or loose—we reasoned could be damaging to societal happiness. In this view, it’s the balance of tight and loose—of constraint and freedom—that might be the critical societal ideal.

Émile Durkheim, the influential French sociologist, was one of the first social scientists to hint at the importance of tight-loose balance. Studying the challenges of modernity in Europe during the late nineteenth century, Durkheim observed that people were becoming less engaged with traditional religious institutions. Monarchies and other ancient political structures were being replaced by democracies, which gave individuals unprecedented freedoms. At the same time, more people were moving to cities, leaving behind stable, close-knit rural communities. As a result, people had greater freedom but often felt very isolated, surrounded by strangers indifferent to their well-being.

How would these societal changes influence human behavior? In his well-known study Suicide, he contended that people were more likely to take their own lives in either very constraining or excessively disorganized societies. Anomic suicide, as Durkheim called it, resulted when individuals lived in societies that lacked clear behavioral norms to regulate behavior. In such situations, people felt unguided in their choices, which led them to feel disillusioned. “Irrespective of any external regulatory force, our capacity for feeling is in itself an insatiable and bottomless abyss,” wrote Durkheim. “But if nothing external can restrain this capacity, it can only be a source of torment to itself.” By contrast, he theorized that fatalistic suicide stems from a desire to die rather than live under a constant state of authoritarian control. This type of self-harm is resorted to by people “with futures pitilessly blocked and passions violently choked by oppressive discipline.”

Erich Fromm, the renowned psychologist and philosopher, made similar arguments, albeit from a very different vantage point: his firsthand observations of the rise of Nazism in Germany. After moving to Switzerland and then New York in the early 1930s, he began working on his book Escape from Freedom, which aimed to understand the rise of authoritarianism. Like Durkheim, Fromm recognized that the modern era presented people with unique social problems, especially when it came to individual freedom. In the relatively open societies of the early twentieth century, an individual in Western Europe could make personal decisions on how to live, what to believe, and how to behave, but their community ties were weaker. This newfound freedom, Fromm observed, left many people feeling isolated, untethered, and lacking a sense of order—a recipe for high existential anxiety. To bring a semblance of order back into their lives, he theorized, individuals latch on to authoritarianism and conformity. “Modern man still is anxious and tempted to surrender his freedom to dictators of all kinds,” he wrote, “or to lose it by transforming himself into a small cog in the machine, well fed, and well clothed, yet not a free man but an automaton.”

More recently, in the 1990s, sociologist Amitai Etzioni argued that an emphasis on either liberty or constraint alone is problematic in a society. A free society that has few or no rules plunges into chaos. Imagine, for example, if our communities had no traffic laws or other norms to guide behavior—a state that psychologist Barry Schwartz calls “the tyranny of freedom.” But order without freedom also results in tyranny. Imagine, for example, if our communities had rules for nearly all of our actions? Etzioni theorized that communities are enriched when both individual autonomy and societal order are blended in equal parts. “A good society,” he wrote, “requires a carefully maintained equilibrium of order and autonomy, rather than the ‘maximization’ of either.”

Avoiding extremes has actually been a popular topic for thousands of years. Writing about the “golden mean,” Aristotle argued that human virtues exist between the two extremes of excess and deficiency. In the second century BC, the Roman playwright Terence echoed this sentiment in his play Andria with the oft-repeated line “Not anything in excess.” We see a similar idea in the Chinese philosophy of yin and yang: Two opposing forces can reach a harmonious balance when brought together.

A less erudite text also teaches the value of moderation. In the endearing children’s story “Goldilocks and the Three Bears,” written by British writer Robert Southey in 1837, and since translated into over twenty languages, readers are transported to a magical world where bears live in their own houses, eat porridge, and speak. Despite these fantastical elements, the story is dominated by a logic of moderation: A young girl wanders through the house of Papa Bear, Mama Bear, and Baby Bear trying to find an optimal balance in all the objects she encounters. Finding three bowls of porridge, she declares the first to be too hot, the second to be too cold, and the third to be just right. She then tries out three chairs until she finds the one that is just right, not too big or too small. Finally, she falls asleep in Baby Bear’s bed, which feels just right, after having tried the other beds, which were either too hard or too soft.

Now a common reference point in conversations about the value of balance and moderation, the folk tale has lent its name to a much invoked modern-day theory called “the Goldilocks Principle.” Scientists reference the story when describing situations that fall within certain extreme bounds. Climatologists employ the Goldilocks Principle in their “Rare Earth” hypothesis, which posits that, in order to support life, planets must exist within the galactic habitable zone, or the region in a galaxy that is most conducive to life. Psychologists have also applied the Goldilocks Principle to stress: According to the Yerkes-Dodson Law, having too little stress can be almost as harmful to well-being as having too much stress. In medicine, the Goldilocks Principle can refer to the perfect balance of ingredients within a drug that is needed to produce the most desired effect.

From enjoying porridge at the optimal temperature to living on a habitable planet, humans rely on the “sweet spot” that the Goldilocks Principle offers to improve societal happiness. We wondered: Is there also a Goldilocks Principle for the strength of social norms?

THE CURVILINEAR HAPPINESS HYPOTHESIS

All cultures evolve to occupy a particular place on the tight-loose spectrum in response to their unique ecological and historical circumstances—including threat, mobility, and exposure to diversity. Some groups have to prioritize constraint over freedom, while others can prioritize freedom over constraint. This makes perfect sense: Groups ideally need to lean in the direction that is more or less adaptive to their environments.

But sometimes, societies can lean too far in either direction—becoming either too tight or too loose—which can keep them from functioning well, both psychologically as well as economically. Jesse Harrington, Pawel Boski, and I discovered this by gathering and analyzing measures of well-being in more than thirty different countries. What we found was fascinating: The nations that were extremely tight and extremely loose had the lowest levels of happiness and the highest levels of suicide. By comparison, nations that were less extreme on the tight-loose scale exhibited higher happiness scores, and lower suicide rates. The same was the case for depression. Of course, many factors affect people’s happiness, but these data show a clear pattern in which both very tight and very loose nations have lower happiness scores and higher suicide rates. In statistics, this is called a curvilinear relationship.

Given that the health of the human mind is symbiotically linked with the health of the body, we next examined whether the result held true for physical health. We gathered data on life expectancy, and found that, even controlling for economic inequalities across countries, very tight and very loose nations had the lowest life expectancies. The tight nations of Pakistan, India, and Turkey had average life expectancies of just sixty-seven, sixty-seven, and seventy-three years respectively, and the loose nations of Ukraine, Brazil, and Hungary had average life expectancies of sixty-nine, seventy-three, and seventy-four years of age. By contrast, nations that were more moderate had higher life expectancies. France, Spain, and the United Kingdom, for example, all had average life expectancies of between eighty and eighty-two years.

Countries that are either extremely loose or extremely tight also had the highest death rates from cardiovascular diseases and diabetes. The very tight cultures of Pakistan, India, and China had respective rates of 422, 335, and 286 per 100,000. This was also the case for very loose cultures: Estonia had an average death rate of 351 per 100,000; Brazil had an average rate of 265 per 100,000; and Hungary had an average rate of 329 per 100,000. Compare these statistics with the much lower rates of death from cardiovascular diseases and diabetes in more moderate countries: 129, 113, and 134 per 100,000 for Italy, Spain, and the United Kingdom, respectively.

The relative tightness of a populace was also linked to its political instability and economic wealth. According to the Economist Intelligence Unit, threats to political stability are usually accompanied by violence or disorder, even if an existing regime isn’t successfully toppled. We found, again, that tightness-looseness and political instability have a curvilinear relationship: Nations with excessive freedom or constraint show higher levels of political instability. The loose nations of Ukraine, Venezuela, and Greece were at high risk for political instability in 2009–2010, a prediction that played out for each country in the years that followed. Similarly, some of the tightest nations—Turkey, Malaysia, and Pakistan—were also considered high risk for political instability. Turkey, as if on cue, experienced a major coup attempt just a few years later. By contrast, nations like the United Kingdom, Austria, and Belgium have had less political instability. The tightest and loosest countries also exhibit the lowest GDP per capita.

The data are clear: Both excessive constraint and latitude contribute to poor national outcomes, including lower happiness, greater rates of depression, higher suicide rates, lower life expectancy, greater mortality rates from cardiovascular disease and diabetes, lower GDP per capita, and a higher risk for political instability. These societal outcomes are all highly interrelated and can be averaged for an overall score of well-being.

Figure 9.1 illustrates this effect. There is no linear relationship between tightness and well-being (shown by the dashed line)—in other words, happiness doesn’t tend to increase as tightness increases. But, with some notable exceptions, you can clearly see an inverted U or curvilinear relationship (shown by the solid line) whereby both very loose and very tight countries tend to have lower well-being.

THE BIRDS, THE BEES, AND THE BRAIN

We know that the tight-loose Goldilocks Principle applies to humans. But does it also hold true for other species?

Yes—for many, certainly. Consider what happens each year when a colony of honeybees outgrows its hive and needs to find a new home. Usually in late spring or early summer, two-thirds of the bees leave with the queen to create a new colony, while the remaining one-third stay behind with the queen’s daughter. The bees who leave must find a new home as quickly as possible to ensure the group’s survival. They start by clustering on a tree branch, then hundreds of them fly off at a time to scout out potential nest sites. If they come across any good ones, the bees return to the branch and perform so-called waggle dances, which allow them to convey how good they believe the sites to be and instruct the other bees on their exact locations. After observing these dances, the next group of bees fly out to visit the sites for themselves. Thus, the process of finding a new home involves not only latitude—as the earlier bee scouts must decide on their own which sites to recommend—but also conformity—as later groups of bees conform to the groups’ recommendations. Using computer simulation models, researchers have proven that bee colonies work best with a balance of conformity and independence rather than a high level of either one. In this respect, successful bee colonies have a lot in common with successful nations.
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Figure 9.1. Relationship between tightness-looseness and overall well-being.



Birds, it turns out, also greatly benefit from striking a balance between freedom and order. The Italian physicist Andrea Cavagna and his colleagues studied the behavior of starlings flying in flocks as large as 4,300 and observed some interesting results. If the birds were too ordered as a group—in other words, if they were perfectly synchronized—they couldn’t adapt to unexpected threats in their environment. But their response to threats was similarly ineffective when they were too disordered, and lacked synchrony—in this case, they were unable to effectively communicate and coordinate when they encountered predators. Put differently, both too much and too little synchrony could mean being eaten for dinner by hawks and falcons. The happy medium, called the critical point, helped these birds strike a balance between too much synchronization and too much disorder. At this critical point, the birds were maximally attentive and ready to defend themselves against predators.

Getting back to humans, the problematic nature of excessive order or disorder has been shown in the most mysterious of places: our brains. Studies show that both too much and too little synchrony among neurons are associated with a host of brain disorders. For instance, one study used EEG recordings to look at the brains of epileptic subjects during seizures. The recordings showed that the interactions among neurons were too synchronized during seizures. Whereas normal neuronal activity shows intermittent synchronization between different regions of the brain, the neurons of epileptic subjects were firing in an abnormally synchronized fashion, which prevented the brain from adapting to changing conditions. Too much neural coordination also has been linked to Parkinson’s disease, specifically to tremors and an inability to initiate movement.

But at the same time, too little synchrony in the brain means that there is far less communication between neurons than normal, which makes the spread of information much less efficient. This reduced coordination is characteristic of autism, Alzheimer’s disease, and schizophrenia. For instance, individuals with autism often do not “see the big picture” in everyday life—they have difficulty experiencing “wholes without full attention to constituent parts,” wrote Leo Kanner, the scientist who first clearly defined the disorder in 1943. Abnormally low neural synchrony may account for the difficulty that those with autism have integrating information from different components, research has found. Similarly, studies of individuals with schizophrenia suggest that impaired neural synchrony makes it difficult for them to process information. Studies also suggest that low neural synchrony may underlie the memory breakdown associated with Alzheimer’s disease. In all, an ineffective brain is “one that does exactly the same thing every minute, or, in the other extreme, is so chaotic that it does a completely random thing, no matter what the circumstances,” according to neurophysiologist Dante Chialvo. Avoiding extremes of chaos or order is as important in biology as it is in society.

THE GOLDILOCKS PRINCIPLE IN ACTION

The Goldilocks Principle, when applied to tightness-looseness, can explain how everything from nations to neurons can achieve optimal levels of functioning. These insights can also inform how we might increase our day-to-day well-being. Whether we’re navigating our closest relationships, trying to perform well at our work, or making big and small life decisions, we need to balance our natural preferences for more constraint or more freedom to be at our best. This means not allowing either extreme to dominate.

Take parenting. As we saw in our comparison of the lower and upper classes in Chapter 6, some parents need to enforce stronger norms to help their children cope with threats like poverty, violence, and unemployment. But as with honeybees and our brains, extreme constraint or extreme latitude in families can cause problems. For example, when parents are extremely overprotective, they may produce children who are obedient at home, but lack personal discipline and self-confidence when outside their parents’ fastidious oversight. The mothers and fathers who keep their children on a tight leash and micromanage their daily activities are what is commonly referred to as “helicopter parents.” They hover. While on the surface, children who are the objects of such scrutiny may seem to be functioning well, studies suggest that many suffer from depression, anxiety, and lower life satisfaction.

Of course, parents who are exceedingly lax, permissive, and indulgent can be equally problematic. Children raised with few rules in place and little monitoring can develop poor academic habits and self-regulation skills. In their teenage years, they’re more likely than other kids to engage in underage drinking, substance abuse, and other risky behaviors.

The parenting “sweet spot,” where children have limits but also the freedom to make their own decisions, can produce healthier children. In a longitudinal study, sociologist Laura Hamilton of the University of California, Merced, compared college students’ outcomes based on whether their parents offered what I would call tight or loose guidance. Among the students who had uninvolved parents, none in the sample graduated within four years, and they struggled to find a job following graduation. Students with overbearing helicopter parents all graduated on time, yet these students had professional and emotional dependency issues. In Hamilton’s later interviews with these individuals, she noted that “they are still calling their parents about major decisions. They are unsure of themselves, more anxious than others and not as comfortable in their own skin as you might expect a thirty-year-old to be. The reins of responsibility were not handed over.” In addition to these two extremes, she also looked at a third type of parents, whom she dubbed the “paramedics.” The paramedics were involved, but not overly so: They gave their children freedom and space to make their own decisions and mistakes, while remaining available if guidance was needed. Children of paramedics had the best outcomes, generally graduating from college within the expected four years, finding employment, and being able to handle emotional matters on their own.

The tight-loose Goldilocks Principle also applies to everyday decisions in other areas of life. Is it better to have many choices when making decisions, or very few? Again, the answer is neither. Having no choice can be problematic. Decades of research have shown that having some degree of personal autonomy is a robust predictor of well-being. However, though it might not be obvious, the other extreme—having too many choices—is also highly problematic.

To see why this might be the case, imagine that you’re shopping at the supermarket and come across a table where you have the opportunity to taste a whopping thirty flavors of jam. How many do you think you’d taste? And how many jars might you buy? Now imagine that only six flavors are available for tasting. How many do you think you’d taste and buy? You might assume that more choices would suggest more flavors to fall in love with, and that you’d spend a bit more money if you found multiple jams you liked. However, when psychologists Sheena Iyengar and Mark Lepper set up this scenario in a supermarket, they found the exact opposite. In fact, people were less likely to buy jam at all when given thirty options. Only 3 percent of people who had this huge range of choices ended up making a purchase, while almost 30 percent of those who could taste just six jams wound up buying a jar.

An abundance of choice can overwhelm us and paralyze our decision-making ability in higher-stakes situations as well. Research has found that when 401(k) plans offered more funds for people to invest their money in, fewer employees ended up enrolling. For every ten additional fund options that 401(k) plans offered, there was a 1.5 to 2 percent decrease in the amount of people participating. The highest rate of participation was 75 percent, when only two fund options were offered. The lowest participation rate clocked in at 60 percent, when people had a staggering fifty-nine fund options to choose from. “Choice overload,” as psychologists call it, ironically can keep employees from making any choice at all.

Having too many choices can also undermine satisfaction when people do end up coming to a decision. Recent college graduates who made a conscious effort to ensure they had as many choices as possible during the application process—or maximizers—were less satisfied with their jobs than were satisficers, or those who only looked for jobs until they found an acceptable option. In this case, trying to make the best choice backfired due to people’s regret about the many roads not taken. “There is a dark side to all this freedom from constraint, to all this emphasis on individuals as the makers of their own worlds, their own destinies,” writes psychologist Barry Schwartz in his 2004 book The Paradox of Choice. “It leaves people indecisive about what to do and why. Freedom of choice is a two-edged sword, for just on the other side of liberation sits chaos and paralysis. Thus, there is a price for freedom—danger. There is a price for enlightenment—uncertainty.”

A similar logic applies to our love lives. The massive amount of choice people perceive they have about whom to partner with may actually stand in the way of meaningful commitment, according to Schwartz. Movies, novels, TV shows, and magazines relentlessly push the idea that the “right person” is out there—that everyone has a soul mate. At the same time, online dating apps ranging from Match.com to Tinder create the perception that there are endless numbers of fish in the sea, so to speak, which can lead people to be restless and indecisive. How will you know if a particular person is “the one” if there are thousands of others just waiting to be discovered on your cell phone? We tend to assume that it’s only people with few romantic options who lack contentment. But people with endless romantic choices might also be dissatisfied. Being lucky in love might be as simple as turning off Tinder, and its endless array of possibilities.

The Goldilocks Principle of tightness and looseness also can help us perform better at work. As we saw in Chapter 3, too many top-down constraints can keep our creative juices from flowing. But while it may seem as if creative thought flourishes best with minimal restrictions in place, too much freedom can leave us without any sense of direction. In an interesting study done at the University of California, Berkeley, students were assigned to do Internet research on a general topic, like health, as well as five subtopics (drug abuse, fitness, nutrition, preventing illness, and stress). Next, they were asked to use this research to write up a proposal for a new product designed to address these issues. There was an important catch: Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions that had varying levels of constraint. In group one, which had lowest constraint, they were told to address any issue related to the general topic of health. In group two, which had moderately low constraint, they were told to address any one of the five subtopics. In group three, which had moderately high constraint, they were told to address one of three of the subtopics. Lastly, in group four, which had the highest constraint, they were told to address only one specific subtopic. After the participants wrote up their proposals, five trained judges rated the creativity of their proposals. More moderate degrees of constraint (groups two and three) proved more conducive to creativity than either the higher or lower degrees of constraint (groups one and four). Put simply, balancing freedom and constraint can help us be our most creative selves.

The Goldilocks Principle could even help society develop healthier financial institutions. The 2001 Enron scandal is one of the most striking cautionary tales in recent history of an institution that crashed due to a dearth of internal controls. Before its free fall into bankruptcy, Enron was the world’s largest energy trading company and considered the “darling of Wall Street.” But during this time, Enron executives were implicated in obfuscating losses on the company’s balance sheets, hiding mounting debt to keep the company looking like a rising and remarkably profitable enterprise. Compounding this lack of self-regulation were Enron’s lead auditors, who were accused of routinely overlooking the company’s questionable financial practices. Enron’s under-regulation and resulting bankruptcy rocked the public’s trust in corporations and the financial markets.

On the other hand, too many controls can hold back an organization’s financial success. Excess controls can make work processes too time-consuming and hurt overall competitiveness. In particular, when companies are required to meet standards that are costly to comply with, they may no longer have the capital to invest in growing their businesses. In Chapter 7, I described the benefits to organizations of cultivating tight-loose ambidexterity—an application of the Goldilocks Principle, where workers and divisions toggle back and forth between tightness and looseness depending on the needs of the situation.

Moving to one final arena, the Goldilocks Principle helps inform political debates over national security. In the United States, the tension between liberty and constraint erupted after 9/11 with the Patriot Act and the National Security Agency’s mass surveillance techniques, both of which allowed the U.S. government unprecedented monitoring of its citizens. These constraints have been hotly debated: Proponents argue that expanded surveillance powers are necessary to protect the country and its citizens from terrorism. Detractors, on the other hand, insist that these expanded government powers overstate the threat of terrorist acts in the country, unnecessarily curtailing the freedom and rights of citizens.

The trick, of course, is to emphasize security without infringing on civil liberties. This challenge resonates in other countries as well. “Both [security and freedom] are vital to our nation’s well-being,” said David Cameron, who later became the British prime minister, in a speech to the Center for Policy Studies in 2006. “So we should be permanently vigilant. We should never stop thinking hard about how to protect our security and freedom as our society and our circumstances change.” As in other aspects of our lives, striving for a middle ground on these issues—the tight-loose sweet spot—can help guide us toward greater national well-being. The problem comes when groups lean too far in one direction—when a nation facing security threats starts turning toward totalitarianism and infringes on individual rights, for example, or a loose nation veers toward lawlessness and suffers an uptick in violent crime.

Each culture may well have its own optimal level of tight-loose given the demands of its environment. But one thing is for sure: Extreme levels of tightness and looseness aren’t optimal for any group. When governments and their citizens become aware of the Goldilocks Principle of tight-loose, they may be better positioned to guard against these developments.
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Culture’s Revenge and Global (Dis)Order

In January 2011, the world watched, stunned, as hundreds of thousands of Egyptian citizens ignited a nationwide revolution. Spanning all age groups, political backgrounds, and religious affiliations, the protesters assembled in Cairo’s major town square to demand the ousting of President Hosni Mubarak and the dismantling of thirty years of autocratic rule. Their rallying chants included “Illegitimate!” and “Mubarak, go!” They used social media platforms to turn up the noise, globally broadcasting their uprising. “We use Facebook to schedule the protests, Twitter to coordinate, and YouTube to tell the world,” explained one protester—in a tweet, no less. Despite several violent clashes between police and demonstrators, hundreds of deaths, and thousands of injuries, the activists didn’t give up. After eighteen days of protests, Mubarak’s authoritarian regime collapsed. The Egyptians’ dream of a new government was finally being realized.

This dream, however, soon turned into a nightmare. Egypt’s first democratically elected leader, Mohamed Morsi, went rogue, granting his office dictatorial powers. By June 2014, he’d been ousted in a military coup, and Abdel Fattah el-Sisi—another oppressive autocrat—had taken the reins. In 2017, human rights groups estimated that there might be as many as sixty thousand political prisoners in Egypt’s jails, a tenfold increase from Mubarak’s rule. New laws repressed protests, and Sisi issued decrees that granted him absolute power to silence his critics.

At first glance, Egypt’s U-turn toward dictatorship seems inexplicable. How did people who joined together with such hope and determination to overthrow a fiercely authoritarian president end up living under an even more autocratic leader?

Many recent societal disruptions around the world—from the Arab Spring to ISIS to the populist wave in politics—have stemmed in part from the structural stress of tight-loose tension. While all of these upheavals have unique elements, each demonstrates a simple truth: Humans crave social order. When people experience disorder and normlessness—when they become exceedingly loose—they desperately yearn for security. Autocratic leaders are there to pick up the cultural pieces and sate this universal need.

Call it culture’s revenge, but tightness-looseness is a stubborn fact of our existence. As long as humans populate the Earth, the strength of social norms will be a key part of our cultural DNA. Part of this cultural code dictates that in response to extreme looseness, humans gravitate toward tightness, and vice versa. Understanding this link between tight-loose dynamics and geopolitical events will allow us to not only better anticipate global trends, but also develop culturally intelligent policies to manage them.

THE DIZZINESS OF FREEDOM

The Goldilocks Principle uncovered the dysfunctions that arise from cultural extremes. Too much tightness constrains our autonomy, but too much looseness can breed chaos. Both ends of the spectrum are detrimental.

While nations at the far ends of the cultural continuum are more vulnerable to radical change, Egypt’s swing from tight to loose and back to tight again was especially dramatic. After ousting Mubarak, the Egyptian populace was ecstatic to have escaped decades of brutal rule. Men, women, and children of all ages danced and cheered, “Egypt is free!” and “God is great!” Opposition leader Mohamed ElBaradei proclaimed, “For the first time, Egypt has a chance to be democratic, to be free . . . to have a sense of dignity, of freedom.” “I feel as though my handcuffed wrists and my sealed lips are now free,” protester Mustafa Sayed rejoiced.

It quickly became apparent, however, that Egypt was bound for chaos, not freedom. Though life during Mubarak’s regime was oppressive—with 12 percent inflation and more than 10 percent unemployed—society deteriorated in the months after his toppling to intolerable levels. GDP growth was nearly stagnant; the country’s reserves declined by more than $10 billion; and by December 2011, the stock market was down more than 40 percent. Forty-four percent of all Egyptians were categorized as extremely poor or near poor. The Arab Spring was on the verge of turning into an economic winter.

It wasn’t just Egypt’s economy that suffered. Its social norms unraveled. Over the course of three months following Mubarak’s resignation, crime rates rose an astonishing 200 percent. Riots and kidnappings spiked due to a lower police presence. “Sure, we were all happy. And of course we celebrated. The whole world was watching Egypt. We were enormously proud,” remarked journalist Gabriele Habashi, eight months after Mubarak was ousted. “But then? The Egyptians have returned to daily life, which has become much more difficult than before . . . The people have become tired of revolution.”

Having taken down an authoritarian regime, Egyptians now found themselves living at the other cultural extreme: in a completely chaotic environment. After Mubarak’s top-down control was dismantled, they had no mechanisms to coordinate and regulate their society or to satisfy even their most basic needs.

This outcome, in many ways, was the very design of Mubarak’s autocracy. Under his rule, Egyptians lived in a tightly controlled society with harsh regulations and minimal autonomy. Roadblocks were put up to prevent citizens from developing trust and self-organizing, a strategic ploy to fend off challenges. Volunteer associations, labor unions, professional associations, NGOs, and any group of strangers coordinating shared interests faced a labyrinth of government-imposed restrictions.

In the face of increasing chaos, the same Egyptian citizens who had craved freedom were now looking for order. Sisi “will bring back security and will bring the institutions of the country together,” said Cairo silversmith Ayman Iskandar to former Guardian foreign affairs reporter Patrick Kingsley. Alexandria resident Ahlam Ali Mohamed said she voted for Sisi because she wanted to “feel safe.” “For pro-Sisi Egyptians, a vote for their candidate is a vote against chaos,” explained Sarah Eltantawi, a professor of comparative religion at Evergreen State College. In my 2017 book Values, Political Action, and Change in the Middle East and Arab Spring, I described this political shift in Egypt as an example of autocratic recidivism. Reacting to the chaos following the ousting of Mubarak, people became amenable to yet another strong ruler who promised to restore the social order.

This dynamic is not limited to Egypt. When people encounter normlessness, they feel tremendous anxiety. Inevitably, this anxiety leads to a quest for security. In his 1941 book Escape from Freedom, psychologist Erich Fromm described this phenomenon as “a readiness to accept any ideology and any leader if only he offers a political structure and symbols which allegedly give meaning and order to an individual’s life.” Having observed the widespread acceptance of fascism in Germany, which he fled in 1934, Fromm believed that a return to autocracy was a universal response to excessive freedom. Remarkably, a century before, the Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard coined the phrase “the dizziness of freedom” to capture a similar dynamic in his time: the sense of intense anxiety when one is confronted with endless freedom.

Putting these insights to a modern test, my collaborators and I distributed surveys to Egyptians in the spring of 2012 to assess whether their sense of normlessness was driving their yearning for a tighter culture. The surveys asked a variety of questions, including “To what extent is Egypt experiencing a breakdown of social order?”; “To what extent is Egypt very chaotic these days?”; “To what extent is Egypt safe?”; and “To what extent would Egypt be a better place if there were more rules than there are now?” We also asked our respondents whether they preferred a religious or secular government and whether they supported the Salafis (a highly conservative branch of Sunni Islam). Those who perceived that Egypt had become exceedingly loose after Mubarak’s presidency expressed preferences for autocratic rule. That is, there was a close connection between the normlessness that ensued after Mubarak’s ousting and support for an even stricter government to restore order. Sure enough, Egypt soon jolted back to a tight regime.

Such cultural shifts between tightness and looseness have accompanied other major disruptions to the social order. After the crumbling of the oppressively tight USSR in 1991, 51 percent of Russians supported democracy and 53 percent endorsed having the freedom to pursue life goals unimpeded by state interference. On the other hand, only 39 percent supported a leader with a strong hand. By 2011, however, there was a huge pivot: 57 percent of Russians supported a ruler with a strong hand, and 68 percent were in favor of state interference.

What caused such a dramatic shift? Tightness-looseness theory suggests it was the precipitous economic decline and widespread societal disorder that followed the fall of the Soviet Union. Between around 1991 and 1998, Russia lost approximately 30 percent of its GDP and was plagued by runaway inflation. Disposable income declined, nearly $150 billion in capital left the country, and oil prices plummeted. As the economy suffered a series of shocks, crime in Russia was rising fast. There were more than four thousand organized-crime groups in Russia in 1992, and gang-related shootings riddled Moscow. The government’s decision to wage war in the breakaway southern Russian republic of Chechnya also took a toll, triggering acts of terrorism on Russian soil and the deaths of thousands of Russian soldiers in combat. Alcoholism, a perennial scourge in Russia, surged. Illegal drug use, particularly heroin and other hard drugs, also exploded fivefold in the 1990s. Life expectancy for males fell from sixty-four in 1990 to fifty-eight years by 1994, in large part due to alcoholism, homicide, and suicide. Russia was falling apart.

Reflecting back on this chaotic time, journalist Arkady Ostrovsky remarked, “For me, the shortages of food in the shops were fully compensated by this exhilarating new sense of possibility. History was being made in Moscow, and we were in the middle of it. Looking back at that period, I realize now that this sense of excitement was experienced by a narrow circle of people. For the majority of the population, the collapse of the Soviet Union was associated with uncertainty and a sharp decline in living standards.”

“It was a very difficult time, and I would not characterize it as a feeling of freedom,” echoed Sasha Latypova, who was a college student in Kiev at the time. “Freedom was the last thing everyone was thinking about, but the inflation, food, and shortage of everything else were foremost on everyone’s mind.”

By the end of the twentieth century, Russians were yearning for order and desperate for any semblance of collective national identity, according to sociologist Lev Gudkov, an expert in ethno-national relations in Russia. A cultural vacuum was ready to be filled.

Enter Vladimir Putin, the former KGB agent handpicked by then Russian president Boris Yeltsin as his successor. Putin is one of the world’s most popular politicians, with an approval rating of over 80 percent in 2017. This soaring support has not been in spite of but because of his highly autocratic leadership. Why? Because Putin has restored order to a chaotic country. From 2000 to 2015, GDP per person grew 70 percent in Russia, as compared with only 17 percent in the European Union. Under Putin, unemployment dropped from 11 percent in 2000 to 6 percent in 2015. “Putin is widely viewed at home as the man who tamed a tumultuous post-Soviet Russia,” American journalist Julia Ioffe wrote in National Geographic.

Yet this economic prosperity comes with a heavy trade-off: Putin rules with an iron fist. Harsh punishments—including thousands of dollars in fines and prison time—are levied against those who protest, criticize the government online, or engage in political or human rights advocacy. Most of the Russian media is state run and, as in the Soviet era, reports the news with a distinctly pro-government slant. A number of political websites critical of Putin are blocked, and international organizations, foreign citizens, and even Russians with dual citizenship are banned from owning any mass media outlets. According to the Committee to Protect Journalists, Russia ranked fifth globally for the highest number of journalists killed between 1992 and 2014, and Freedom House consistently ranks the country as having among the most severe restrictions on freedom of the press.

By tightening his country to a degree that resembles a stranglehold, Putin has propagated a proud, ethno-nationalist culture. In place of the Marxist-Leninist ideology that galvanized the Soviet Union, Putin’s national rallying cry has been the protection of traditional and family values. Putin strategically partnered with the Russian Orthodox Church to “project Russia as the natural ally of all those who pine for a more secure, illiberal world free from the tradition-crushing rush of globalization, multiculturalism and women’s and gay rights,” according to Andrew Higgins of the New York Times. The Russian Orthodox Church is the primary religious group that is tolerated; other sects are harassed and persecuted. A 2013 gay propaganda law signed by Putin has led to the imprisonment of LGBTQ rights activists and gays who dare simply to hold hands, as well as a rise in homophobic violence, according to critics. Meanwhile, Putin’s turn to tightness has received widespread support: Polls of Russian citizens show that nationalism is on the rise.

It’s a stubborn fact of human existence: High levels of disorganization and insecurity invite tightness. In such circumstances, people are willing to tolerate a major trade-off of liberty for security as they seek to find a semblance of order in a collapsing community.

Once we see how this pattern plays out, other shocking developments around the world make more sense. Upon being elected president of the Philippines in a landslide victory on June 30, 2016, Rodrigo Duterte wasted no time in clarifying his intention to instill order by any means necessary. “I expect you to obey the laws so there will be no chaos,” he said in his first press conference after his victory. “If you resist, show violent resistance, my order to police will be to shoot to kill. Shoot to kill for organized crime. You heard that? Shoot to kill for every organized crime.”

Within only about six months of Duterte taking office, more than seven thousand people were estimated to be killed with the initiation of his “war on drugs” policy. “I have worked in 60 countries, covered wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and spent much of 2014 living inside West Africa’s Ebola zone, a place gripped by fear and death,” wrote New York Times journalist Daniel Berehulak of the bloody scenes he witnessed while reporting in the Philippines. “What I experienced in the Philippines felt like a new level of ruthlessness: police officers’ summarily shooting anyone suspected of dealing or even using drugs, vigilantes’ taking seriously Mr. Duterte’s call to ‘slaughter them all.’ ”

In addition to laying down “shoot to kill” orders, Duterte has praised Hitler, joked about rape, accused Barack Obama of being the “son of a whore,” and publicly directed a vulgar gesture at the European Union during an address to Filipino government officials.

Many citizens of the Philippines don’t just tolerate Duterte’s ruthless policies; they revere him. Why? Because he provided a way out of the normlessness that plagued the country for years. After the ousting of former president Ferdinand Marcos’s totalitarian regime in 1986, the country gradually started to unravel. By 2015, more than twenty-six million Filipinos were impoverished, and the country’s unemployment rates were sky high. Rapid urbanization, industrialization, and migration had led to a dramatic increase in slums, with the urban poor facing limited educational and housing options, unemployment, and inadequate health and sanitation. Crime and disorder were rampant. Over the years, the country’s homicide rate grew to be the highest in Asia and the eleventh-highest in the world. The Philippines also became home to an extensive drug trade, largely due to its geographic location.

With alienation and disorder seeping into every corner of the country, it’s not surprising that many citizens welcomed Duterte’s extreme attempts to create social order. “We obey him because we love him,” Duterte supporter Julius Jumamoy remarked to Time reporter Charlie Campbell. “And we follow him because he’s right. He’s not killing innocent people, he’s just killing criminals. He’s a very good man.” While recognizing that Duterte is “far from perfect,” Justin Quirino said, “I think he’s what the country needs right now . . . around this country, you’ll find a blatant disregard for many of our laws, and there’s little to no accountability. We have to change that.” Filipinos have overwhelmingly embraced Duterte’s iron fist. One year after his election, 86 percent of the population said they view him favorably.

WHEN CULTURES COLLAPSE, RADICALIZATION STEPS IN

Formed in 2006, the jihadist militant group ISIS soon was widely viewed as one of the most violent terrorist organizations on the Earth with its sensational videotaped beheadings of civilians, massive destruction of historical monuments in the Middle East, and recruitment of child soldiers.

Its dramatic rise to power was fueled in a cultural tinderbox. After the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, President Saddam Hussein, a Sunni leader, was toppled, and a new political order made up of Kurds and Shiites was established. These events later set in motion a collapse of stability and order—a state of extreme looseness—in Iraq that ISIS exploited.

By the time the United States had withdrawn its forces from Iraq in 2011, years of widespread sectarian violence between the Shiites and the Sunnis, and a bloody insurgency that left thousands of Iraqis dead, had taken its toll on the country. The nation’s economy and security were at an all-time low. By 2015, 48 percent of Iraqis reported not being able to buy food, up from 12 percent in 2009. Electricity was sorely lacking, and only one-sixth of Iraqis had access to drinking water for more than two hours per day. Corruption was rampant, and violence was a daily occurrence. According to the online database Iraq Body Count, there were more than 2,500 deadly bombing incidents in Iraq between 2010 and 2012, an average of two a day.

Iraq was disintegrating, and the Sunni minority population, excluded from the Shiite government led by Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki, was suffering the most. Hundreds of Sunni opposition leaders and thousands of other Sunnis were detained in prisons. As many as a hundred thousand Sunni members of Saddam’s Ba’ath party lost their government jobs, leaving them unemployed and marginalized. By 2014, many Sunnis were penniless, and had no trust in their government. My collaborator Munqith Dagher, a leading pollster in Iraq, was on the ground during this time documenting the discontent. In his surveys of over 1,200 Iraqis in 2014, just one week before ISIS took over Mosul and other Sunni territories in Iraq, he found that nearly 80 percent of Sunnis reported feeling unsafe in their neighborhoods (up from only 22 percent in 2011). Only 30 percent of Sunnis in Iraq had trust in their judicial system, and only a dismal 28 percent trusted the Iraqi army.

Enter ISIS. Backed by the disaffected Sunni population, leaders of ISIS—many of them former senior military leaders under Saddam who were further radicalized while imprisoned in U.S.-organized detention facilities—began to impose a very tight order on an otherwise highly chaotic environment. As ISIS began making territorial gains in early 2014, it quickly repaired essential services that had been neglected by the government, including electricity, water, and street cleaning, and also lowered the prices of consumer staples such as bread. ISIS provided bus transportation, oil and gasoline distribution, and health care. Islamic State fighters and employees received, relatively speaking, good salaries and housing. Moreover, they provided much-needed security following the tumultuous years of war. “Do you know how it was in Mosul before ISIS came?” civilian Abu Sadr commented to Time journalist Rebecca Collard. “We had bombings and assassinations almost every day. Now we have security.”

Munqith continued to interview thousands of Iraqis in dangerous circumstances. Consistent with tight-loose theory, he found that ISIS was most successful in taking over provinces that had the most disorder. Ramadi and Fallujah, for example, two districts in the Anbar province that ISIS swiftly conquered, reported particularly high levels of chaos, with many people agreeing with statements such as “My whole world feels like it’s falling apart” and “The condition of the average person in Iraq is getting worse.” Munqith and his collaborators reported that the population in Anbar was exhibiting high levels of stress, and its people were looking for alternatives to deal with their dire circumstances.

ISIS may have restored order, but it did so in a ruthless way. At its peak, ISIS was known as one of the tightest groups in the modern era. Members who failed to comply with its strict rules faced brutal punishment. After taking over an area, ISIS would often disseminate long lists of rules through billboard postings and loudspeakers; they would also summon residents through loudspeaker announcements to watch executions of people who were accused of various transgressions. It banned many local activities and customs, like playing soccer, wearing Western clothing and haircuts, watching TV, listening to music, using the Internet and mobile phones, smoking cigarettes, and drinking alcohol. According to city locals in Mosul, one man who was caught with a mobile phone was whipped with forty-five lashes—only to be executed for cursing at ISIS’s leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, while being whipped. Smokers were punished with broken fingers, hefty fines, and even imprisonment. Those suspected of being homosexual could be thrown from the roof of a house. Women who were deemed immodest were lashed with ropes and sticks. Convictions of adultery or treason were punished with beheading. ISIS also killed individuals who strayed from its ideological principles. Its forty-point creed legitimized the killing of anyone who supported democracy and secularism, including any governments not ruling by Sharia law.

In short, ISIS imposed order by instilling fear and terror. But despite the terror endured under their rule, in many ways, the quality of life in the regions under ISIS’s control improved, at least at first. Many early supporters of ISIS backed it for the sake of survival—for a job, food, and security. The stability that ISIS provided was “particularly appealing to people living in civil war contexts,” explained political scientist Mara Revkin in a 2016 article in Foreign Affairs, “where the collapse of preexisting legal frameworks has created a fertile environment for looting, banditry, and land grabs.”

By the end of 2015, ISIS had lured nearly thirty thousand foreigners from all over the world to join its fight. How? As it turns out, inductees’ motivation to join ISIS was quite similar. Many of these people “are living in an age of anxiety, and welcome a tight environment that promises to reduce uncertainty,” anthropologist Scott Atran remarked to me. In fact, people facing great uncertainty are more likely to be attracted to radical ideologies, Arie Kruglanski and I found based on our research in Sri Lanka, the Philippines, and the United States. When people feel adrift, groups with strict norms and a clear purpose can exert a powerful pull.

Take, for example, John Walker Lindh, an American citizen captured by the Afghan Northern Alliance and later arrested in 2001 for fighting with the Taliban at age twenty. Many Americans struggled to understand how a fellow citizen could have aided the Taliban, but the early signs were there. As a teen, Lindh became increasingly critical of America’s freewheeling culture. He openly criticized Americans for failing to spend time with their families and communities. He was drawn to the tightness of an ideology that provided moral grounding and a sense of security. “In the U.S., I feel alone,” he told his teacher at a religious school in Pakistan. “Here I feel comfortable and at home.”

“Most teenagers, when they rebel, say they want more freedom,” wrote journalist Evan Thomas in Newsweek. “John Walker Lindh rebelled against freedom. He did not demand to express himself in different ways. Quite the opposite. He wanted to be told precisely how to dress, to eat, to think, to pray. He wanted a value system of absolutes, and he was willing to go to extreme lengths to find it.” In short, he felt more at home in a tight culture compared with his loose motherland.

Leaders of violent groups like the Taliban and ISIS have proven adept at attracting alienated souls like Lindh. Indeed, leaders of these groups often declare looseness to be their common enemy. Osama bin Laden, the founder of al-Qaeda, openly said that he found loose Western societies repulsive. In November 2017, the CIA released more than 450,000 files taken from the 2011 raid on bin Laden’s compound, including his personal journal. Commenting on his visits to the United Kingdom at age fourteen, he wrote, “I was not impressed, and I saw that they were a society different from ours and that they were a morally loose society.” Similarly, in his 1951 essay “The America I Have Seen,” Egyptian Sayyid Qutb, who soon after became a leader of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, argued that the United States was exceedingly materialistic, superficial, and obsessed with violence and sexual pleasures. In his view, Americans lacked any moral grounding whatsoever. “The matter of morals and rights are an illusion in the conscience of the American,” he wrote.

Some members of terrorist organizations will go so far as to attack their own people to take down what they view as an exceedingly loose, “immoral” culture. I witnessed this firsthand in my work on terrorism in Indonesia. In August 2017, I flew to Jakarta to interview Ali Imron, one of the masterminds of the 2002 bombings in Bali (an Indonesian island) that killed over two hundred people and injured hundreds more. He was escorted from prison to meet my collaborators and me in a police station, where we talked through an interpreter for several hours.

Jihadists, Imron told us, not only supported attacks against Westerners; they also supported terrorist attacks against their own government.

“Why is it acceptable to inflict violence on fellow Indonesians?” I asked him.

He looked me straight in the eye. “Jihadists think that anyone in the government is a devil because they are not following Islamic law. Once they are infidels, it’s easy to justify killing.” From this perspective, bars, nightclubs, and brothels are the enemies of Islam, and the government is responsible for their depravity.

After years of rehabilitation in prison, Ali said that he still yearns for an Islamic state but has renounced violence as a means of attaining it. Now he believes that it is possible to have an Islamic state that is tolerant of ethnic and religious diversity, a message that he is preaching to others. Alongside the mentor who trained him in Afghanistan, Nasir Abas, Ali works to deradicalize other jihadists in Indonesian prisons. Through dialogue and debate, they aim to convince detained terrorists that violence is anti-Islamic and, moreover, that the Indonesian government is not anti-Islam.

Terrorism is a complex phenomenon with many contributing factors. Tight-loose is one of them. It affects the conditions under which terrorist groups evolve, as well as the reasons people find these groups attractive. Knowing this can help us to better anticipate when these dynamics will occur and develop policies to counteract them.

THE BATTLE BETWEEN NATIONALISTS AND GLOBALISTS

Tightness-looseness underlies many other geopolitical events around the world. The rise of populist politicians and movements around 2016, ranging from Marine Le Pen in France, Matteo Salvini in Italy, Geert Wilders in the Netherlands, and Viktor Orbán in Hungary, may seem unrelated on the surface. In reality, however, they reflect the same cultural fault line: Nationalist groups that long for tightness are fighting back against globalists who embrace looseness.

Gains made by far-right political parties across Europe, in addition to events like Brexit and the Trump presidency in 2016, were largely brought about by individuals who felt increasingly threatened by economic decline and social disruption in a rapidly changing world. They wanted to return to a tight social order, and populist leaders around the world were ready to exploit this. In France, some citizens feared increased immigration, blaming newcomers for a rise in terrorist acts and a dilution of French culture. Le Pen appealed to these concerns, running on a platform of French nationalism. Our surveys of French voters in the spring of 2017 showed a dynamic similar to that in our U.S. surveys of Trump’s popularity: People who felt most threatened wanted greater tightness and intended to vote for Le Pen as a result. Though Le Pen ultimately lost the election, her rise illustrates how the tight-loose fault line can thrust itself into global politics.

These, of course, aren’t isolated examples. Supporters of the Law and Justice Party in Poland shared similar preoccupations, viewing globalization as a threat and seeking to affirm a tighter national identity. Backers of the Freedom Party in Austria and the Alternative for Germany party also viewed the growing population of immigrants as a threat to their economy, security, and cultural identity. Across all of these countries, cultural backlash against multiculturalism and globalism played a large role in the rise of populism, according to research by political scientists Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris. “In all of these cases, citizens rebelled against cultural looseness,” Inglehart said to me. They welcomed the narrative given by leaders who pandered to their anxiety and offered the ultimate cure: a return to a tight social order where they know their place in the world.

Such perceived existential threats to one’s survival and cultural identity can also be seen in many of the neo-Nazi movements around the world. In Germany, for example, there has been a rise in right-wing extremism since 2014, following years of decline. In the United States, more than nine hundred hate groups were found in the country in 2016—a 17 percent increase from 2014—including a motley mix of neo-Nazi groups, KKK outposts, white nationalist groups, neo-Confederate groups, and skinhead groups.

In August 2017 one of the largest white supremacist events in recent U.S. history, the “Unite the Right” rally, was held in Charlottesville, Virginia, to protest the removal of a Confederate statue. The demonstrators quickly clashed with counter-protesters, leading to a horrific eruption of violence. Thirty-two-year-old Heather Heyer was killed when a car rammed into a crowd of counter-protesters, and more than thirty others were injured.

Since this incident, Americans have struggled to grapple with the ferocity of the demonstrators, some of whom openly carried guns, Confederate battle flags, and banners with swastikas while chanting racist slogans. What motivated them? Surveys of over four hundred self-identified alt-righters by psychologists Patrick Forscher and Nour Kteily are telling. As compared with non–alt right samples, the white nationalists said their very survival was under threat. They were particularly worried about being displaced by the increasing numbers of immigrants in the United States. For them, being part of an extremist group was a response to the fear of becoming obsolete. As we know, when there is threat—whether physical, economic, or even spiritual—groups tighten up, and negative outgroup attitudes soon follow.

Nationalists from all around the world are stoking anti-immigrant sentiment. According to a survey of twenty-four countries by global market research firm Ipsos, approximately one in two people feel immigration is leading to changes they don’t like in their country. Half of those surveyed believe there are too many immigrants in their country, and only 28 percent of over seventeen thousand people surveyed believe the economic effect of immigration is positive. In the United States, a 2015 Pew study found that the word illegal was used more than any other word when participants were asked to give the first word that came to mind when thinking about immigrants.

What might not be obvious is that such anti-immigration prejudice creates a vicious cycle. This bias is tightening immigrant communities around the world and putting them at risk for radicalization, my research shows. It’s simple: When immigrants are discriminated against and made to feel “culturally homeless”—that they don’t belong—they may be more susceptible to recruitment by radicals who exploit these experiences and welcome them with open arms.

In a 2015 study, my colleagues and I surveyed approximately two hundred Muslims in the United States about their feelings of being discriminated against, as well as how they balanced their Muslim and American identities. They read a description of a hypothetical radical group said to be willing to resort to extreme actions to protect Islam, and were then asked to rate the extent to which they’d support such a group. We also asked whether they had a radical interpretation of Islam—for example, whether they believed that violence is acceptable. By far, most of those in our sample wanted to integrate into the United States; very few showed any signs of radicalization. Yet some people did feel marginalized: They no longer identified with the culture of their heritage, but didn’t identify with American culture, either. They felt culturally homeless. Those who also reported being discriminated against, on top of feeling marginalized, were particularly at risk for holding views in support of radicalism.

These data were collected in the relatively loose culture of the United States. Yet, as we know, residents of tight nations tend to have more negative attitudes toward people who threaten the traditional social order. Might immigrants in tight cultures have even greater risk for radicalization? Yes. In a later study of U.S. and German Muslims, we found that Muslims had a much harder time integrating into the tight culture of Germany than into the loose culture of the United States, in part due to their perception that the former was less open to cultural diversity. Across the board, Muslim immigrants in Germany reported a stronger belief that their host country was closed-minded and they had more difficulty managing their cultural identities. And, just as in our study on cultural homelessness, some immigrants who had a hard time integrating with German culture showed support for extremist ideologies.

MENDING CULTURAL DIVIDES

As mass migration continues across the globe, the need to promote acceptance and inclusion of others—and reduce feelings of threat—has never been more pressing. In 2015, the number of international migrants worldwide hit over 240 million, a 41 percent increase from 2000, in large part due to natural disasters, resource scarcity, and war.

With this dramatic increase in intercultural contact, we need to find spaces for people from tight and loose cultures to interact in meaningful and positive ways. Fortunately, this is already starting to occur. For example, the global education network Communities Engaging with Difference and Religion (CEDAR) has run programs aimed at fostering tolerance and understanding between groups in many different countries for over ten years. One program in Birmingham, England, focused on tensions between immigrant communities and local residents. The program encouraged participants—a group of nearly forty people from more than ten different countries who visited different places of worship around the city—to reflect openly on their experiences through group discussion. This allowed people to see how “the other” viewed them, and in turn, better understand one another. As one participant noted, “I found that my different point of view can become another’s point of learning to accept differences.”

My research similarly shows that creating spaces for empathy can prove invaluable for combating intergroup hostility. In 2015, my research assistants and I interviewed Americans and Pakistanis on their views of each other’s culture. We found that both groups held highly negative beliefs and stereotypes about the other. Pakistanis didn’t just see Americans as loose, but as immoral and arrogant. Americans saw Pakistanis as overly constrained, but also aggressive and violent. As impressions are often formed through the media, which thrives on caricature, such extreme stereotyping is perhaps not surprising. What’s more, we tend to live in our own echo chambers. Even on Twitter and Facebook, we communicate with those we know and those who share our views, rather than engaging with people from other cultures.

In our study, we wondered if we could lessen intergroup hostility by giving each group a more realistic window into each other’s lives. We didn’t have the budget to fly Pakistanis to the United States or vice versa. But what if Americans were able to read the actual daily diaries of Pakistanis, and Pakistanis were able to read the diaries of Americans, over the course of a week? Would this exposure to one another’s day-to-day lives change their attitudes?

To find out, my collaborator Joshua Jackson and I had American and Pakistani students write about their everyday experiences for one week. We then gave a new group of participants, including a hundred American and a hundred Pakistani students, a set of these diary entries to read over the course of a week. The results of this low-cost intervention were striking: As compared with participants who read diary entries from members of their own culture, participants who read diary entries written by members of the other culture viewed the two cultures as being much more similar. What’s more, Pakistani participants who read Americans’ diaries viewed Americans as more moral and as having less of a sense of superiority over other cultures. And, by the end of this intervention, our American participants who read diaries written by Pakistanis viewed Pakistanis as less violent and more fun-loving.

“I don’t know many Pakistanis personally, but the diary entries helped me learn about the everyday life of someone in Pakistan,” one American participant wrote at the study’s end. “I think that they tend to be a bit more religious than the people in America, but have similar life patterns and personalities to us.” Likewise, a Pakistani participant remarked, “Americans may be different than us in moral, ethical, or religious values, but the lives of students in America are very similar to the life of a student here . . . They are law-abiding citizens, which is one of the reasons the system in America is working smoothly.”

As these quotes show, interventions that improve our understanding of people from other cultures hold tremendous promise for defusing stereotypes, heading off conflict, and resolving intercultural disputes. Every day, citizens are finding meaningful ways to interact with people far outside their own social circles. In 2017, the Washington Post reported that, in a Dairy Queen in Dallas, Texas, two American-born men decided to have a sit-down over burgers and fries to untangle their mutual suspicion. On one end, there was David Wright, a white man who had founded a militia called the Bureau of American Islamic Relations (BAIR) with the mission of rooting out Islamic terrorists in Texas. At the other end was Ali Ghouri, a member of a local mosque where Wright and his coalition had protested twice with weapons and signs reading “Stop the Islamization of America.” Against the advice of other members of his mosque, Ghouri confronted the protesters, saying, “I have a weapon. You have a weapon. I’m not scared of you.” Five months later, Wright and Ghouri met at the Dairy Queen. Each man brought a friend—and a gun.

As journalist Robert Samuels reported in the Post, Wright and his friend were quick to explain the root of their distrust of immigrants, Muslims, and Islam. “The core issue for me is about America and what it means,” said Christopher Gambino, Wright’s friend. “I’m not a white nationalist,” he added. “I come from a house with very strong values. And some people keep trying to change our values.”

Ali Ghouri’s friend, Tameem Budri, responded that he was born and raised in Texas. During a visit to his parents’ country of origin, Afghanistan, he was strongly reminded that he identified with American culture.

Talking for hours, the four men found some common ground. All of them, they learned, wanted to stop terrorism-related crime. Budri wanted to know why Wright’s group would show up to a place of worship, where children were present, with guns. “If I were not to show up with guns, none of y’all would have never paid a damn bit of attention to me,” Wright responded. But at the end of the conversation, Wright promised he wouldn’t protest in front of Ghouri’s mosque anymore. He was especially swayed by the fact that groups he disdained, like neo-Nazis and KKK groups, had taken up such practices.

The men didn’t come to many other agreements, but they did find that they shared a love of cigarettes, guns, and Texas. Gambino said he “learned a lot” from the two Muslim men, and Budri said he now had “respect” for Wright and his friend. The men had confronted their own discomfort with someone perceived to be threatening their way of life.

Culture is both the cause and the cure of many of our most pressing issues. Once we understand how tightness-looseness shapes our attitudes, we can go a long way toward mending these divides.
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Harnessing the Power of Social Norms

From Apple’s Siri to Amazon’s Alexa, artificially intelligent helpers can make our lives easier by booking reservations, playing just the right song, and even telling amusing jokes. In 2017, engineers at Facebook’s A.I. Research lab gave this technology an even more difficult task: negotiation. A highly nuanced process even for humans, negotiation poses many challenges, including accurately reading others’ emotions, making persuasive arguments, and balancing cooperation with competition. Perhaps hoping that naming them might confer such human abilities, Facebook researchers called their chatbots “Bob” and “Alice.” They taught the software hundreds of hypothetical English dialogues that could occur within a negotiation session. Then they assigned Bob and Alice a simple negotiation: splitting up some balls, hats, and books between them. Researchers programmed Bob and Alice to carry out this task over and over again, a trial-and-error process that allowed them to adapt and upgrade their negotiation tactics.

Over the course of thousands of practice sessions, Bob and Alice became deal-making savants. But there was just one problem. In the pair’s later interactions, Bob and Alice no longer seemed to be speaking English. Like childhood twins often do, the chatbots had developed their own secret code.

When Bob said, “I can i everything else,” Alice responded, “balls have zero to me to me to me to me to me to me to me to me to.” Bob replied, “you i everything else,” to which Alice countered, “balls have a ball to me to me to me to me to me to me to me to me.” And the conversation went on.

It sounds like gibberish or a bug in the software, but it actually reflects the canny work of two negotiation ninjas. Having been programmed to work together, Alice and Bob had developed their own code words and rules to coordinate. On the plus side, their new lingo and “rules of the game” appeared to be leading to successful negotiation results. But to the chagrin of Bob and Alice’s human creators, their exchanges no longer made any sense to outsiders. The researchers had to go back to the drawing board and reconfigure the software to follow the syntax of English.

We’ve seen what happens when humans commit to collective goals: They coordinate by developing distinctive rules that set (mostly unspoken) expectations for behavior. Remarkably, it seems that even primitive chatbots will do the same thing when designed to be social with each other. As Alice and Bob refined their abilities to coordinate, give-and-take, solve problems, and reach a deal, they naturally developed a kind of social code.

Humans have to negotiate much more than balls, hats, and books in the twenty-first century. From climate change and a population surge to global health crises, we face a wide array of challenges. In the past, efforts to alleviate these problems have often relied on economic and engineering solutions, such as making sure aid gets to the right people and developing technologies to fix our problems. While these remedies are often needed, we can also help mitigate many of these collective challenges by recalibrating our social norms. Although human cultures can’t be reconfigured as fast as reprogramming the code between two robots, they certainly can be changed. Our cultures aren’t destiny. The tightness and looseness of any culture is capable of being modified when needed to better solve our most vexing problems.

It might sound far-fetched, but adjusting a culture’s tight-loose balance is no pipe dream. We already have a rich history of cases in which communities successfully did so. In some cases, they had to loosen social norms. In others, they needed to tighten. In all cases, they began with honest self-reflection on how to better their communities.

AN EPIC CURFEW

In 1998, Iceland’s teens had a major drinking problem. More than 40 percent of fifteen- and sixteen-year-olds got drunk at least once a month, making them some of the heaviest teen drinkers in Europe. Marijuana use was high, and almost a quarter of teens smoked cigarettes. “You couldn’t walk the streets in downtown Reykjavik on a Friday night because it felt unsafe,” according to Icelandic psychologist Gudberg Jónsson. “There were hordes of teenagers getting in-your-face drunk.” Parents and officials realized that loose social norms needed tightening to protect their country’s future.

To tackle the problem, Iceland’s government launched a multi-pronged program called “Youth in Iceland.” One major step was to toughen up laws. The country made it illegal for people under age eighteen to buy cigarettes and for those under age twenty to buy alcohol. Legislators also banned alcohol and tobacco advertising, and set a curfew for teens under sixteen.

Crucially, the program then addressed cultural factors. In an “eyes are upon you”–like program, parents took to the streets to monitor children and enforce the new curfew, kindly asking kids who were out too late to head home. Officials also encouraged parents to get more involved in their children’s schools, spend more time with their kids, and sign contracts with other parents stipulating the types of teen behaviors they’d prohibit. The government increased funding for sports, music, and art to give youth diversions other than alcohol and drugs.

The intervention showed sweeping results: By 2016, surveys indicated that only 5 percent of teens had gotten drunk in the last month, a mere 7 percent had smoked marijuana, and only 3 percent reported smoking cigarettes every day. In a world where alcohol abuse causes more than 3.3 million deaths globally, programs like the Icelandic Model—which combat social norm violations with tighter standards—can serve as an example worldwide.

Iceland’s success illustrates a broader—and encouraging—point about culture: Our environment may shape our social norms, but so can we. We can make collective choices about the kinds of norms we want to embrace. And when our norms aren’t serving us well, we can, and should, take steps to rebalance them.

WORLD WILD WEB

For centuries, our early ancestors lived in small communities where face-to-face interactions and intimate social networks built trust and kept people accountable. Following the Industrial Revolution, in cities and large factories, human beings faced a new reality: regularly interacting with hundreds of strangers outside their social networks. We again adapted by creating new norms that enabled cooperation to flourish.

Today, we live in an entirely new world: the Internet. Between 2000 and 2016, the number of people using the Internet grew from 738 million to almost 3.8 billion. Across the globe, we each have, on average, five different social media accounts and spend about two hours every day online. More than half the world’s population has a smartphone, which we use to shop, network, date, get the news, and entertain ourselves. Remarkably, the Internet is so important to people that on average over 70 percent of Americans said they would go without coffee, chocolate, and alcohol to have access, 43 percent said they would give up exercise, and 21 percent even said they would sacrifice sex for a whole year.

Our new online world offers many advantages, including convenience, quick access to information, and new relationships. We can even conduct many of our most important financial transactions online—from banking, to bill paying, to filing taxes and insurance claims—creating unprecedented economic efficiencies. We’re also being exposed to more unfamiliar ideas than ever before, which boosts our capacity for innovation. Reaping the benefits of this brave new technological change invariably requires looseness. Not only will people with loose mind-sets be able to create new technologies, but they’ll also be better able to adapt to “dizzying” rates of change, in the words of journalist Thomas Friedman.

But while technological change thrives on looseness, it’s also in dire need of tightness. Many of the virtual spaces where we spend a considerable portion of our days lack regulation and monitoring. Consequently, they’re treacherous catch basins for insults, bullying, dishonesty, and even criminal behavior. This is the dark side of the Internet’s subterranean cultures. Incivility is ubiquitous, and fraud, data breaches, and cyberattacks are on the rise. As many as 40 percent of young people have reported being victims of cyberbullying, and more than 50 percent also admit that they, too, have been mean or hurtful to people online. A new vocabulary—flaming, trolling, spamming, and doxxing—has arisen to describe egregious behavior.

Undeniably, people feel psychologically unleashed to be rude and uncivil when they’re on the Internet—to be norm violators. The “online disinhibition effect” describes the sense of anonymity and dissociation that people feel from their “real” selves when they’re online, therefore also feeling less restrained by the social norms they follow in the real world. Studies have shown that people who meet in computer-mediated discussions are less inhibited—more apt to swear, flirt, and make impolite comments—as compared with those who meet face-to-face. Unlike in the “real world,” online bullies show even less remorse for their bad behavior because they don’t see the sadness and outrage on their victims’ faces.

Another vexing consequence of digital connectivity is the massive rise of “fake news.” On the Internet, inaccurate and misleading information can spread like wildfire, enflaming fear and threatening communities.

In 2014, for example, panic swept the state of New York when the news broke that an American doctor who had volunteered in Guinea to help victims of the Ebola outbreak had checked into a hospital with symptoms of the virus. Although medical professionals assured the public that the patient was in quarantine and there was no future threat of the infection spreading, news outlets suggested otherwise. Ominous Ebola-related headlines and social media conversations amplified the false sense that New York had become a contagious cesspool.

This is a major historical pivot. While in the past we’ve had to deal with mostly objective threats, now we must sort through a murky universe of subjective and false threats, without always having clear means of discerning truth from fiction. Moreover, through algorithms that analyze how people behave on the Internet and what stories they pay attention to, online marketers and media sources have grasped what cognitive psychologists discovered in the lab decades ago: Emotional content, including information that triggers our greatest fears—terrorism, disease, natural disaster—grabs our attention. Once captured with the help of complex algorithms, our attention translates into high click-through rates that may even be monetized as advertising and subscription revenues. For those seeking to profit from our fears, it’s a “race to the bottom of the brain stem,” according to technology ethicist Tristan Harris.

The Internet poses a dilemma: We need to have loose mind-sets to adapt to technology, yet we need tighter norms to regulate the destructive, normless, and fear-mongering behavior that it enables. Even the cofounder of the World Wide Web Robert Cailliau has voiced the need for a tighter Internet culture: “The Net is a space in which you encounter others,” he told New Scientist magazine, “so there has to be some regulation of behavior.” Just as a person must learn traffic laws to earn their license to drive, Cailliau suggests navigation of the web ought to have similar provisions. “A traffic regulation only limits behavior, not content,” emphasizes Cailliau. “You can drive where you want, when you want, provided you do it with safe behavior toward other traffic users.” Even on the web, he says, “we should all know what our rights and duties are. Teach it in schools. Hand out a license that shows one has passed a test of minimal awareness.”

Just like in other areas of our lives, we need a tight-loose Goldilocks balance in these new spaces. The effort to tighten up our online spaces must balance users’ freedoms but still have adequate constraints.

Fortunately, tighter norms for appropriate behavior are starting to emerge in our new virtual worlds. Some of this is occurring informally. Hundreds of books, online manuals, and YouTube videos offer guidelines on how to act appropriately via email, tweet, text, Facebook, and more. “Netiquette” guides stress the importance of remembering that there are actual people on the other side of our screens who deserve to be treated with the same respect we’d give them face-to-face.

Online communities are also taking more formal steps to tighten overly loose environments by simultaneously promoting the free exchange of information and monitoring and punishing norm-violating behavior. For example, visitors to the Reddit discussion forum ChangeMyView engage in challenging someone’s viewpoint on topics ranging from spanking to immigration, yet they’re required to do so with civility. Volunteer moderators ensure conversations don’t get out of hand by deleting inappropriate comments and kicking out rule violators. What’s more, a user who succeeds in changing another person’s opinion through respectful dialogue is rewarded with a delta sign by their username. Other online communities are posting official behavioral guidelines to promote a healthy balance of tight and loose in their virtual spaces.

In an even more formal approach, web-based platforms and businesses are test-driving ways to tighten their online cultures by policing more of their offensive content. After Facebook introduced its Live feature, which allowed its users to broadcast videos in real time, the developers were shocked by the number of people who used the feature to share footage of torture, sexual assaults, suicides, child abuse, and murders. Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg added three thousand more employees to regulate and remove offensive videos and users “to build a safe community” and adjusted the site’s algorithms to show people fewer news reports and ads, and more posts from family and friends. Over on Twitter, following the 2016 U.S. presidential election, investigators discovered that over fifty thousand accounts were actually bots controlled by Russian parties. Since this discovery, Twitter has been creating new online tools to detect bots and hiring people to get rid of them. Google likewise is working on curbing the dissemination of false and offensive information by employing raters tasked with evaluating whether certain web pages are putting forth demonstrably inaccurate information. And Instagram’s CEO, Kevin Systrom—who once declared the Internet a “cesspool”—is tasking engineers to develop machine learning techniques to detect and eradicate offensive behavior.

Promoting more personal accountability will also help to counter antinormative behavior on the Internet. Max Bazerman at Harvard Business School and his research team have found that very simple changes can incentivize people to avoid the temptation of lying when filling out forms online. Remarkably, when people are asked to sign their name before filling out a form when their money is at stake, their responses are more honest as compared with when they sign after making their claim. “Signing before rather than after reporting cues people to the fact that the task has an ethical dimension and thus encourages them to avoid cheating,” Bazerman told me. Moreover, simply having customers video-record their claims might also improve honesty by heightening their awareness that they’re being watched and that their responses will be available for analysis at a later date. Such steps can be taken in any industry where customers may be tempted to engage in “loose” reporting.

Perhaps the best way to reduce norm violations is to boost the sense of community in online spaces. “Those who gain a sense of group membership become part of a virtual community and often develop a sense of responsibility toward the social cyberspace in which it is situated, much as residents of a neighborhood may take responsibility for the area’s cleanliness and safety,” points out Lance Strate, professor of communication and media studies at Fordham University. Just as people have off-line for millennia, those who feel connected in an online environment may be motivated to develop and enforce social norms for the benefit of all.

OUR CROWDED PLANET

We face pressing issues in the real world, too, of course. Here again, viewing our challenges through the lens of social norms can help. By tightening norms in some realms and loosening them in others, we can ensure that culture is a force for good.

One of the greatest threats is overpopulation. Today, the Earth is being asked to feed, clothe, and house a staggering 7.6 billion people—9.3 billion by 2050. To put this in perspective, in the 1500s, there were only an estimated 540 million people on the planet. By the 1800s, the human population had just breached the 1 billion mark. A century later, in the year 1900, the population was estimated to be around 1.76 billion. This means that our population will grow more in the next three decades than it did between 1500 and 1900. Few countries will escape the surge. The United States is expected to add over 100 million people, or 36 percent, between 2010 and 2050. This pales in comparison with countries like Uganda, where the population is set to triple in the same time frame. Nigeria will add 271 million people in those years; India will add another 450 million.

The consequences of this population boom could prove catastrophic, entailing rising unemployment, poverty, migration, and conflict over limited resources. Globally, producing enough food to feed an exploding population—especially when one in nine people already don’t have enough food to eat—will be a huge challenge. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, for example, the number of severely food insecure people rose 30 percent in 2017 to reach 7.7 million. With a projected population growth of 81 million from 2011 to 2050, poverty and limited resources threaten to devastate the nation. Globally, water supplies will be scarce as well: The number of people living in water-scarce areas is projected to rise from 2 billion in 2017 to 3.6 billion by 2035, the majority concentrated in the Middle East and North Africa. Kuwait, which is expected to grow by 4.3 million people between 2010 and 2035, is projected to have only 4,600 liters of water to give to each person for the entire year in 2035—what an average American consumes in about fifteen days. Other countries like the UAE, Libya, and Singapore face similar population-exacerbated water scarcities.

Ultimately, recalibrating social norms has to be part of the solution to the problem of overpopulation. In many countries, having large families is a tight social norm that has been hard to negotiate. Kenya, for example, has strict gender norms that prevent women from making decisions about family planning and accessing contraception. It’s taboo to even talk about such issues with one’s spouse and extended family.

CARE, an international humanitarian organization, was keenly aware that to affect fertility rates in Kenya, it had to focus on changing these norms, and that the change had to be led by esteemed, high-status members of the community. CARE trained local health workers, religious leaders, government officials, and teachers to lead community-wide dialogues on gender equity and the benefits of family planning. For three years, starting in February 2009, the organization led more than 750 dialogues in churches, markets, and village meetings. Community leaders gave their support for family planning and encouraged communication on the topic. CARE’s efforts succeeded in loosening the tight norms of male-dominated family planning; the percentage of women using contraception rose from 36.5 percent before the intervention to 51.8 percent afterward. In surveys conducted after the intervention, both men and women indicated that they were communicating more equitably with each other on the issue of family planning. CARE has led similar interventions to change social norms surrounding family planning in such countries as Rwanda and Ethiopia.

The pressure for large families isn’t restricted to developing nations. In his book The Land Is Full, Israeli environmental activist and academic Alon Tal explains why Israel is bursting at its seams. Once a tiny nation of 800,000, it’s now home to nearly 8.6 million, and by 2065 is projected to have a population of around 25 million—approximately 3,000 people per square mile, far surpassing the population densities of Japan and the Netherlands. Israelis are feeling squeezed in schools, hospitals, housing, and highways. Noise pollution is so bad that one of every four complaints to the police is about the racket made by neighbors. The ballooning population is wreaking havoc on Israel’s environment, with rising greenhouse gas emissions, diminishing natural resources, and massive losses of biodiversity. Tal’s logical conclusion is that Israel has to stop producing so many children. But the public response to his wake-up call has been underwhelming. “In a country that argues over everything else,” Tal remarked, “overpopulation, it seems, is one issue we never want to address.”

In November 2017, I met with Tal over coffee in College Park, Maryland. He wanted to discuss how to use tight-loose theory to deal with population growth in Israel. His hunch was that mere economic incentives wouldn’t solve the problem. Israelis, we agreed, are loose in many domains. But when it comes to family size, he told me, they’re exceedingly tight. In 2015, the national average (for both religious and secular families) was 3.1 children per family, as compared with an average of 1.7 kids per family in other developed countries. Ultra-Orthodox families have around 7 children on average. The norm of large families is rigidly promoted; couples face significant peer and even governmental pressure to have kids. David Ben-Gurion, the main founder of Israel and a former prime minister, is even credited with saying, “Any woman who does not have four children, as much as it depends on her, is betraying the Jewish mission.”

The sentiment offends modern ears, but it has a historical rationale. After the decimation of six million Jews in the Holocaust, Israelis understandably saw it as their national duty to have large families to replenish their numbers. Many also felt driven to match the high Arab birth rate. But these pressures have receded, Tal argues. The Jewish population worldwide has sprung back. As of 2016, there are about seventeen million people in the world who identify as Jewish, approximating pre-Holocaust numbers. The birth rate of Arab Israelis also leveled off at around three children per family by 2016. Ironically, the tight norm that helped successfully replenish Israel might now be threatening its survival.

Tal is determined to adapt these norms to build a more sustainable future. He knows it will be no easy task: The push for large families runs deep in the national psyche, and evolved for good reasons.

But, as with other stubborn social phenomena that have yielded to concerted effort in many nations, such as reducing smoking and combating homophobia, the problem of over-fecundity, Tal is convinced, can be tamed by launching a public advocacy campaign attuned to Israel’s unique culture. “This is the result of public policies and cultural norms,” he explains in an article in the Jerusalem Post in February 2018 after we ran a joint Maryland–Tel Aviv University workshop together with fertility experts from around the world in Israel. “David Ben-Gurion encouraged people to have many children, but now we need to have a collective conversation as a nation and realize that while there was once a period in Israeli history when having lots of children was absolutely a patriotic thing to do, today it is an unpatriotic thing to do because it harms the common good.”

FIGHTING CARBON WITH CULTURE

Today we’re on the cusp of facing what is perhaps nature’s greatest test: climate change. This crisis, too, has cultural causes that demand cultural solutions.

Through much of our current Holocene period, which started about eleven thousand years ago, the Earth’s temperature has been relatively stable, enabling us to thrive as a species. In the last few hundred years, our technological advances have upset this environmental balance. Caused in part by the dramatic increase in carbon emissions since the Industrial Revolution, climate change could wreak havoc in ways we don’t fully understand. Scientists predict a bleak future: Land will become too salinized to support crop growth, and extreme weather events will become more frequent. Even a moderate sea-level rise could threaten cities worldwide.

Climate change will inevitably reshape global ecological threats—and, with them, social norms. Some nations that have enjoyed a relatively threat-free status for much of their history are now facing the specter of widespread disruption. While many tight countries are found on the Center for Global Development’s list of the fifty countries most threatened by future extreme weather events (China is number one, India is number two, and Hong Kong is number six), loose countries also make the list. The United States clocks in at twenty-five, Brazil at thirty-six, and Australia at forty-five. NASA predicts that in the second half of the twenty-first century, the American Southwest and Central Plains will experience droughts worse than those of the 1930s Dust Bowl. And many cities on the East Coast are at high risk of rising sea levels.

When disaster strikes, groups will need to tighten up. Many tight cultures are already skilled at doing so, but loose cultures will have to develop stronger norms to coordinate in the face of massive climate changes. This was one of the main points of the 2014 science fiction novel The Collapse of Western Civilization: A View from the Future, by science historians Naomi Oreskes and Eric Conway. Set in the year 2393, the book records how human follies led to a climate-related apocalypse. Interestingly, Western civilizations collapse in the catastrophe, while China, with its top-down control, is the only country to survive. In the book, Western nations fail to enforce strict regulations to slow rising CO2 levels due to their insistence on defending personal freedoms.

Of course, this is just a work of fiction. But the book offers an interesting premonition—that some degree of tightening will be needed across the globe to cope with climate change. Among other possibilities, however, this also prompts us to consider a world where all cultures are increasingly becoming tight. While tightness has many advantages, it also relates to higher ethnocentrism and hostility toward outsiders, which could lead to cross-cultural conflict, radicalization, and even large-scale wars. A world made up of tightening cultures, all dealing with imminent threats and limited resources, could spell disaster for all of us.

But there’s a more optimistic view. As the world collectively deals with mounting natural threats, we may be able to harness tightness-looseness to improve collaboration—not just within cultures, but between them. When we focus on developing strong norms that cut across ethnic and national lines—and build a larger global identity to deal with our planetary threats—cooperation can evolve at a much larger scale, to the benefit of all. In this view, our already highly cooperative species would evolve even further, given our collective challenges on Earth.

This might sound like a crazy pipe dream, but it’s already in action. Consider Greece and Turkey’s “earthquake diplomacy” of 1999. Relationships between the neighboring nations had long been strained, dating at least as far back as Greece’s fight for independence from the Ottoman Empire in the 1820s. But when Greece and Turkey were each hit by earthquakes in August and September 1999, they surprised the world by coming to each other’s aid. After the first earthquake killed around seventeen thousand people in Turkey, the Greeks were the first to fly in food and medicine. More aid followed, and Greek pop stars raised money through benefit concerts to help their Turkish neighbors. When Athens was struck by a quake less than a month later, Turkey returned the favor, rushing to send over rescue crews. The reciprocal aid ultimately led to cross-border diplomatic discussions on bolstering collaboration in areas like tourism, trade, and the environment. In this situation, the boundaries to outsiders that tightness usually creates were diminished, allowing cooperation to flourish between groups.

Similarly, in August 2017, India and Bangladesh rose above their long-standing border dispute after severe floods washed over Bangladesh and the West Bengal area of India. Bangladeshi border guards peacefully allowed eight hundred fleeing Indians to cross the border to safety, and Bangladeshi families immediately welcomed them into their homes. “There should not be any question over crossing the borderlines when it comes to natural disaster or any other massive crisis,” said Reazul Haq, a resident of the Bangladesh Lalmonirhat District. In the future, cross-cultural collaboration will be needed to regulate rivers flowing through both nations to curb the threat of severe floods.

Disaster is often tragic, but it also has the power to bond diverse people under the universal banner of suffering. When a crisis exposes our common humanity, we become capable of seeing those outside our own culture as being like ourselves. In the process, natural disasters can produce the outpouring of compassion toward outsiders that characterizes looseness, while spurring the tight coordination needed to survive.

FISH IN WATER

In a 2005 commencement address at Kenyon College, the late American writer David Foster Wallace shared an old fable with the new graduates: “There are these two young fish swimming along, and they happen to meet an older fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and says, ‘Morning, boys, how’s the water?’ The two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually one of them looks over at the other and goes, ‘What the hell is water?’ ”

“The point of the fish story,” Wallace explained, “is merely that the most obvious, important realities are often the ones that are hardest to see.”

Social norms are as old as humanity itself, and they’ve helped us coordinate and survive on this planet in the most difficult circumstances. They surround us, shape our experiences, and influence our interactions on a daily basis. Yet, like the fish who can’t see the water that surrounds them, we rarely notice the extent to which norms pervade our lives and how much we need them.

In this book, I’ve tried to make this pervasive force visible and intelligible, and illuminate how it affects everything from our nations to our neurons. The more we recognize the impact of our cultural programming, the better we can understand not just others, but ourselves—and cultivate the capacity to solve our biggest problems. Our ability to grasp the nature of our differences, why they exist, and what trade-offs are involved will help us to successfully navigate an increasingly globalized world. Norms have shifted within cultures over the centuries, often dramatically, and will continue to shift, but their basic code—tight or loose—remains timeless.

In an age of breathtaking global change, we need to be prepared to recondition our cultural reflexes. Through a smart mix of monitoring and accountability efforts, Iceland reduced teen drinking, and Reddit clamped down on obnoxious trolling. On the flip side, CARE succeeded in loosening centuries of tight gender norms in Kenya to increase the use of contraception. And in 2017, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman initiated a major loosening of Saudi society. In enacting such measures as opening movie theaters and allowing women to drive, he’s betting that cultural change can precipitate sorely needed economic growth and reform. By tightening when we’re becoming too loose and loosening when we’re becoming too tight, we can build a better planet.

As you continue to encounter the world’s great diversity, keep asking yourself this simple question: Tight or loose?
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