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Are certain cultures hard-wired to consume in an ecologically destructive manner? 

Griskevicius et al. (2012) posit that hunter-gatherer societies consumed in an 

unsustainable manner as compared to agrarian societies.

Prior research has shown than cultural values of 

openness, as opposed to conservativeness; 

benevolence, as opposed to power; long-term 

orientation and pragmatism as opposed to short-term 

orientation and hedonism are related to pro-

environmental conduct (Dietz et al. 1998; Minton et al. 

2018; Stern et al. 1995). 

Cultural Tightness – Looseness (TL)
A Social Adaptation to Environmental Threats

• Tight (loose) cultures have many (few) strongly enforced social norms and little (much) tolerance for 

deviance (Gelfand et al. 2011)

• Cultural tightness has evolved as a social adaptation to chronic ecological and territorial threats, 

contributing to chronic states of high perceived risk and need for structure through tight social-systems. 

Environment Culture

Cultural Tightness is characterized by adherence to norms. But do these norms increase sustainable consumption?

• Prior research shows that injunctive norms increases sustainable consumption (McCarty et 
al. 2001; White and Bonnie 2013).

• Prior research has suggested that tight cultures, due to their stricter adherence to norms, are 
likely to exhibit higher sustainable consumption practices (Carper and Neville 2012). 

• However, contrary to prior commentaries, we posit that, tight cultures—characterized by 
chronic exposure to ecological threats—ironically exhibit much lower levels of 
sustainable consumption than loose cultures. 

Secondary data and an experiment show that tighter cultures score lower on sustainable consumption

Logistic regression with cultural 

tightness (at a country level) as the 

independent variable and sustainable 

consumption as the dependent variable 

revealed a significant negative effect

(B = -.04, p < .001). 

Linear regression with cultural tightness 

(at a U.S. state level) as the independent 

variable and sustainable consumption as 

the dependent variable revealed a 

significant negative effect

(B = -.09, p < .001). 

Similar negative correlations were found between 

cultural tightness scores and sustainable development 

index scores (R = -.38, p = .035; dataset from 

sdgindex.org), and sustainable competitiveness scores 

(R = -.32, p = .08; dataset from solability.com) of various 

countries across the globe. 

Experiment 1: Choice Task

100 US participants were recruited from Prolific to participate in an online survey where they 

were shown two options of notebooks (one regular and one recycled) to rate their relative 

preference for a sustainable product.

Linear regression with the US state measure of 

cultural tightness as independent variable and 

sustainable preference as the dependent variable 

revealed a significant effect

(B= -.24, SE = .02, p = .018, R2 = .06).

What shapes tight culture’s attitude towards (un)sustainable consumption?
Potential mechanisms we aim to study by applying the theoretical lens of “compensatory control” (Kay et al. 2008, 2009)

Lay belief in “god as controller”

Tight cultures are characterised by a 
belief in a moral god who will punish 
wrongdoings and keep the world in 
balance. Such a belief is likely to shift 
the agency of “maintaining the 
planet” from humans to moral gods. 
They are likely to believe that nature 
will self-correct or self-cleanse itself 
and humans do not need to do 
anything to repair nature. 

Political ideology

Tight cultures are associated with 
authoritative political leaders and right-
wing political ideologies. Consumers tend 
to willingly hand over the control and 
authority to the leaders. Regarding 
sustainable behavior, we can expect 
consumers in tight cultures to believe that 
it is not their individual responsibility to 
maintain the environment and it is the 
government’s job (Klein et al. 2019).

Evidence for the compensatory control mechanism: Experiment 2

182 US participants were recruited from MTurk to participate in an online survey where they were shown two options of notebooks (one regular 

and one recycled) to rate their relative preference for a sustainable product. They also answered a scale measure of “personal control”.

PROCESS Model 1 with the US state measure of cultural tightness as 

independent variable, sustainable preference as the dependent variable, 

and personal control as moderator revealed a significant interaction effect 

(B= .03, SE = .01, p = .038).

Spotlight analysis at +/- 1 SD from the mean of personal control revealed 
that among consumers who have a low sense of personal control, cultural 
tightness decreases sustainable consumption (B= -.04, SE = .017, p = .03). 

Whereas among consumers who have a high sense of personal control, 
cultural tightness does not make any significant difference (B= .01, SE = 

.017, p = .41).

Plan of future studies

• We plan to run a series of experiments to test for 

proposed mediators and rule out alternate mediators.

• To identify and test for moderators: We intend to test 

for communication and policy interventions that can 

potentially help in converting consumers from tight 

cultures towards sustainable consumption.

Implications

• This research aims to contribute to the growing, and important literature on 

understanding the triggers and barriers to sustainable consumption.

• Cultural tightness is a nascent stream of literature in cross-cultural consumer 

psychology. This research aims to build this line of theory.

• This research also has potential policy implications —especially interventions 

that can increase sustainable consumption in tight cultures.
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