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To date, the study of cultural tightness has been largely limited to exploring the strictness of social norms and the
severity of punishments at the level of nations or regions. However, cultural psychologists concur that humans
gather cultural information from more than just their nationality. Gender is a cultural identity that confers its
own social norms. Across three studies using multi-method designs, we find that American women feel the culture
surrounding their gender is “tighter” than that for men, and that this relationship is mediated by perceived gender-

related threats to the self. However, in a follow-up study in Singapore, we do not find measurement invariance,
suggesting future work is necessary to refine the study of gender tightness cross-culturally. We close with an
important discussion of understanding how tightness looks across a variety of cultural identities and introduce a
novel, qualitative method for the study of the tightness of social norms within groups.

A key advancement in the study of culture has been the insight that
cultures, often measured at the country-level, run on a continuum from
tight to loose (Triandis, 1989). Tight cultures are characterized by strong
norms and a low tolerance of deviance, whereas cultures that are loose
have weaker norms and a high tolerance of deviant behavior. For ex-
ample, Singapore is a tight culture, with strict rules and incredibly high
penalties for violation. On the other hand, the US is a relatively loose cul-
ture with less severe consequences for most infractions (Gelfand et al.,
2011).

Tightness is a group-level variable, tapping how individuals perceive
the culture around them. In other words, an individual cannot be de-
scribed as “tight” or “loose.” Items that measure tightness asks people
to describe how much they think that their group (usually, their country)
has tight norms or loose norms or how punitively people are punished
if they break social norms. The tightness scale items include “There are
many social norms that people are supposed to abide by in this country”
and “In this country there are very clear expectations for how people
should act in most situations” (Gelfand et al., 2011).

What predicts whether a group will have strict social norms? One of
the best predictors of cultural tightness is a history of ecological and so-
cial threats. When cultures encounter threats, such as extended periods
of warfare or a string of natural disasters, individuals establish more and
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stronger social norms to weather the storm resulting in greater cultural
tightness (Gelfand et al., 2011).

While tightness has mainly been investigated at the nation level, it
has also been examined at other levels of analysis, such as US states.
For example, Arizona, possibly because of its Southwest cultural history
of rugged individualism, is fairly loose (Harrington and Gelfand, 2014).
In addition to looking at country and US state variation, researchers
have also shown that Chinese provinces (Chua et al., 2019), religious
groups (Jackson et al., 2021), and social classes (Harrington, 2017) vary
on the tightness-looseness continuum. This variation is usually seen as
mediated by ecological and social threats.

If threat is a major predictor of tightness within a group, what other
groups beyond battered nations or arid states might we expect to exhibit
cultural tightness? We propose that one’s gender identity brings with it
a set of cultural expectations and threats. Here, we define gender as
the social roles prescribed to individuals, typically on the basis of sex
(Walker and Cook, 1998). Importantly, we differentiate gender from
sex—typically a binary, biological variable relevant to studies involving
anatomy, genetics, and physiology (Johnson and Repta, 2012). Given
that we are interested in identity, we focus our ideas, methods, and
analyses on gender. Specifically, we theorize that women should show
greater cultural tightness regarding their perception of their gender than
men would, due to the different threats that men and women typically
perceive themselves to face.
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Indeed, women may perceive themselves to face more threats than
men do across several dimensions. They face disproportionate, im-
mediate threats to their safety, resulting in feelings of vulnerability
(Pantazis, 2000). Women are at greater risk of sexual assault (1 in
5 women versus 1 in 71 men; Smith et al., 2015). Other threats are
financial—in 2014, women’s annual income was 79% that of men
(Blau and Kahn, 2017)—and social- women face more discrimination
than men, which is linked to depression, lower self-esteem, and somatic
symptoms like headaches (Belle and Doucet, 2003; Kobrynowicz and
Branscombe, 1997). Importantly, these threats are linked with women’s
gender identity.

Undeniably, men also face unique threats due to their gender iden-
tity (Courtenay, 2000; Daly and Wilson, 1988). However, in addi-
tion to gender-specific threats, women, on average, appear to per-
ceive more threat. Women demonstrate a great startle response to pre-
dictable and unpredictable threat than men (Burani and Nelson, 2020).
Cross-culturally, women tend to report feelings of fear more than men
(Brebner, 2003). In response to COVID-19, numerous studies have
reported that women feel more threatened by the virus than men
(Alsharawy et al., 2021; Broche-Pérez et al., 2020; Brooks et al., 2020).
In sum, it appears that women, regardless of the domain of threat, ap-
pear more sensitive to threats within their environment.

Thus, we expect women to perceive their gendered culture as tighter
than men’s, based on this heightened perception of threat. Investigat-
ing this brings numerous potential benefits to the field of psychology
and the world. First, it would demonstrate the practicality and value
in studying tightness in other cultural groups, as has been done with
individualism (Kashima et al., 1995). Additionally, understanding how
different gender identities experience the world, especially regarding
the threats they face and the unwritten rules they must follow, can help
build empathy and improve cross-cultural communication- even if that
cross-cultural barrier is a difference as commonplace as one’s gender.

We conducted a series of four studies to develop a focused measure-
ment of gender tightness, explore intergender differences, and discover
the roots of these differences (perceived gender related threats). We
close with a cross-cultural replication in Singapore to demonstrate va-
lidity of our scale in a tight culture. Finally, we discuss a novel method-
ology for testing cultural tightness, as well as the importance of mea-
surement invariance when conducting cross-cultural research.

Study 1: measuring gender tightness and testing for differences

The goal of Study 1 was to develop a validated measure of tightness
at the level of gender-identity as opposed to national-identity. Using
the Cultural Tightness Scale (CTS) as a basis, we developed the Gender
Tightness Scale (GTS) and administered the scale to 443 undergradu-
ates.

Methods.

Participants. Undergraduate students were recruited for an hour-long
survey via the website of a large southwestern public university and
were paid $20 for participation. Of 1226 participants who completed
the entire survey, 809 participants endorsed identifying with either the
male or female gender. This survey probed nine different identity types
(e.g., gender, race) with a block of items for each of the nine identi-
ties. A block of items included several questions adapted to a particu-
lar identity type, including participants’ sense of tightness-looseness for
that type. To control survey length, participants were randomly assigned
to a maximum of four identity blocks based on the identity types with
which they identified. A participant who endorsed identifying with all
nine identity types would be randomly assigned to four identity blocks,
but if they endorsed three identity types, they would be randomly as-
signed to three identity blocks. The survey software randomly assigned
443 participants to the gender identity block (307 female, 136 male;
M,ge = 19.76, SD, = 1.61; 209 White, 59 Latinx, 46 Asian, 13 Black,
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15 South Asian, 9 Middle Eastern, 4 Native American, 81 Multiple, 2
other, 5 missing!).

Procedure. As part of a longer survey, participants answered whether
they identified with a gender and reported it with open response. 809
participants reported identifying with male or female; all others declined
to respond or responded with another gender identity.

To reduce participant burden, we used a planned missing data ap-
proach whereby participants were randomly assigned to receive a frac-
tion of the survey items, thus shortening the survey length. Given that
data were Missing Completely At Random (MCAR), the use of full in-
formation maximum likelihood means there was no effect of this miss-
ingness on our analyses (Enders, 2010). At this point in the survey, 443
participants were randomly assigned to complete up to four blocks of
questions for their gender identity. Included in these question blocks was
a measure of cultural tightness-looseness adapted for the corresponding
identity (male or female), which was administered with random assign-
ment to four of the six items.

Measures. The cultural tightness-looseness scale (CTS (6)) was
adapted to measure perceptions of tightness within the collective mem-
bers of one’s gender (see Appendix A).

Results.

Exploratory and Confirmatory Factor Analyses. An exploratory factor
analysis of the six CTS items including both males and females found
that the data did not fit the one-factor model very well if scored as usual
(x? (9) = 67.19, p < .001; RMSEA = .121; CFI = .814; TLI = .690). A
two-factor solution displayed good statistical fit (y2 (4) = 4.80, p = .308;
RMSEA = .021; CFI = .997; TLI = .990) but was uninterpretable. Both
the reverse-coded Item 4 (“People of my gender have a great deal of
freedom in deciding how they want to behave in most situations”) and
Item 6 (“People of my gender almost always comply with social norms”)
loaded poorly on the single factor, and so both items were removed
in turn. Omitting either one of the reverse-scored items alone did not
result in good model fit (ps < .001). Thus, we conducted a follow-up EFA
with items 4 and 6 removed. A one-factor model fit the data well, y2
(2) = 1.94, p = .38; RMSEA < .001; CFI = 1.000; TLI = 1.001. Including
Item 6 revealed poor model fit (32 (5) = 23.7, p < .001; RMSEA = .092;
CFI = .92; TLI = .839), supporting our acceptance of the four-item scale
for gender. See Appendix 1 for all items.

Measurement Invariance. Using the abridged four-item scale, we
tested whether the one-factor model measured the gender-related tight-
ness construct equally well for males and females. The configural model
showed good fit (y2 (4) = 4.28, p = .37; RMSEA = .018; CFI = .999;
TLI = .996), suggesting a one factor solution in each group. There was
no significant difference between the configural model and the met-
ric invariance model (difference test p = .32), suggesting loadings were
equivalent across groups. There was also no difference between the met-
ric invariance model and the scalar invariance model (difference test
p = .33; see Table 1), suggesting that the intercepts were equivalent
across groups. This suggest that it is acceptable to compare observed
means across groups.

Gender Tightness Comparisons. Women (M = 4.46, SD = 1.00) reported
higher gender tightness than men (M = 4.20, SD = 1.00; b = -.264, 95%
CI [-.466, -.062], p = .01) using the four-item GTS scale. Both scores
indicate mean responses between slightly agree (4) and agree (5).

Study 2: measuring gender tightness through perceived norms

Study 2 used a novel qualitative approach to measuring tightness
by having 248 undergraduate participants list as many gender-related
norms as possible.

1 Participants were asked to check all the races that apply. Counts for each
specific race reflect those who checked only that race.
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Table 1
Measurement Invariance Test Results from Study 1
Model 72 (dh p CFI RMSEA  Comparison  Ay? (Adf)  Ap ACFI
1. Configural 4.28(4) .37 .999 .018 1vs. 2 3.52(3) .32 .003
2. Metric 7.79(7) .35 .996 .023 2vs. 3 3.47(3) .32 .002
3. Scalar 11.26(10) .34 .994 .024 1vs. 3 6.99(6) .33 .005
Table 2

Coding Scheme for Qualitative Norm Analysis

Category/Motive Female Examples Male Examples
Appearances Wear makeup Have a beard
Safety Not walk alone at night Ask for consent

Traits
Gender Roles

Be polite
be feminine/be girly

Power Be submissive to men

Mating Not be a "slut"

Family Be maternal

Friendship Have a lot of friends

Work Not work/National Service/Housework

Disease Avoidance

Stay healthy

Be confident

be masculine/like boy stuff

Protect women

Have multiple sexual partners

Protect family

Not have female friends

Work/National Service/Provide for family

Methods.

Participants. Out of a larger sample, 248 undergraduates (Fe-
male = 174, Male = 59, Gender Fluid = 1, Nonbinary = 1, No Re-
sponse = 13) at a large university in the southwest completed a survey
on gender in exchange for course credit.

Procedure. Participants were presented with the following instruc-
tions: “Take a moment to think about what norms and rules people of
your gender are expect [sic] to follow, regardless of whether or not you
follow them. You will be required to write for two minutes. Write as
many norms as you can think of. Each sentence should start with “My
gender should”, with you filling in the rest of the blank. If you want to
indicate that the norm is something you should NOT do, begin the blank
by typing “not”. This was followed by fifteen blanks for participants to
complete. They were not required to complete every blank before pro-
ceeding (Appendix B).

Analysis. We began by excluding participants who did not indi-
cate “Female” or “Male” as their gender. Next, two research assis-
tants, blind to our hypotheses, independently reviewed the responses
for nonresponse, nonsense, or failing to address the prompt. Any dis-
putes were resolved with the first author. This left 144 responses (Fe-
male = 104, Male = 40). Next, each “norm” was coded for content.
This coding scheme was based loosely on Fundamental Motives Theory
(Kenrick et al., 2010) given that each motive presents a new threat to be
managed: appearances, Safety, Traits, Power, Traditional Gender Roles,
Romantic Relationships, Familial Relationships, Friendship, Workplace,
Disease Avoidance, and Other/Unknown (see Table 2).

Results.

Gender Differences in Norm Reporting. To compare norms, we ran
Welch’s t-tests to compare norm reporting between men and women.
On average, when asked to list gender-related norms, women reported
9.41 norms while men reported 7.23 norms (t(63.52) = 2.71, p = .009).
Women reported more appearance-related norms (t(109.38) = 8.61, p
< .001, difference = 1.71 norms, 95% CI [1.32, 2.10]), more Familial
Relationships-related norms (t(107.27) = 3.17, p = .002, difference = .43
norms, 95% CI [.16, .70]), and more Romantic Relationship-related
norms (t(140.97) = 4.96, p < .0001; difference = .57 norms, 95% CI
[.34, .79]) (Figure 1). This result comports with the findings in Study 1,
in that women perceive more gender related norms than men.

Study 3: threat as a mediator

Study 3 tested whether gender related threat would explain women’s
greater tightness than men, similar to the idea cultural tightness at the
national/state level is driven by social and ecological threat (Gelfand

et al., 2011; Harrington and Gelfand, 2014). We measured participant’s
perceived threat against their gender in addition to the Gender Tightness
Scale (GTS).

Methods.

Participants. Undergraduate psychology students were recruited to
take a 30-minute survey in exchange for course credit. Once again, par-
ticipants rated their identity with nine social categorizations which in-
cluded gender. 308 identified with the male (76) or female (231) gender
(Mage = 18.94, SD = 1.76; 159 White, 42 East Asian/Pacific, 30 Latinx,
18 South Asian, 7 Middle Eastern, 4 Black, 46 Multiple/other, 1 miss-
ing).

Procedure. Participants completed the focal measures as part of a
longer online survey in the location of their choice. Germane to this
study, they endorsed identification with a gender and reported it as an
open response. They also completed the same gender tightness looseness
scale from Study 1. Finally, participants completed a measure of gen-
eral intergroup threat that was adapted to gender, using a Likert scale
running from 1(Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree) (Cottrell et al.,
2010). They were instructed to “Please think about the genders male
and female. If you identify with one of these genders, answer the fol-
lowing items about the members of the other gender. So, if you are
female, answer these items regarding males in general. If you are male,
answer them with regard to females. ‘The other gender, as a group...”
“poses a threat to my gender group,” “takes economic resources away
from my gender group,” “limits the economic resources available to my
gender group,” “possesses values that directly oppose those of my gen-
der group,” “hold values that are morally inferior to those of my gender
group,” and “endangers the physical safety of my gender group.”

Results.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis. A confirmatory factor analysis con-
ducted with FIML revealed that the one-factor structure from Study 1
fit the GTS data well (y2(2) = 1.79, p = .41; RMSEA < .001; CFI = 1.00;
TLI = 1.01).

Replication of Gender Difference and Mediation by Threat. A model with
the gender threat measure mediating the gender differences in tightness-
looseness was fit, using FIML to account for missing data, and 5,000
bootstrapped samples to estimate the indirect effect. The gender differ-
ence in tightness-looseness was replicated as a total effect (§ = .121,
95% CI [.015, .227], p = .023), such that women reported higher gen-
der tightness. We also found a significant indirect effect through gen-
der threat (f = .078, 95% CI [.017, .141], p = .013), controlling for
which rendered the direct effect non-significant (8 = .043 [-.083, .16],
p = .489). This suggests gender differences in threat significantly medi-
ated the observed gender differences in tightness.
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Fig. 1. Gender norms in the United States

Study 4: cross-cultural replication in a Singapore, a tight society

Study 4 attempted to replicate the findings of the previous three stud-
ies in a tight society (Singapore) using a university sample. Per Gelfand
et al. (2011), Singapore scored higher on the tightness scale than the
world average and higher than the United States, which is slightly be-
low average on tightness.

Methods.

Participants. Undergraduate students at a large Singaporean univer-
sity completed a survey about gender experiences in exchange for $5.00
US. The survey was approved by university ethics committees in the USA
and Singapore. Our original sample size was 261 participants. In lieu of
an attention check, responses that took from 10-60 minutes and com-
pleted more than 90% of the survey were retained as the final sample
(N = 237; 112 Males, 125 Females; M_ge = 22.30, SD = 2.13; 202 Chi-
nese, 24 Indian, 4 Malay, 6 Others).

Procedure. After giving consent, participants completed a survey of
gender related psychological measures that was expected to take about
25 minutes, after which they were debriefed, thanked, and paid.

Measures. The relevant measures were identical to previous studies
(GTS, Gender Norm Perception Task), though we administered all six
gender tightness items to each participant, rather than using the planned
missing data approach from previous studies.

Results.

Measurement Invariance. There was no evidence of measurement
invariance using the four-item scale, or permutations that included
the previously removed items. For the four-item scale, the configural
(x%(4) = 28.69, p < .0001 RMSEA = .222, CFI = .871, TLI = .614,
SRMR = .064), metric (y2(7) = 34.80, p < .0001, RMSEA = .178,
CFI = .855, TLI = .751, SRMR = .09), and scalar y2(10) = 49.74, p <
.0001 RMSEA = .178, CFI =.793, TLI = .751, SRMR = .102) models all
revealed poor fit to the data. A one-factor model that ignored gender did
not fit the data well either (¥2(2) = 23.05, p < .0001, RMSEA = .205,
CFI = .884, TLI = .652, SRMR = .055). These findings precluded any
potential interpretation of mean differences.

Gender Differences in Norm Reporting. Unlike in the US, Singaporean
participants did not differ in the number of norms they reported by gen-
der (t(244) = 2.00, p = .10, difference = .77 norms, 95% CI [-.15, 1.70]).
However, we also explored the differences in the kinds of norms re-
ported by the two genders. There was a significant difference in the
reporting of certain norms across genders such that Singaporean fe-
males reported less trait-based norms (t(199) = -5.00, p < .01, differ-
ence = 3.18 norms, 95% CI [1.82, 4.53], more friend-related norms
(t(159) = 3.00, p < .01, difference = .11 norms, 95% CI [.03, .19]),
appearance-related norms (t(255) = 7.00, p < .01, difference = 2.08
norms, 95% CI [1.46, 2.69]), gender role-related norms (t(247) = 2.00,

p = .04, difference = 1 norm, 95% CI [.04, 1.96]), more safety norms
(t(169) = 4.00, p < .01, difference = .60 norms, 95% CI [.29, .91]), and
more work-related norms (t(247) = 3, p < .01, difference = .80 norms,
95% CI [.21, 1.38]) (Figure 2).

Discussion

Across hundreds of US participants, we found robust evidence for a
difference in perceived tightness and looseness across men and women,
such that women perceived greater tightness using a modified, 4 item
scale and qualitatively reported more gender norms for themselves
(Studies 1-2). Further, in line with ideas about tightness functioning
to manage threat, we found that gender-specific threats mediated the
relationship between gender and tightness (Study 3). This is in line with
previous work which has suggested the broader adaptive purpose of
cultural tightness is to manage environmental and social threats to the
group. However, here we apply this to gender within a given society in
a novel way.

We attempted to replicate in a tight country, Singapore. We had
thought perhaps national tightness might moderate the relationship be-
tween gender and tightness, such that a gender difference might appear
in relatively loose cultures (like the US) but not in a culture in which
there are very tight norms for everyone (like Singapore). We could not
explore these novel questions because of bad model fit and a lack of
measurement invariance. Once the measurement is sorted out in future
work, we think that will open questions of how individuals, with their
many cultural identities, manage competing expectations and prioritize
certain parts of their identity (say, national identity) over others (like
gender).

Other cultural dimensions may provide insight as to why Singa-
porean men and women reported similar numbers of norms in an
open-ended prompt. Gender egalitarianism which varies by country is
(somewhat paradoxically) known to increase gender differences since
the equality allows the genders to pursue their different, respective
goals (Schwartz and Rubel-Lifschitz, 2009). Singapore is higher than
the United States on egalitarianism (Schwartz, 2007), suggesting that
we should expect Singapore to have larger differences in gender norms
than the United States. An interesting future direction would examine
gender and tightness in societies that vary in gender equality and in
tightness at the national level; we propose an interesting set of compar-
isons could be New Zealand (relatively loose, relative gender equality),
Ukraine (relatively loose, relative gender inequality), Austria (relatively
tight, relative gender equality), and India (relatively tight, relative gen-
der inequality) (Gelfand et al., 2011; Schwartz, 2007). Do women report
greater feelings of tightness in unequal societies? Do they report differ-
ences in the kinds of norms they must follow in comparison to men?
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Additionally, our work presents a new qualitative method for study-
ing cultural tightness. In having participants record social norms, we
gain not only a proxy for the cognitive accessibility of social norms in
their mind, but the content of these norms. This allows us to further
dive into what threats are managed by social norms, revealing a cross-
cultural convergence upon the importance of affiliation and appearance-
related norms for women especially. Thus, we add yet another measure
to the growing number of ways to capture perceptions of social norms
and cultural tightness (Mu et al., 2015; Uz, 2015).

Theoretically, the most exciting prospect this line of research offers
is the idea that tightness varies across different cultural identities, with
identity-related threat as a mediator. What other differences might we
then expect? Do African-Americans or other minority ethnic groups re-
port tighter cultural norms than their White counterparts (US Census Bu-
reau, 2019)? Do Jewish people, who have historically faced immense re-
ligious persecution (Phillips, 2018), have tighter norms than Christians
do? Is a long history of threats needed to shape norm tightness or can
tightness be affected by recent current threats to identity (e.g., a wave
of hate crimes)? Do transgender individuals, who face four times the
amount of violent crime as cisgender ones (Rude, 2021), have tighter in-
group norms? Further, since threat influences cultural tightness, might
norms be specific to the domain of threat? For example, in an environ-
ment where women outnumber men, might men face stricter mating
norms (Bleu et al., 2012)?

Beyond replicating in other countries, gender differences in cultural
tightness should be investigated from a more representative sample be-
cause student participants may not be entirely representative of the pop-
ulation. The consistent evolution of gender norms in developed coun-
tries means that generational, and perhaps social class, differences are
likely to exist. Further, these studies cannot rule out the fact that women
may overperceive norms in comparison to men. Is the observed differ-
ence in gender tightness due to a difference in sensitivity to threat or
differences in actual threats? There is reason to think it may be beneficial
for women to be especially attuned to the social landscape and the rules
within it, in the same way they seem attuned to threat (Brebner, 2003;
Burani and Nelson, 2020). To rule this out, women could be compared
to men in their reporting of norms within other cultural contexts, like
the workplace or the nation.

The tightness-looseness continuum represents an exciting trait of
cultural groups that lie outside the traditional conception of “culture.”
Through a mixed-method design, we establish that while other cultural
groups may differ on these traits, special attention must be paid to mea-
surement and the proper application of scales across group types. We
leave the reader with two tools for continuing the study of gender and
tightness—the GTS and the Gender Norm Perception Task—and further
it beyond gender to other cultural identities.
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Appendix A - Gender Tightness Scale

Adapted from Gelfand et al., 2011

Instructions: “Please respond to the following items with respect to
your GENDER identity. Indicate the extent to which you agree or dis-
agree with each statement.”

Scale: 1 (Strongly Disagree) — 7 (Strongly Agree)
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Item 1: There are many social norms that people of my gender are
supposed to abide by.

Item 2: There are very clear expectations for how people of my gen-
der should act in most situations.

Item 3 :People of my gender agree upon what behaviors are appro-
priate versus inappropriate.

Item 4: People of my gender have a great deal of freedom in decid-
ing how they want to behave in most situations. (Reverse coded; not
included in GTS)

Item 5: If someone of my gender acts in an inappropriate way, others
of my gender will strongly disapprove

Item 6: People of my gender almost always comply with social norms.
(not included in GTS)

Appendix B - Gender Norm Perception Task

Instructions: Take a moment to think about what norms and rules
people of your gender are expected to follow, regardless of whether or
not you follow them. You will be required to write for two minutes.
Write as many norms as you can think of. Each sentence should start
with “My gender should”, with you filling in the rest of the blank. If you
want to indicate that the norm is something you should NOT do, begin
the blank by typing “not”.

This was followed by fifteen blanks for participants to complete.
They were not required to complete every blank before proceeding.
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