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Every social situation that people encounter in their daily lives comes with a set of unwritten rules about
what behavior is considered appropriate or inappropriate. These everyday norms can vary across
societies: some societies may have more permissive norms in general or for certain behaviors, or for
certain behaviors in specific situations. In a preregistered survey of 25,422 participants across 90
societies, we map societal differences in 150 everyday norms and show that they can be explained by
how societies prioritize individualizing moral foundations such as care and liberty versus binding moral
foundations such as purity. Specifically, societies with more individualistic morality tend to have more
permissive norms in general (greater liberty) and especially for behaviors deemed vulgar (less purity),
but they exhibit less permissive norms for behaviors perceived to have negative consequences in
specific situations (greater care). By comparing our data with available data collected twenty years
ago, we find a global pattern of change toward more permissive norms overall but less permissive
norms for the most vulgar and inconsiderate behaviors. This study explains how social norms vary

across behaviors, situations, societies, and time.

Social norms are informal, widely shared rules that govern behavior within a
group or society'. Foundational work on social norms distinguishes them
from formal laws, highlighting their role in maintaining social order
through mechanisms of approval and disapproval™’. While large cross-
cultural surveys regularly measure norms for morally contentious issues like
abortion and homosexuality*, the everyday norms governing mundane
behaviors in familiar situations—such as in an office or a park—have
received less scientific attention. Existing research on these everyday norms
shows that while individuals within a society generally agree on the
appropriateness of behaviors in specific situations, these ratings can differ
significantly between societies and change over time’™"’. However, the
underlying factors contributing to this variation remain poorly understood.
This focus on mundane situations aligns with an emerging trend in moral
psychology to move beyond classic moral dilemmas and study the more
common conflicts people face in their daily lives''. But most of this work has
focused on dilemmas within a single culture, leaving large-scale cross-cul-
tural variation and temporal change in everyday norms under-explored—a
gap the current study aims to address.

In this paper, we propose that variation in everyday norms can be
understood through the lens of societal moral values. The field of moral
psychology offers several important frameworks for understanding moral
judgment and its cultural variation. For instance, the Theory of Dyadic
Morality posits that all moral judgments are rooted in a universal template of

perceived harm", while Morality-as-Cooperation theory suggests that
morality evolved as a suite of distinct solutions to promote cooperation”.
Another prominent framework, the Schwartz Theory of Basic Human
Values, identifies ten universal values that cultures prioritize differently“.
While these theories provide rich, detailed maps of the moral domain, it is
not clear what they imply about the appropriateness of various everyday
behaviors in specific situations. Our aim is to test a parsimonious model
capable of explaining broad patterns of norm variation across a large and
diverse set of societies and situated behaviors". For this purpose, we draw on
Moral Foundations Theory (MFT)'°. MFT suggests that moral judgments
are based on a set of intuitive foundations that, we will argue, are also
applicable to everyday behavior.

A key distinction within MFT is between individualizing foundations
(Care, Fairness, Liberty), which focus on protecting individuals, and binding
foundations (Loyalty, Authority, Purity), which focus on maintaining group
cohesion and social order'”'. Cross-cultural data suggest that societies vary
along a dimension reflecting the relative priority they place on individua-
lizing versus binding concerns'’. We refer to this societal-level dimension as
individualistic morality. We contend that this single dimension offers a
powerful yet simple tool for predicting how and why everyday norms
vary'>". The moral foundations terminology was developed for moral
judgments and is therefore not directly applicable to everyday norms. Our
approach is instead to identify everyday concerns that people recognize and
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examine whether they can be conceived as individualizing or binding
concerns. We identify three primary concerns:

o Inconsiderateness: This reflects whether a behavior has negative con-
sequences for others (externalities)*”**. As this violates the individua-
lizing foundation of Care, we expect this concern to be more impactful
in societies with more individualistic morality.

* Vulgarity: This refers to behaviors that are perceived as coarse, filthy, or
indecent™. From an MFT perspective, this concern is linked to the
binding foundation of Purity”. Therefore, we expect it to be less
impactful in societies with more individualistic morality. While we link
vulgarity to the non-consequentialist concern of Purity, we acknowl-
edge that other theories, like the Theory of Dyadic Morality, might
construe such violations as a form of indirect harm (e.g., causing
offense), an overlap we will return to in our discussion.

* Lacking sense: This reflects a concern that a given behavior has negative
or no positive consequences for the actor themselves™. We hypothesize
this concern will be more impactful in societies with more individua-
listic morality, not because of a direct link to a moral foundation, but
through a stronger reliance on common-is-moral heuristics™. Prior
research suggests that where individuals rely less on traditional
authorities for moral guidance (a feature of individualistic morality),
they are more likely to infer inappropriateness from statistical rarity or
oddness””*. A behavior that lacks sense is likely uncommon and thus
may be judged more harshly where this intuition is stronger.

In addition to these behavior-specific concerns, the value of Liberty, the
principle that people should be free to act as they see fit, is a general indi-
vidualizing concern'’. We therefore expect it to be prioritized more in
societies with higher individualistic morality and, due to the general scope of
this concern, lead to more permissive norms overall.

Based on this framework, we test hypotheses about how everyday
norms vary across societies and change over time. Assuming the concerns a
behavior elicits are largely consistent across cultures'*'**’ (an assumption we
also test), we obtain the following Hypothesis about Societal Variation in
everyday norms, addressing which societies have stronger everyday norms
overall, which societies have stronger everyday norms for specific behaviors,
and which societies have stronger everyday norms for specific behaviors in
specific situations: More individualistic morality is associated with (a)
higher overall appropriateness ratings of situated behaviors (due to liberty),
(b) higher appropriateness ratings of behaviors that elicit binding concerns
(vulgarity) and lower appropriateness ratings of behaviors that elicit indi-
vidualizing concerns (inconsiderateness), and (c) lower appropriateness
ratings of behaviors that elicit concerns about inconsiderateness or lacking
sense in specific situations.

We can also use the same framework to address how everyday norms
change over time, a topic of increasing interest among social scientists™ .
Our framework predicts that everyday norms would change if the relative
priority placed on individualizing versus binding concerns shifts. Several
macro-level theories address such value change, proposing different drivers
for this shift, such as the diffusion of global cultural scripts (World Society
Theory™), historical ecological pressures (Pathogen Stress Theory’**), or
socioeconomic development (Modernization Theory"”*). While each

theory offers valuable insights, it is Modernization Theory that most directly
posits a continuous and directional global trend: that economic develop-
ment fosters a value shift toward greater individualism, emphasizing liberty
and care while the importance of tradition and purity declines. In other
words, this describes a global increase in what we term individualistic
morality. This clear directional prediction allows us to translate our
hypothesis on societal variation into a Hypothesis on Change in everyday
norms: Change over time in global everyday norms is characterized by (a)
increasing overall appropriateness ratings, (b) increasing appropriateness
ratings for behaviors that elicit binding concerns and decreasing ratings for
those that elicit individualizing concerns, and (c) decreasing ratings for
behaviors that elicit individualizing concerns in specific situations.

To test these hypotheses, we conducted the Global Study of Everyday
Norms, a large-scale survey in 90 societies measuring norms for 15 beha-
viors in 10 situations. We also compare our data to a study conducted twenty
years prior to examine norm change in 26 overlapping societies®. Figure 1
illustrates the geographical scope of this study.

Methods

The Global Study of Everyday Norms was organized through the Global
Social Norms research network and was preregistered at OSF (osf.io/qz82x)
on June 21, 2023, before data collection began.

Participants

Data was collected between July 14, 2023, and May 31, 2024. To take the
survey, participants needed to give their informed consent, make a com-
mitment to give their best answers (see below), and report an age of 18 or
above. For either of these reasons, 1870 potential participants who entered
the survey were not allowed to take it. Another 4913 dropped out of the
survey before answering any questions about social norms and therefore did
not provide any data for this paper. Data was provided by a total of 25,422
participants across 90 societies (33.4% men, 57.8% women, 1.8% other, 7.1%
missing data; mean age = 27.3 years, SD 11.7). The sample comprises both
students (55%) and non-students (23.5%), with 21.5% missing student
status information. The preregistered sample, collected by the original data
collection deadline of February 28, 2024, consists of 17,288 participants in
71 societies. Participants were recruited via various methods (e.g., email,
social media, survey organizations), and compensation varied by site (e.g.,
monetary, course credit, vouchers). All participants provided informed
consent. All data collection sites and their sample characteristics are
reported in Supplementary Table 1.

Manipulated variables
Behavior and situation were manipulated within subjects.

Behavior (15 levels). Twelve behaviors were taken from Gelfand et al.?
(argue, laugh, curse, kiss, cry, sing, talk, flirt, listen to headphones, read
newspaper, bargain, eat). Three new behaviors were added: rest, shout in
anger, and use a mobile phone.

Situation (10 levels). All situations were taken from Gelfand et al.’
Situations included a funeral, in the library, at the workplace, in a job

Fig. 1 | The geographical scope of the study.

A Societal variation in norms is studied across

90 societies colored red. B Norm change is studied in
26 societies, colored blue, for which data are avail-
able from two studies, 20 years apart.
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interview, in a restaurant, in a public park, on a city sidewalk, on a bus, at
the movies, and at a party.

Excluded contexts. In addition to these ten situational contexts, the
survey included five contexts describing actor or bystander attributes
(e.g., gender of actor). To maintain a clear focus on situational variation,
which is the core of our temporal comparison with the Gelfand et al. data,
and to keep the scope of this report manageable, the analysis of these non-
situational contexts is beyond the scope of this paper and will be
addressed in a subsequent report.

Measured variables

Appropriateness ratings. The appropriateness of each behavior in each
context was rated on a 6-point scale from extremely inappropriate (1)
to extremely appropriate (6) following Gelfand et al. °. To reduce fatigue,
each participant rated a random subset of combinations, resulting in an
average of 5560 ratings for any given situated behavior globally.

Concern and Commonness ratings. To measure the concerns elicited
by a behavior, participants were asked to identify the main problem for
someone who disapproves of it, with options for vulgar, inconsiderate,
lacks sense, no one would disapprove, or other. The commonness of each
situated behavior was rated on a 6-step scale from extremely uncommon
to extremely common. These tasks were also distributed across random
subsets of participants, resulting in an average of 326 ratings of concerns
and 377 ratings of commonness for any given situated behavior.
The design choice to have fewer participants rate concerns and com-
monness compared to appropriateness was made to minimize partici-
pant fatigue while still gathering robust data on our primary dependent
variable (appropriateness) and the characteristics of the stimuli
(concerns).

Individualistic morality (Ind-Bind Scale). Our primary measure of
individualistic morality is the 9-item Ind-Bind scale developed for this
study. It measures the relative importance of individualizing versus
binding concerns through dilemmas. A typical item reads: “What do you
think is the right thing to do in a situation when someone must either (A)
cause pain to someone or (B) be disloyal to their kin?” (the full Ind-Bind
Scale is presented in Supplementary Table 2). Responses were on a
5-point scale (Definitely A, Probably A, Can’t say, Probably B, or Defi-
nitely B), coded such that higher values represent a greater prioritization
of individualizing concerns over binding concerns. This direct compar-
ison format is designed to measure the relative prioritization of foun-
dations when they conflict, a common method for assessing value
hierarchies™*. The scale’s validity is strongly supported by its high
correlation with several other related value measures collected in the
study (see below and Results).

Related value measures. For validation of the scores on society's
individualistic morality obtained using the Ind-Bind scale, several related
measures were also included and aggregated at the level of societies: The
difference in relevance between individualizing and binding moral
foundations was measured by a version of the Moral Foundations
Questionnaire”'. This version included 8 items measuring the relevance
of individualizing foundations and 9 items measuring the relevance of
binding foundations (see Supplementary Table 3), providing an indirect
comparison between individualizing and binding foundations. We then
subtracted the average response to binding items from the average
response to the individualizing items.

Freedom-of-choice values were measured by three items (acceptance
of homosexuality, abortion, and divorce) phrased as “For each of the fol-
lowing actions, please indicate whether or not you think it is wrong” with a
five-point scale coded from 1 to 5: Always wrong, Mostly wrong, Sometimes
wrong, Rarely wrong, Not wrong at all. This measure is based on the Choice
index in the World Values Survey".

Gender egalitarian values were measured using three items: “When
jobs are scarce, men have more right to a job than women; On the whole,
men make better political leaders than women do; A university education is
more important for a boy than for a girl” with a four-point scale ranging
from Strongly disagree (4) to Strongly agree (1). This measure is based on
the Equality index in the World Values Survey”.

Religious belief was measured using the item “How strongly do you
believe in God (or gods)?” with a response scale from 0 to 100.

Demographics. The survey included items about the participant’s
gender, age, urban/rural background, the single-item MacArthur Scale of
Subjective Social Status, and level of education (for non-students). The
study additionally included items not used in the present paper (the
general appropriateness of different forms of norm enforcement and
perceptions of the tightness-looseness of society); no hypothesis or
analysis involving these measures was mentioned in the preregistration.

Procedure

The data was collected anonymously online using Qualtrics, with exception
for (part of) the data from Mauritius and Benin where the same questions
were asked face-to-face by an interviewer who recorded the responses in
Qualtrics. To take the survey, participants needed to give their informed
consent, make a commitment to give their best answers (see below), and
report an age of 18 or above.

To pass the attention check, participants needed to respond correctly to
the following survey item: “Many things may affect our judgment of whether
a behavior is appropriate or not. We are testing whether or not people read
questions. To show us you've read this far, please answer both ‘very inter-
ested’ and ‘extremely interested.” (There were five checkboxes labeled from
‘not at all interested’ to ‘extremely interested’. As an additional attention
check, we used the commitment pledge“, which read “We care about the
quality of our survey data. To get the most accurate measures of your
opinions, it is important that you thoughtfully provide your best answers to
each question in this survey. Do you commit to thoughtfully provide your
best answers to the questions in this survey?” Respondents who selected the
response option “I will not provide my best answers” did not get to proceed
with the survey. Those who selected “I will provide my best answers”
(96.2%) or “I can’t promise either way” (3.8%) were allowed to participate,
but those who selected the latter option were not counted as having passed
the attention check (see next section).

Samples used in the analysis

The analysis is performed on three samples: Preregistered, All Data, and
Attention Check. The Preregistered sample (N=17,288) includes data
collected until February 28, except for a few societies that did not include
certain questions. The All Data sample (N =25,422) also includes these
societies and data collected after February 28. The Attention Check sample
(N =15,599) excludes participants who did not pass the attention check. As
shown in Supplementary Table 1, the attention check pass rate varies dra-
matically between societies. Given this large variance, presenting the results
for the attention-checked sample demonstrates that our findings are not
driven by societies with lower data quality.

Analysis
All analyses were performed using R version 4.3.1.

Imputation of missing data. In the full sample, the percentage of missing
values in one of the items used for the Ind-Bind scale was 4.9% including
all participants from Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, where the items about
violating a religious rule and breaking with a strong societal tradition
were omitted. We imputed those using the mice” and miceadds*
packages in R and the information from items on gender egalitarian
values, freedom-of-choice values, and moral judgments. We also impu-
ted 7.1% missing values for gender (those were mostly drop-outs who did
not reach the last page of the survey with demographic variables).
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Ind-bind factor scores and measurement invariance. As pre-
registered, we performed the following analysis of the measurement
invariance of the Ind-Bind scale. The analysis uses multilevel structural
equation modeling (MLSEM) as implemented in the lavaan package in
R* to test for measurement invariance of the scales across societies and
estimate factor scores while accounting for potential bias due to non-
invariant indicators™. The MLSEM approach for establishing measure-
ment invariance requires that at least configural invariance holds. We
fitted a model with all 9 indicators loaded on a single factor and allowed
the residuals from the same moral foundation to covary (for example,
care versus authority, care versus loyalty, and care versus purity). The
two-level single-factor model with non-zero residual variance for all
items at the society level (indicating there is a bias at the items) and the
covariance between the residual variance from the same moral founda-
tions (indicating that the bias is correlated) showed an acceptable fit
according to the criteria CFI =0.995 > 0.9, RMSEA =0.015 < 0.08, and
SRMR at the individual level = 0.007 and at the society level = 0.061, both
<0.08". Factor scores are used in all analyses. Supplementary Table 4 for
factor scores for all societies, Supplementary Table 5 for factor loadings,
etc, and Supplementary Table 6 for tests for cross-level/strong
invariance.

Validation of value differences. We used the Pearson correlation to
examine how the societal variation in Ind-Bind scores matches the var-
iation in each of the related value measures included in the study, as well
as how the societal variation in freedom-of-choice and gender egalitarian
values obtained in our study matches the variation in the corresponding
measures in the IVS, which combines the World Values Survey and the
European values studies***. We calculated the mean response for the
three corresponding items and averaged them over the last available wave
for each country.

Everyday concerns. For a given behavior b in a given situation x, we
obtain measures of the concerns about the situated behavior xb being
inconsiderate (IC,;), vulgar (BC,;), and lacking sense (NC,;) by
calculating the proportion of all respondents who chose the corre-
sponding option. The situational dependence of each concern was
estimated as one minus the proportion of variance explained by
behaviors according to a two-way ANOVA (behaviors x situations) of
150 situated behaviors.

After performing a median split of societies on their Ind-Bind score, we
recalculated concern scores separately in each half (i.e., the proportion of all
respondents in societies with high/low Ind-Bind scores who chose a certain
option) and used the Pearson correlation to establish that concerns vary
across situated behaviors in similar ways in low and high individualistic
societies.

Everyday norms. A, is the appropriateness rating of behavior b
in situation x given by individual i in society ¢, recoded to range from
—2.5 to 2.5, with higher values representing higher appropriateness, that
is, a more permissive norm. By averaging ratings across individuals in a
society, we obtain society ratings of the norm for each situated behavior
(Axpc)> shown in Fig. 2.

By averaging A, across all societies, we obtain the global norm
strength for each situated behavior (A,;) shown in Fig. 3A. By averaging A,
across situations and centering the result on the mean across behaviors, we
obtain the behavior-specific ratings shown in Fig. 3B. By centering A, on
the mean across situations for each behavior, we obtain the situation-specific
ratings shown in Fig. 3C.

Preregistered analysis of societal variation in everyday norms. The
preregistered analysis specified one mixed-level model to analyze the
overall and behavior-specific parts of the hypothesis and a second mixed-
level model to analyze the situation-specific parts of the hypothesis, but as
these parts are independent of each other, we can equivalently merge the

two models into one. The analysis uses behavior-specific concerns (IC,
and BC,) obtained by averaging the concerns for situated behaviors
across situations and centering the resulting measures at the mean across
behaviors, and situation-specific concern measures IC,;, and NC,;, cen-
tered at the mean across situations for each behavior. The full model can
be written as follows:

Aic =Py + BIIM, + B IM x IC, + B,IM x BC, + B,IM,
xICyy + BsIM X NCy, + BICy, + B,BC, + BIC,,
+ BoNCyy, + BroIM;c + By IM; X IC, + B,,IM; x BC, (1)
+ B3 IM; xICy, + B, IM; x NC,y, + B,sGender,,
+ BisAge;, + tyg + gy + Uz + Uy + ey

In this analysis, A, is the appropriateness rating of situated behavior
xb made by participant i in country ¢, IM, and IM;, refer to the factor scores
of the Ind-Bind scale for the society and the individual, respectively.
Gender;, was dummy coded 1 for woman, 0 for man/other, and Age,, in
tens of years, was centered on the global mean. (There were only 2% who
identified as “other”; although not shown in the paper, the gender effect is
not substantively different if “other” is categorized together with women
instead of men.) Random intercepts were included at the levels of situated
behaviors (), basic behaviors (1), societies (13.), and individuals (14;,).
95% confidence intervals were computed using the Wald method with
residual degrees of freedom approximated using the Satterthwaite method.
The assumptions of the model—that residuals are independent, normally
distributed and unrelated to predictors and between different levels
(homoscedasticity)—were generally met. Formal assumption tests were not
conducted because, with our large sample, such tests are overly sensitive and
of limited diagnostic value. Instead, diagnostic plots (e.g., Q-Q plots and
residuals-versus-fitted) indicated that residuals and random effects were
approximately normally distributed and showed no clear patterns or het-
eroscedasticity. Residual plots showed discrete banding consistent with the
ordinal nature of the response variable, which is expected; standard infer-
ence for linear mixed-effects models with a large sample size is generally
robust to this feature.

Exploratory analyses of societal variation in everyday norms. GDP
per capita data for 2023, adjusted for purchasing power parity, were
downloaded from the International Monetary Fund API. For the Car-
ibbean society, which includes data from several Caribbean countries, we
used the data for Trinidad and Tobago. The data for Sri Lanka was for
2022. For Cuba, Gibraltar, Kosovo, and Martinique, data were not
available. We extend the model in Eq. (1) by including terms for GDP and
its interactions with concerns (ICy, BCy, IC,;, NC,p).

To control for non-independence of societies, we use the approach
suggested by Claessens et al.”: allowing society-level random intercepts to
covary according to geographic and linguistic proximity. Bayesian models
were fitted with the brms R package’ in stan™, using weakly informative
priors that, when applied to the baseline model, yield estimates for fixed and
random effects that are very close to those obtained in the main analysis. For
the Caribbean society, which includes data from several Caribbean coun-
tries, we used proximity measures for Trinidad and Tobago. Proximity data
were not available for Kosovo.

Perceived commonness of a situated behavior was measured by the
average response to that item among all participants. The model was
extended to include the main effects of behavior-specific and situation-
specific commonness (calculated similarly to the behavior-specific and
situation-specific measures of concerns) and their interactions with indi-
vidualistic morality.

Global change in everyday norms over 20 years. To study norm
change, we use appropriateness ratings for twelve behaviors in ten
situations, which were included both in our study and the older study of
Gelfand and colleagues’. The behaviors were: argue, laugh out loud,
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Fig. 2 | Measures of everyday norms. The norm for
a given situated behavior in a given society was
measured by ratings on a six-step scale from extre-
mely inappropriate, coded —2.5, to extremely
appropriate, coded 2.5, and averaged across parti-
cipants (n = 54.3 on average, ranging from 1 to 217
across cells). A lighter color means a higher inap-
propriateness rating. White cells represent missing
data due to some countries not allowing some
questions.
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Table 1 | Change in behavior-specific appropriateness ratings
of 12 behaviors in 22 societies

Behavior Mean (SD) change in % of countries where ratings
rating have increased
Flirt —0.34(0.32) 18.2
Argue —0.31(0.33) 13.6
Laugh —0.19(0.39) 40.9
Kiss —0.07 (0.37) 36.4
Talk —0.02 (0.31) 455
Sing —0.00 (0.19) 40.9
Bargain —0.00 (0.36) 40.9
Curse 0.09 (0.34) 59.1
Read newspaper 0.20 (0.19) 90.9
Eat 0.28 (0.23) 86.4
Listen 0.48 (0.21) 95.5
Cry 0.56 (0.36) 100.0

Behaviors are sorted by the mean change in ratings. SD is the standard deviation across societies.

curse/swear (use foul language), kiss (on the mouth), cry (shed tears),
sing, talk (have a conversation), flirt, listen to music on headphones, read
a newspaper, bargain (exchange goods, services, or privileges), and eat.
The situations were: at a funeral ceremony, in the library, at the work-
place, in a job interview, in a restaurant, in a public park, on a city
sidewalk, on a bus, at the movies, at a party.

In the older study, sample sizes per society ranged from 111 to 312. All
participants rated every situated behavior. Ratings were aggregated per
society. To obtain global ratings we averaged ratings across societies.
Behavior-specific ratings were obtained by aggregation ratings across
situations for each behavior. Change scores for behavior-specific ratings
(Table 1) were obtained by subtracting the rating in older study from the
rating in the new study.

Preregistered analysis of global change in everyday norms. Mir-
roring the analysis for societal variation, we merge the two preregistered
models to obtain a single model covering overall, behavior-specific, and
situation-specific change in global everyday norms. With ¢ for time (1 for
new study, 0 for the old one):

Agpic =Po + Bus + By X IC, + B3t x BC, + Bt X IC,
+ BIC, + B,BC, + B,IC,, + B,,Gender;, (2)
+ ﬁllAgeic + Uixp + Uy + Use + Ugie + €xbic

The model assumptions were assessed using the same diagnostics as in
the societal-variation analysis and were generally met.

Exploratory analysis of global change in everyday norms. The ana-
lysis in Eq. (2) was also performed separately in each society (Fig. 6B).

Summary of deviations from the preregistered analyses. The pre-
registration outlined five hypotheses, numbered H1-5. The preregistered
analyses for these hypotheses are reported in Supplementary Table 7. In
this paper, we present two hypotheses, which together cover four pre-
registered hypotheses. The Hypothesis on Societal Variation contains
both H1 and H3, and the model used to test this hypothesis combines the
preregistered models for H1 and H3. Our Hypothesis on Change simi-
larly contains both H4 and H5, and the model used to test it combines the
preregistered models for H4 and H5. As the original wording of the
hypotheses was somewhat cumbersome, we have streamlined the lan-
guage. This should make it easier for readers to see that the hypotheses

match the analyses. In this paper, we do not delve into the non-situational
contexts covered by preregistered hypothesis H2, as they are outside the
scope of our focus on norms for situated behaviors.

Inclusion and ethics

Local researchers were involved throughout the research process. In April
2023, members of the Global Social Norms network were asked to colla-
borate on this study by collecting data from their societies and coauthoring
the primary publication of the study; collaborators would also be able to use
the data they collect for their own publications. To ensure the local relevance
of the study, collaborators were specifically asked to report whether any of
the behaviors or situations used in the study would not be relevant in their
society. All collaborators were also given opportunities to review and make
suggestions on the entire survey and the preregistration of the study. Some
funding for collaborators in low- and middle-income countries was avail-
able on request.

Local ethics review committees reviewed the study wherever this was
required. To comply, a few collaborators had to exclude certain items from
the survey; specifically, in Saudi Arabia, the survey did not include items on
kissing, and in Kuwait, the survey did not include items on flirting, kissing,
violating a religious rule, and breaking with a strong societal tradition. No
personal risk for participants or researchers was expected in this study. No
local research relevant to cite in this study was identified. Ethics committees
and institutional review boards that approved the study protocol (or decided
that the study was exempt from ethical approval) include: the Swedish
Ethical Review Authority (Sweden); Macquarie University (Australia);
Queen’s University General Research Ethics Board (GREB) (Canada),
Department of Psychology Board of Ethics, Faculty of Humanities and
Social Sciences, University of Zagreb (Croatia); Université Protestante au
Congo (Democratic Republic of Congo); Paris School of Economics
(France); Research and Research Degrees Committee, University of
Gibraltar (Gibraltar); Research Ethics Committee (REC) (Greece); United
Psychological Research Ethics Committee (Hungary); Monk Prayogshala
Institutional Review Board (India); Aoyama Gakuin University Research
Ethics Committee (Japan); Ethics Committee of Graduate School of
Informatics (Japan); Institutional Review Board Committee, American
University of Kuwait (Kuwait); Sunway University Research Ethics Com-
mittee (Malaysia); Faculty (FEMA) Research Ethics Committee (Malta);
University of Otago Ethics Committee (New Zealand); Ethics Sub-
committee of the Macedonian Academy of Sciences and Arts (MASA)
(North Macedonia); Ethical Review Board at SWPS University Faculty of
Psychology in Warsaw (Poland); Scientific committee of the Center for
Social Diagnosis (CDS) (Romania); Ethics Committee of the Department of
Psychology, Faculty of Philosophy in Novi Sad. (Serbia); Department of
Psychology, Faculty of Philosophy, University of Nis, Serbia (Serbia); Sin-
gapore Management University IRB (Singapore); Ethics Committee of the
Center for Social and Psychological Sciences, Slovak Academy of Sciences
(Slovakia); IRB at IESE Business School (Spain); Post Graduate Institute of
Medicine, University of Colombo (Sri Lanka); Kog University (Turkey);
New York University IRB (USA); University of Georgia IRB (USA); Insti-
tutional Review Board, University of South Carolina (USA); Cardiff School
of Psychology’s Research Ethics Committee (UK); Comité de Etica en
Investigaciéon/Universidad Catolica del Uruguay (Uruguay); Ethics Com-
mittee of the Dept of Education and Psychology, Forman Christian College
(Pakistan); Saint George’s University IRB (Grenada).

Reporting summary
Further information on research design is available in the Nature Portfolio
Reporting Summary linked to this article.

Results

Analysis plan

Our analysis proceeds in four parts. First, we validate our measure of
individualistic morality and our measures of everyday concerns across
societies. Second, we present the global patterns of everyday norms. Third,

Communications Psychology | (2025)3:145


www.nature.com/commspsychol

https://doi.org/10.1038/s44271-025-00324-4

Article

A

IM x Vulgary, -

IM x Inconsideratey, -

IM x Inconsiderate,y, -

—— Preregistered
- All data

IM x Lacks sensey, - —— Attention check

0.5+

FIN
®

R?=0.57

Overall appropriateness rating in country

0.1 0.0 0.1 02 03
Coefficient estimates and 95% confidence intervals

Fig. 4 | Results on societal variation in everyday norms from a mixed-level model
of appropriateness ratings. A The graph shows the estimated coefficients for
societies’ scores on individualistic morality (IM) and their interactions with
situation-general concerns about vulgarity (Vulgar,) and inconsiderateness
(Inconsiderate;), and situation-specific concerns about inconsiderateness
(Inconsiderate,;,) and lacking sense (Lacks sense,y). Error bars represent 95% con-
fidence intervals. Results are presented for data collected up to the preregistered
deadline (red, n = 547,170 appropriateness ratings from 71 societies), all data
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Individualistic morality

(yellow, n = 833,930 ratings from 90 societies)), and only including participants who
passed the attention check (blue, #-515,162 ratings from 80 societies). The con-
fidence intervals for the interaction effects become somewhat wider if random slopes
are included (see Supplementary Fig. 3A). B Scatter plot illustrating the positive
relation between a society’s individualistic morality and its overall (context- and
behavior-general) appropriateness rating across 71 societies. Labels are ISO codes.
Gray shading indicates 95% confidence intervals.

we test our preregistered hypothesis on societal variation using a mixed-level
model to analyze how individualistic morality predicts norm permissive-
ness. Fourth, we test our preregistered hypothesis on norm change over the
last 20 years, again using a mixed-level model. Results reported in the text
are based on the preregistered sample; using the full sample or only parti-
cipants who passed an attention check yields similar results. Full results for
all samples are presented in the figures and Supplementary Material.

Validation of value differences

Our findings reveal significant societal variation in individualistic morality.
Using the Individualistic morality scale, society-level scores ranged from
—1.9 in Ethiopia to 1.3 in Sweden (see Supplementary Fig. 1 for a map).
These scores demonstrated strong convergent validity, correlating highly
with other value measures, such as the difference in relevance between
individualizing and binding foundations ((69) = 0.81, 95% CI [0.71, 0.87],
P <0.001), freedom-of-choice values (r(69)=0.90, 95% CI [0.84, 0.94],
P <0.001), and strength of religious beliefs (r(69) = —0.83, 95% CI [—0.89,
—0.74], p <0.001). Crucially, an MLSEM showed excellent global fit, indi-
cating that the single-factor structure of the Ind-Bind scale is comparable
across societies (configural invariance). However, significant between-
society residual variances reveal some item bias, so full measurement
invariance is not established; cross-cultural comparisons should therefore be
interpreted with appropriate caution.

In support of value differences between samples reflecting genuine
societal differences, our measures are strongly correlated with available
measures from representative samples of freedom-of-choice values
(r(59) = 0.72,95% CI [0.57, 0.82], p < 0.001) and strength of religious beliefs
(r(59) = 0.81, 95% CI [0.70, 0.88], p < 0.001).

Differences between students and non-students were negligible. In the
MLSEM with the measurement model, we included a regression of Indi-
vidualistic morality on student status at both levels; both the within-
(b=—0.042,95% CI [—0.109,0.026], z= —1.22, p = 0.224, f = —0.013) and
between-society (b= —0.218, 95% CI [—0.835, 0.399], z = —0.69, p = 0.489,
B =—0.093) effects were small and non-significant.

Everyday concerns for 150 situated behaviors

We found extremely high cross-cultural agreement on which concerns are
elicited by which behaviors. Correlations between societies with high vs. low
individualistic morality were 7(148) = 0.96,95% CI [0.94, 0.97], p < 0.001 for
vulgarity, r(148) = 0.92, 95% CI [0.90, 0.94], p <0.0013 for inconsiderate-
ness, and 1(148) =0.88, 95% CI [0.84, 0.91], p <0.001for lacking sense,
validating our assumption that concerns are perceived similarly across
cultures. For example, it is generally agreed that kissing in a job interview
elicits concerns about vulgarity, that laughing out loud in the library elicits
concerns about inconsiderateness, and that reading the newspaper at the
movies elicits concerns about lacking sense; see Supplementary Table 8 for
the full table.

We defined situational dependence as the proportion of variance in a
concern not explained by the behavior itself (i.e., 1—variance explained by
behavior in a two-way ANOVA). Our findings indicate very low situational
dependence for vulgarity (9%), moderately high for inconsiderateness
(60%), and very high for lacking sense (79%). This suggests that whether a
behavior is seen as vulgar depends mostly on the behavior itself, while
whether it is seen as inconsiderate or lacking sense depends heavily on the
situation.

Variation in everyday norms
Figure 2 illustrates the results of our efforts to measure everyday norms
globally, presented in a color-coded matrix. In this matrix, the color of each
cell represents the aggregated appropriateness rating for a specific situated
behavior within a particular society. Columns represent situated behaviors,
and rows represent societies. For clarity, situated behaviors are sorted by
their global appropriateness rating (average value across rows), while
societies are sorted by their overall appropriateness rating (average value
across columns). For a larger version of this figure, which includes the names
of the situated behaviors and societies, please refer to Supplementary Fig. 2.
A prominent feature of Fig. 2 is the consistent shift in colors from light
to dark across each row. This pattern indicates that the relative appro-
priateness of various situated behaviors is similar across different societies.
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Therefore, it is meaningful to speak of the average across societies as global
everyday norms. Figure 3A displays the global average appropriateness
ratings for each behavior across different situations. This figure illustrates
the presence of both behavior-specific global norms (where some rows are
generally lighter than others) and situation-specific global norms (where
certain cells within each row are lighter). As expected, behavior-specific
global norms are well accounted for by behavior-specific concerns regarding
vulgarity and inconsiderateness (r(13) = —0.85, 95% CI [—0.95, —0.60],
p<0.001, Fig. 3B). Similarly, situation-specific global norms are well
accounted for by situation-specific concerns related to inconsiderateness
and lacking sense (r(148)=-095 95% CI [-0.96, —0.93],
P <0.001, Fig. 3C).

Preregistered analysis of societal variation in everyday norms
Although societal variation in everyday norms is relatively small, it may still
exhibit systematic patterns. Our hypothesis regarding societal variation
posits that levels of individualistic morality are expected to influence how
societies differ in their overall, behavior-specific, and situation-specific
appropriateness ratings. We tested this hypothesis using a mixed-level
model. The key results are shown in Fig. 4A.

Figure 4A illustrates that, as hypothesized, individualistic morality is
linked to higher overall appropriateness ratings (b=0.28, 95% CI [0.22,
0.34], 1(69.8) = 9.6, p <0.001, $=0.13), increased appropriateness ratings
for behaviors that typically elicit binding concerns (b = 0.04, 95% CI [0.03,
0.04], #(533525.9) = 23.0, p <0.001, f=0.02), and decreased appropriate-
ness ratings for behaviors that evoke individualizing concerns (b= —0.09,
95% CI [—0.10, —0.09], #(533517.6) = —50.4, p <0.001, f=—0.05 for
behavior specific concerns and b=-0.10, 95% CI [—0.11, —0.10],
1(533446.8) = —67.5, p = 0.000, 3 = —0.06 for situation specific concens) or
concerns about lacking sense in specific situations (b=—0.07, 95% CI
[—0.08, —0.07], £(533526.7) = —34.3, p < 0.001, = —0.03). (The model also
incorporated individual-level predictors of appropriateness ratings; a full
report can be found in Supplementary Table 9.) Notably, the results
remained consistent whether we used only data collected up to the pre-
registered deadline, included all data, or excluded participants who did not
pass the attention check. Figure 4B demonstrates the strength of the main
effect, showing that societies with higher individualistic morality tend to
exhibit more permissive everyday norms.

Exploratory analyses of societal variation in everyday norms
Robustness. We examined the robustness of our findings on societal
variation in everyday norms by controlling for the economic develop-
ment of societies (GDP per capita) and additional demographic variables
included in the study (urban/rural background, subjective social status,
and education level). The main findings regarding societal variation
remained qualitatively unchanged in this analysis (see Supplementary
Fig. 4). Another analysis confirmed that our findings are robust when
controlling for non-independence of societies in terms of geographic and
linguistic proximity (see Supplementary Fig. 5).

Taking the common-is-moral intuition into account. We analyzed
commonness ratings of each situated behavior, aggregated at the global
level. Situated behaviors that are perceived as more common are also
globally rated as more appropriate, r(148) =0.84, 95% CI [0.78, 0.88],
P <0.001, across n = 150 situated behaviors. This association may reflect
that norms impact behavior, but also that population-level behaviors
impact judgments of what is appropriate through a common-is-moral
intuition®. To examine how the latter mechanism may have impacted
our results, we included global perceived commonness in our analysis of
societal variation in everyday norms. The results (see Supplementary
Fig. 6) indicate that ratings for uncommon behaviors were lower in
societies characterized by individualistic morality (b = 0.09, 95% CI [0.09,
0.10], #(533497.6) = 25.7, p < 0.001, = 0.02 for behavior-specific com-
monness and b = 0.13, 95% CI [0.12, 0.14], #(533466.4) = 28.3, p < 0.001,
B=0.05 for situation-specific commonness; consistent with prior

findings indicating that the common-is-moral intuition is stronger in
such societies”*®). Furthermore, the interaction between individualistic
morality and concerns about lacking sense was almost totally eliminated
when commonness was included in the analysis (b=—0.01, 95% CI
[—0.01, —0.00], #(533432.7) = —2.8, p = 0.005, § = —0.00), whereas other
interactions remained relatively robust (b =0.04, 95% CI [0.04, 0.05],
#(533507.4) =28.3, p<0.001, f=0.03 for behavior-specific binding
concerns; b=—0.09, 95% CI [—0.09, —0.08], #533511.1)=—46.5,
p<0.001, B =—0.04 for behavior-specific individualizing concerns; and
b=-0.06, 95% CI [—0.06, —0.05], #(533426.0)=—24.9, p<0.001,
B = —0.03 for situation-specific individualizing concerns). These findings
suggest that it is via the common-is-moral intuition that concerns about
lacking sense impact societal differences in norms.

The actual vs. perceived relevance of everyday concerns. We esti-
mated the relevance of everyday concerns in every society by regressing
appropriateness ratings of 150 situated behaviors on the three measures
of the concerns each situated behavior elicits. After reversing the sign, the
coefficient for, say, inconsiderateness is a measure of how much appro-
priateness ratings drop for a unit increase in inconsiderateness concerns.
In every society, we also aggregate participants’ ratings of how relevant
each concern is for them when deciding whether a behavior is appro-
priate. These two kinds of relevance measures are correlated across
71 societies: r(69) =0.37 (95% CI [0.15, 0.55], p=0.002) for concerns
about vulgarity, r(69) = 0.84 (95% CI [0.75, 0.85], p < 0.001) for concerns
about inconsiderateness, and (69) = 0.25 (95% CI [0.01, 0.45], p = 0.039)
for concerns about lacking sense. Thus, the impact of various everyday
concerns on norms is broadly consistent with people’s perceptions of how
relevant each concern is to their normative judgments.

Global change in everyday norms over 20 years

Data on appropriateness ratings for twelve behaviors across 10 situations in
26 societies were collected at two time points: first from 2000 to 2003 by
Gelfand and colleagues, and again from 2023 to 2024 in the current study.
The pattern of norm change for the 120 situated behaviors was highly
consistent across the 22 societies, with a Cronbach’s « of 0.94. Figure 5
illustrates the changes in global average appropriateness ratings from the
first wave to the second.

A striking feature of Fig. 5 is the remarkable similarity in global norms
between the two studies. Behaviors deemed inappropriate twenty years ago
continue to be viewed as such today, and the same applies to those con-
sidered appropriate. This indicates that there has been little change in
everyday norms over the past twenty years. However, despite their small
magnitude, the changes that have occurred have been highly consistent
across societies. For instance, in nearly every society, norms have become
more restrictive regarding arguing and flirting, while norms for crying,
eating, listening to music on headphones, and reading the newspaper have
become more permissive. See Table 1 for further details.

Preregistered analysis of global change in everyday norms
Systematic changes in norms may arise from shifts in underlying values. Our
hypothesis posited that global everyday norms would evolve over time in a
manner similar to their variation with the individualistic morality of dif-
ferent societies. This hypothesis was based on the assumption that global
values are changing toward more individualistic morality, with liberty and
care becoming increasingly relevant and purity less relevant. We tested this
hypothesis using a mixed-level model of appropriateness ratings, coding
time as 0 for the 2000-2003 data and 1 for the current data. Figure 6 presents
a summary of the key results from this analysis. For a comprehensive report
of the results, please refer to Supplementary Table 10.

Figure 6A indicates that everyday norms have generally become more
permissive (b=0.03, 95% CI [0.01, 0.05], #(11490.7)=2.9, p=0.004,
B=0.01), but more restrictive specifically for behaviors that raise
concerns about inconsiderateness (b= —0.15, 95% CI [—0.16, —0.15],
#(741434.6) = —52.2, p <0.001, B = —0.04). These findings are in line with
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Fig. 6 | Results on global change in everyday norms from a mixed-level model of
appropriateness ratings. A The graph shows the estimated coefficients for time and
its interactions with situation-general concerns about vulgarity and inconsiderate-
ness, and situation-specific concerns about inconsiderateness. Error bars represent
95% confidence intervals. Results are presented for data collected up to the pre-
registered deadline (red, n = 869,180 appropriateness ratings from 22 societies), all
data (yellow, n = 929,143 appropriateness ratings from 26 societies), and only

including participants who passed the attention check (blue, n = 856,692 appro-
priateness ratings from 26 societies). The confidence intervals for the interaction
effects become somewhat wider if random slopes are included (see Supplementary
Fig. 3B). B Boxplots of the coefficients for time and its interactions with concerns
estimated separately in each of the 22 societes. Dots represent societies, boxes
indicate the first and third quartiles, and the bold lines indicate medians.

our hypotheses. Norms have also become more restrictive specifically for
behaviors that provoke concerns about vulgarity (b = -0.08, 95% CI [—0.09,
—0.08], #(741335.1) = —40.7, p < 0.001, 3 = -0.03), but we hypothesized the
opposite. We discuss a possible explanation for this unexpected finding

below. Norms for behaviors that elicit concerns about inconsiderateness in a
specific situation were estimated to have become slightly more permissive
(b=0.04, 95% CI [0.04, 0.05], #(741311.3) =193, p<0.001, f=0.01);
however, this finding is not robust, as it was reversed when the attention
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check was applied. Most of these norm changes are consistent across
societies, as illustrated in Fig. 6B.

Discussion
This study mapped everyday norms across 90 societies, revealing how they
vary across behaviors, situations, societies, and time. Our findings show that
despite this complexity, much of the variation can be parsimoniously
explained by the interplay between a single cultural value dimension—
individualistic versus binding morality—and a few core everyday concerns.
A key finding is that societies vary considerably in their level of indi-
vidualistic morality, yet show remarkable agreement on which concerns
(vulgarity, inconsiderateness, lacking sense) are elicited by specific situated
behaviors. This supports the psychological validity of these distinctions and
provides the foundation for our model: norms differ between societies not
because the meaning of behavior changes, but because the moral weight
given to the concerns that behaviors elicit varies with societal values.
Societies with higher individualistic morality have more permissive norms
overall (reflecting liberty) but are stricter about behaviors that are incon-
siderate (reflecting care) and odder (reflecting the common-is-moral
intuition), while being more tolerant of behaviors considered merely vulgar
(reflecting less emphasis on purity).

Interpretation in broader theoretical context

While we used the individualizing/binding dimension from MFT""** as our
primary lens, our findings can be interpreted within the broader landscape
of moral psychology. For instance, our results complement the cultural
dimension of tightness-looseness™. Societies with higher individualistic
morality and more permissive norms can be seen as looser cultures. Our
model helps specify the moral content of this variation, showing that
looseness is not uniform but is instead structured by the type of moral
concern a behavior evokes.

Furthermore, our finding that norms for vulgar behaviors (e.g., flirting,
cursing) became less permissive over time was unexpected from a simple
MFT perspective, which would predict that declining emphasis on purity
should lead to more permissive norms. However, this result can be plausibly
explained with the Theory of Dyadic Morality (TDM). While we con-
ceptualized vulgarity as a non-consequentialist Purity violation, it can also
be construed as a form of indirect harm that causes offense to others'. If
societies are indeed becoming more considerate, this increased sensitivity to
harming or offending others could lead to stricter judgments against public
displays of vulgarity, even as personal disapproval of such acts declines. This
suggests a fruitful area for future research on the interaction between dif-
ferent moral concerns.

Our study also sheds light on the nature of situationism across
cultures™ . We found that the impact of situationally-dependent concerns
(inconsiderateness and lacking sense) on norms was stronger in more
individualistic societies. This suggests that situationism—the tendency to
consider the situation when judging behavior—may itself vary system-
atically across societies depending on which underlying moral concerns are
prioritized. This theory warrants further exploration in future studies.

Limitations

A notable feature of this survey experiment is the independent manipulation
of behaviors and situations, allowing us to examine the situational depen-
dence of everyday concerns and norms. Another major strength of the study
is its large and culturally diverse sample. The use of convenience samples is,
of course, a limitation for society-level estimates. However, these samples
included both students and non-students and were shown to effectively
represent the values of their respective societies. Demographic shifts could
be a confound for the change analysis, but our model controlled for the basic
demographic variables age and gender.

Another limitation is that the change analysis only relies on two data
points 20 years apart, hence it cannot reveal whether the trajectory of change
was gradual, recent, or fluctuating. More frequent time-series data is needed
to map these dynamics.

The framework outlining three primary concerns about everyday
behavior is not exhaustive. It may be extended to include other concerns,
such as authority or loyalty, that are undoubtedly relevant in hierarchical or
intergroup contexts. Such contexts were not studied here but represent an
avenue for future work.

Our study operationalized norms solely through aggregated appro-
priateness ratings. It is known that norm enforcement—such as con-
frontation, ostracism, and gossip—varies across societies. How norm
enforcement varies across everyday behaviors and situations remains an
open question for future research.

Finally, our study introduced a tool, the Ind-Bind scale, to measure the
relative priority societies’ place on individualizing versus binding concerns.
It is distinct from the Moral Foundations Questionnaire in that it explicitly
asks people to compare violations of different types of concerns instead
of evaluating each concern separately. While both formats have
advantages and disadvantages, we found that both scales yielded very similar
results.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study uncovers a global grammar of everyday norms. We
find striking similarities in what people around the world frown upon, with
norms varying far more across situations than across societies. This varia-
tion is systematically structured by a few everyday concerns whose relevance
is weighted by a single dimension of cultural values. An implication of our
findings is that if someone moves to a different society and questions the
normativity of a mundane behavior in a specific situation, the answer is
likely to be similar to what they experienced in their original society—
however, if relocating to a less individualistic society, they may find the
norms to be somewhat stricter, particularly for behaviors perceived as
vulgar, though less so for those deemed inconsiderate. Moreover, everyday
norms are not static; they appear to be changing in consistent ways globally,
suggesting a shared trajectory of cultural evolution. Our findings provide
insights into the interplay of human universals and cultural differences that
shape social life across the globe.

Data availability

All data and materials generated and/or analyzed in this study, including the
raw data underlying the figures and tables, are available at OSF (https://osf.
io/sh4rb/, https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/SH4RB).

Code availability
The R syntax for all analyses are available at OSF (https://osf.io/sh4rb/,
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/SH4RB).
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