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Across human societies, people are sometimes willing to punish norm
violators. Such punishment can take the form of revenge from victims, see-
mingly altruistic intervention from third parties, or legitimized sanctioning
from institutional representatives. Although prior work has documented
cross-cultural regularities in norm enforcement, substantial variation exists
in the prevalence and forms of punishment across societies. Such cross-
societal variation may arise from universal psychological mechanisms
responding to different socio-ecological conditions, or from cultural evol-
utionary processes, resulting in different norm enforcement systems. To
date, empirical evidence from comparative studies across diverse societies
has remained disconnected, owing to a lack of interdisciplinary integration
and a prevalent tendency of empirical studies to focus on different underpin-
nings of variation in norm enforcement. To provide a more complete view of
the shared and unique aspects of punishment across societies, we review
prior research in anthropology, economics and psychology, and take a first
step towards integrating the plethora of socio-ecological and cultural factors
proposed to explain cross-societal variation in norm enforcement. We
conclude by discussing how future cross-societal research can use diverse
methodologies to illuminate key questions on the domain-specificity of
punishment, the diversity of tactics supporting social norms, and their role
in processes of norm change.

This article is part of the theme issue ‘Social norm change: drivers and
consequences’.

1. Introduction

Social norms are of vital importance to solve key societal challenges [1-3],
including public goods provision, climate change mitigation, and responses
to public health threats. Interdisciplinary research has provided compelling evi-
dence that people are sometimes willing to enforce social norms through
punishment [4-7], and that introducing punishment opportunities can help
sustain cooperative norms [8,9]. However, the ability of punishment to support
cooperation seems to crucially depend on specific conditions, such as punish-
ment effectiveness (i.e. a high fee-to-fine ratio [10,11]) and a lack of retaliation
opportunities [12]. When such opportunities are present, punishment can
give rise to escalating cycles of revenge and reduce welfare (for a review see
[13]). Further, punishment can be used to support not only prosocial but any
norms [14] (see also [15]) and is sometimes targeted at cooperative group mem-
bers rather than norm violators [13,16]. Additionally, the role of punishment in
supporting norm enforcement in field settings remains debated [6,17-20], and
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complicated by the fact that diverse tactics with varying costs
can be used against norm breakers in real-world situations
[7,19,21,22].

Psychological mechanisms underlying punishment and
norm enforcement may respond to local socio-ecological con-
ditions, resulting in differences between groups that face
diverging conditions [23,24]. At the same time, cultural evol-
utionary processes may shape the mechanisms that promote
and sustain cooperation and norm abidance [25-28], giving
rise to a mosaic of variation in cross-societal patterns of
norm enforcement systems. A growing body of research in
the evolutionary behavioural sciences has used diverse
methods to document and explain such variation. Several
ethnographic case studies have provided detailed accounts
on individual tactics and institutional responses to norm
breakers in rural, nonindustrial societies, including in the
Enga horticulturalists in Papua New Guinea [29], Ju/
"hoansi foragers in southern Africa [7], Mentawai horticultur-
alists in Indonesia [20] and Turkana pastoralists in East Africa
[6,30]. Yet these accounts rarely allow direct cross-societal
comparisons or broad generalizability. Groundbreaking
cross-societal experiments in field settings address this limit-
ation, allowing systematic comparisons of punishment across
societies with varying social, economic and political organiz-
ation, using standardized decision-making tasks [16,31-33].
However, such studies have often focused on specific dimen-
sions putatively underlying variation in norm enforcement,
while ignoring others, thus making integration of evidence
across studies challenging. More recent work has capitalized
on large-scale datasets to examine how a broader set of socio-
ecological and cultural factors shapes punishment across
societies [26,34,35], though these examinations have been
mostly limited to industrialized societies (for notable
exceptions see [36,37]).

Existing work on cross-societal variation in punishment
remains scattered across disciplines and fragmented because
of a focus of different empirical studies on distinct factors
underlying punishment. To provide a more holistic view of
potential sources of variation in norm enforcement systems,
we review evidence from research in anthropology, econ-
omics and psychology involving explicit comparisons of
punishment across societies. We focus on studies that
employ the same methodology to investigate punishment
across (at least two) societies, because such studies allow
direct cross-societal comparisons and an empirical examin-
ation of the role of different factors in shaping norm
enforcement across societies. Next, we take a first step
towards integrating the plethora of socio-ecological and
cultural factors proposed to explain cross-societal variation
in norm enforcement. Our review aims to shed light on the
shared aspects of punishment across human societies, as
well as the specific cultural contexts that promote different
norm enforcement tactics.

We used a semi-structured approach to identify and review
existing studies on cross-societal variation in norm enforce-
ment. Specifically, we first compiled a library containing all
empirical studies on punishment across societies that were
known to us. Second, we examined the references of all
articles in this library for additional relevant articles, which

were checked by at least two authors for eligibility. Third,
we conducted literature searches on Web of Science using
the following keyword combinations: ‘culture’” AND ‘peer
punishment’; ‘culture’” AND ‘altruistic punishment’; ‘culture’
AND ‘norm enforcement’; ‘cross-cultural’ AND ‘punish-
ment’; ‘cross-cultural’ AND ‘peer punishment’; ‘cross-
cultural’ AND ‘altruistic punishment’; ‘cross-cultural’ AND
‘norm enforcement’. The articles identified in this last step
were also checked by at least two authors for eligibility. To
be part of this review, papers had to meet the following
pre-determined eligibility criteria: (a) be empirical studies
of punishment, (b) include explicit comparisons of at least
two societies, and (c) be based on samples of either adults
or children.

Based on these criteria, our review includes 28 empirical
studies of cross-societal variation in punishment. Table 1 pro-
vides an overview of these studies, including information
about the number and type of societies examined, the
samples recruited, the method and punishment measure
employed, and the potential explanatory dimensions con-
sidered (see electronic supplementary material, table S1 for
detailed information).

The eligible studies use diverse methodologies, ranging
from experiments to ethnographic analyses, to vignette
studies. When reviewing the empirical evidence, we take
care to note the methods used in each study, such that readers
can consider this information when interpreting converging
or diverging results in the literature. Among eligible studies,
laboratory or laboratory-in-the-field experiments have used
economic games (i.e. ultimatum games [31-33,46,50], third-
party punishment games [31-33,46,48] and public goods
games with punishment opportunities [16,42,57]) to examine
consequential punishment decisions. Other cross-societal
studies have relied on ethnographic descriptions of punish-
ment, either collected from primary sources via interviews
and observer reports [41], or more commonly based on sec-
ondary analyses of ethnographic databases [36,37,44,45,53].
A third large category of studies has used a vignette method-
ology, presenting participants with scenarios of norm
violations and then measuring their self-reported tendencies
or (hypothetical) decisions to punish violators [39,54-56], or
their judgements of the appropriateness of punishment
[34,38,40]. Finally, the remaining studies have used survey
measures of punishment [26,35,36], a recall methodology
[51,52], or tasks tailored to studying children’s protest
reactions to norm violations [43,49].

The studies included in our review also cover responses to
a large spectrum of norm violations. To illustrate, some
studies have considered diverse domains of moral norms
(e.g. theft, poisoning, physical harm, and food taboos [38]),
whereas others have more closely focused on cooperative
norm violations (e.g. self-interested allocation decisions
[31,48]), fairness violations (e.g. unfair offers in ultimatum
games [31,50]), or conventional norm violations (e.g. violat-
ing the rules of a game [49]). Because different studies often
focus on distinct types of violations, it is challenging to
assess whether socio-ecological or cultural factors similarly
relate to punishment across norm violation domains. We
return to this issue in the Discussion and elaborate on how
measuring responses to distinct types of norm violations
can help adjudicate between competing hypotheses on the
domain-specificity of punishment. Next, we turn to summar-
izing insights from our literature review concerning cross-
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Table 1. Overview of reviewed studies, including information on the societies and samples investigated, the methods and punishment measures employed, and the socio-ecological or cultural dimensions considered. n.a., not applicable.
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Table 1. (Continued.)
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societal regularities and differences in punishment beha-
viours and the socio-ecological and cultural factors that
shape them.

3. Cross-societal universals in norm enforcement

In recent decades, scholars have critiqued the social and
behavioural sciences for focusing on a limited, unrepresenta-
tive subset of human populations [47,58], while ignoring the
substantial diversity of societies around the world. This focus
on samples from so-called WEIRD (Western, Educated,
Industrialized, Rich and Democratic [47]) societies can
severely restrict the generalizability of research findings and
cast doubt on claims about the universality of observed
psychological and behavioural phenomena. As such, it is
crucial to draw upon insights from cross-societal research to
identify both universally shared and culturally varying
aspects of norm enforcement.

(a) Cross-societal regularities in studies of adults
Cross-societal experiments and vignette studies have pro-
vided convincing evidence of punishment and norm
enforcement across diverse societies. In an influential exper-
iment using economic decision-making tasks (i.e. ultimatum
and third-party punishment games) across 15 diverse popu-
lations, Henrich et al. [31] observed that at least some
individuals in each of these populations were willing to
punish unfairness. That included when they were personally
victimized (as receivers in the ultimatum game) and when in
the role of uninvolved observers (in a third-party punishment
game). Across societies, punishment was adjusted propor-
tionally to the severity of offences, with more individuals
willing to punish as offers became more unequal (consistent
with findings in Western samples [5]). Barrett and colleagues
[38] conducted a vignette experiment in eight small-scale
societies and two Western societies and found that, in all
societies, individuals thought that at least some offences
(among those associated with food taboos, physical harm,
poisoning or theft) should be punished. Across societies, pun-
ishment was deemed more appropriate when offences were
intentional rather than unintentional, though the extent to
which intentionality mattered for punishment judgements
varied considerably. Together, these findings show that
some aspects of punishment are present in a large set of
diverse societies. At the same time, detailed case studies
suggest that there are several societies in which third-party
punishment and norm enforcement are rare, if not absent
[20,29,41] (see also [17,18]).

Other studies have shed light on the prevalence and
appropriateness of free-rider punishment and antisocial pun-
ishment across industrialized societies. In a cross-societal
experiment across 16 populations, Herrmann and colleagues
[16] documented consistent tendencies to punish free-riders,
with participants across all subject pools making similar
investments to punish low contributors in public goods
games. Notably, however, they documented substantial vari-
ation in antisocial punishment (i.e. punishment of high
contributors) across participant pools (for similar results in
small-scale and industrialized societies see [31,42]).

Recent vignette studies have further illuminated
cross-societal regularities in the perceived appropriateness
of punishing norm violations across industrialized nations.

Eriksson et al. [34] documented appropriateness ratings of
several reactions to norm violations in 57 countries. Consist-
ent with findings from economic experiments in diverse
societies [5,31], individuals across countries perceived pun-
ishment as more appropriate as the severity of norm
violations increased, while they considered non-action as
more appropriate for less severe norm violations. In a pre-
vious study using a similar methodology, Eriksson et al.
[40] examined how students in eight countries judged the
appropriateness of individual versus collective punishment
of norm violations. Across countries regarded as individua-
listic and collectivistic, participants consistently rated
collective punishment as more appropriate than individual
punishment. This tendency to perceive punishers more posi-
tively when they act as part of a collective is consistent with
the idea that punishment has different consequences depend-
ing on the motives (prosocial versus selfish) ascribed to
punishers [59,60]. In situations where punishment is
implemented as part of or on behalf of a group, presumably
with group interests rather than self-interest in mind, punish-
ers may gain reputational benefits. By contrast, in situations
where self-interested or competitive motives cannot be
ruled out, punishers may even incur reputational costs, for
example if they are perceived as aggressive [61].

Overall, the body of research reviewed above underscores
the presence of some elements of norm enforcement across a
broad range of societies, while also highlighting intriguing
variation. This includes differences in the manner and
intensity of punishment, the influence of intentionality on
punishment judgements, and the differential acceptance
and consequences of free-rider and antisocial punishment.
Further work should continue to integrate insights from
diverse societies to clarify when and why punishment is per-
ceived as a signal of cooperative [62,63] versus competitive
[59,61] intent, and to examine the reputational consequences
of punishment in more diverse cultural settings.

(b) Cross-societal regularities in studies of children

Studies of norm enforcement in children have also provided
evidence for some cross-societal regularities. In a study con-
ducted in three urban locations (in Asia, Europe and South
America), and five rural locations (in Africa and South Amer-
ica), Kanngiesser and colleagues [49] examined children’s
reactions to conventional norm violations in a sorting task.
Specifically, five- to eight-year-old children first learned the
sorting rule in a novel game and were then exposed to a
peer who implemented a different rule. Across societies, chil-
dren intervened to punish violations of conventional norms
established in the experiment, although the forms of protest
used varied across samples. House et al. [48] studied third-
party punishment of selfish and prosocial behaviour in econ-
omic decision-making tasks among children aged 4-14 across
six diverse societies. They observed substantial similarities in
the prevalence and developmental trajectories of punish-
ment, although the specific age at which third-party
punishment emerged varied across samples. In their study,
children across societies were more likely to punish selfish
compared with prosocial others. Additionally, norms against
antisocial punishment were more consistently present
among children in all societies, whereas the appropriateness
of free-rider punishment was less stable across societies.
Together, these results shed light on cross-societal
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Figure 1. Schematic depiction of socio-ecological and cultural factors, and their interrelations, putatively underlying cross-societal variation in norm enforcement.

Arrows indicate relations among factors proposed in the literature.

consistencies in children’s punishment, but also highlight that
cultural factors may shape the emergence and forms of
punishment across societies (see [64]).

4. (Cross-societal variation in norm enforcement

Prior work has devoted considerable attention to describing
potential sources of variation in norm enforcement systems
across societies. Some theoretical perspectives emphasize
the role of socio-ecological factors, such as community and
population size [32,33], pathogen prevalence [26,65,66] or
ecological threats and demands [65,67], in shaping norms
and institutions that regulate social behaviour. Other perspec-
tives have rather focused on cultural sources that can affect
the prevalence and forms of punishment across societies
[25,27,39,40,55]. Below, we provide an overview of prior
research on the socio-ecological and cultural factors proposed
to underlie cross-societal variation in norm enforcement
(figure 1).

(a) Socio-ecological factors

(i) Community size

Researchers have argued that punishment becomes more
important in regulating social behaviour as community size
increases [31-33]. While individuals in smaller communities
can effectively limit free-riding via low-cost tactics such as
gossip, ridicule and ostracism [7,17,18,68], promoting
cooperation in larger-scale societies may necessitate punish-
ment, especially via third-party intervention [32,33,69]. That
is because larger group sizes afford more anonymity and
opportunities to free-ride, while introducing more challen-
ging collective action problems [32,33,70,71]. To date,
evidence from cross-societal studies directly testing this prop-
osition is mixed. In their ultimatum game experiments,
Henrich et al. [31] found that individuals living in small com-
munities were the least likely to punish unfair offers.
Extending these findings, Marlowe et al. [33] found little vari-
ation in second-party punishment of unfair offers across
societies, but more third-party punishment with increasing
community and ethnic group size. Recent experiments on
norm enforcement among five- to eight-year-old children
point to the opposite pattern, suggesting that the likelihood
of punishing conventional norm violations decreases with
larger community size [49].

Other studies have conducted more comprehensive ana-
lyses of the ethnographic record to test hypotheses on the
relations of community size and societal ‘complexity’” with
punishment. An early study by Spitzer [53] leveraged ethno-
graphic information from 48 societies to test Durkheim'’s
theory of social evolution and punitive systems [72], includ-
ing the idea that more ‘complex’ societies, with higher
population density, use less severe forms of punishment. To
the contrary, this study found that punishment severity
increased with societal complexity and density. A more
recent study by Jackson et al. [73] examined how societal com-
plexity relates with a higher-order construct of tightness—
looseness, which subsumes (a lack of) tolerance for deviant
behaviours. In 86 societies from the Standard Cross-Cultural
Sample, the authors observed a positive relation between
societal complexity and tightness-looseness. However,
another recent examination of ethnographic descriptions
across 131 societies [37] found little support for an association
between community size and the presence of reputational,
material or physical punishment across societies, although
there was a weak positive association between community
size and evidence for executions. Finally, other investigations
have more closely examined cross-societal variation in pun-
ishment enforced by leaders [44,45], to evaluate the idea
that leaders who engage in free-rider punishment emerge
with increasing group size [44,69]. These studies documented
substantial variation across 59 societies, with evidence for
free-rider punishment enforced by leaders in around 20% of
societies (and evidence against leader punishment in 5% of
societies) [44], or in about half of the societies when using a
broader definition of punishment [45].

(i) Pathogen and ecological threats

Prior theoretical perspectives have proposed that the preva-
lence of pathogen threats in different ecologies has
consequences for social organization—i.e. strong ingroup
ties [66] and kinship intensity [26] (see §4b)—as well as
norms that regulate social behaviour—i.e. tightness versus
looseness [65]. More specifically, tightness—looseness theory
[65,74] suggests that societies vary in the strength of their
social norms and their tolerance of deviant behaviour. In
this framework, a high prevalence of pathogens and other
ecological threats is hypothesized to favour stricter norms,
resulting in harsher punishments in the context of peer
interactions [34] and law enforcement [65,74]. Although
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influential, these ideas have scarcely been put to empirical
test. A recent study [73] examined how pathogen prevalence
and other socio-ecological threats relate with the higher-order
construct of tightness—looseness, which includes punishment
of norm violations. Findings showed that pathogen preva-
lence, as well as threats associated with warfare, were
positively related to tightness—looseness (although threats
associated with natural hazards were not). To our knowledge,
the only cross-societal study that has investigated how the
prevalence of pathogen and other threats, as well as tightness
versus looseness, relate specifically with peer punishment
(rather than a higher-order construct) is a cross-cultural vign-
ette study by Eriksson and colleagues [34]. In this study,
pathogen prevalence [75] was positively associated with the
perceived appropriateness of confrontational punishment,
whereas other threats were not related to punishment appro-
priateness. Further, both confrontation and ostracism were
more condoned in societies with tighter norms.

Several studies involving explicit cross-societal comparisons
have documented punishment in populations relying on differ-
ent subsistence types, ranging from hunter-gatherers to
pastoralists to horticulturists, and from rural communities rely-
ing on agriculture to urban communities relying on wage work
[31,38,48,49]. Such studies have provided important insights on
punishment across societies, for example documenting that
children in small-scale societies (Haill om, Kikuyu, Quechua,
Samburu, Wichi) react to conventional norm violations with
different types of protests compared with children in urban
areas (La Plata, Leipzig, Pun) [49], or that adults across
small-scale populations and urban areas show large differences
in their willingness to punish unfairness [31]. Other studies
have documented substantial variation in punishment based
on subsistence type even across different regions of the same
country. Specifically, Talhelm et al. [54] used China as a case
study and observed that people from regions relying on rice
farming (which presumably introduces stronger interdepen-
dence between community members) were less willing to
punish friends for being dishonest, compared with people
from wheat farming regions.

However, systematic quantitative examinations of the
effects of subsistence type on norm enforcement have been
rare, largely owing to feasibility constraints in collecting
cross-societal data in more than a small number of sites. In
a study across 59 societies focusing on leader-enforced pun-
ishment, Garfield et al. [45] found that punishment by
leaders was not predicted by subsistence type, group context,
leader gender or continental region. A subsequent study [37]
extended these results by examining how several socio-
ecological variables capturing subsistence type related with
four types of punishment (physical, material, reputational
and executions) across 131 societies. Findings indicated that
societal reliance on hunting was associated with the presence
of physical punishments; that the absence of food storage was
associated with reputational punishments, and that the pres-
ence of food storage and increased reliance on animal
husbandry were associated with more material punishments.
This latter result is echoed in two large-scale studies examin-
ing how ancestral and current reliance on herding relate with
punishment. In a survey of 80 000 participants from represen-
tative samples across 76 countries—the Global Preferences
Survey—Falk et al. [35] found that the presence of large

domesticatable animals was positively associated with the [ 8 |

willingness to take revenge and engage in second- and
third-party punishment across societies. Cao et al. [36]
extended these findings by showing that societies which tra-
ditionally relied on herding were more likely to emphasize
themes of punishment in their cultural folklore. In a second
set of analyses, these researchers linked data on ancestral
reliance on herding to the Global Preferences Survey, and
observed that ancestral herding was positively associated
with contemporary subjects’ willingness to engage in
second- and third-party punishment, both across countries
and across regions within countries. Together, these results
support the culture of honour hypothesis [76] across a large
set of societies (see §4b).

A growing body of research has suggested a central role of
cultural evolutionary processes in shaping different moral
systems—i.e. internally consistent packages of psychological
mechanisms, norms and institutions that regulate social be-
haviour [25-28]. Below, we review extant evidence on how
distinct, though interrelated, cultural dimensions are associ-
ated with cross-societal variation in punishment and norm
enforcement systems.

One of the most influential frameworks to understand
cross-societal differences was developed by Hofstede and
colleagues [77], who emphasized six cultural dimensions: indi-
vidualism versus collectivism, masculinity versus femininity,
power distance, uncertainty avoidance, long-term versus
short-term orientation, and indulgence versus restraint. Several
studies have examined how differences along these dimen-
sions, and especially individualism versus collectivism, relate
with variation in punishment norms and behaviours across
societies [16,34,35,39,40,50]. Researchers have argued that, in
individualistic societies, people place more value on individual
freedom and feel more loosely tied with their group members,
which may result in weaker motivations to punish norm break-
ers [40]. By contrast, in collectivistic societies, people place
more value on social cohesion, feel more strongly connected
in extended families and ingroup networks, and may thus be
more motivated to punish norm breakers [39].

In a vignette experiment across eight Western countries,
Brauer & Chaurand [39] tested these ideas and found that
people in more individualistic countries were less likely to
express disapproval towards norm breakers. Using a related
measure of individualism versus collectivism [78], Gampe
& Daum [43] studied protest reactions to norm violations
among bicultural three-year-old children and found a some-
what different pattern of results: children whose parents
came from collectivistic countries were less likely to protest
norm violations, especially through explicit norm enforce-
ment. In vignette experiments conducted across a larger set
of countries, Eriksson and colleagues [34] found that in
more individualistic (versus collectivistic) countries people
were less likely to endorse physical or verbal confrontation
and ostracism as appropriate means to respond to norm
breakers, whereas they were more likely to endorse gossip
and non-action as appropriate responses. Findings from an
earlier vignette experiment across eight countries [40] also
showed that, in individualistic countries, participants
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perceived non-punishers more positively than punishers,
whereas no such difference emerged in collectivistic
countries’. In a meta-analysis of ultimatum game exper-
iments across 26 countries, Oosterbeek et al. [50] found no
association between individualism (versus collectivism) and
rejection rates. Similarly, findings from the Global Preference
Survey [35] revealed no evidence of an association between
individualism and the willingness to engage in second- and
third-party punishment. Finally, in their public goods game
experiments, Herrmann and colleagues [16] found that in
countries scoring higher on collectivism (versus individual-
ism), participants engaged in more antisocial punishment.

(ii) Honour

Influential research in anthropology and social psychology
has proposed that some societies are characterized by a cul-
ture of honour, that is, by values and norms that emphasize
protecting one’s sense of self-worth and reputation (as well
as the reputation of family and close allies) via negative reci-
procity and revenge in response to threats [36,55,76,79]. In
§4a, we described evidence from cross-societal research
showing that reliance on herding for subsistence is associated
with a stronger cultural emphasis on honour and on punish-
ment and negative reciprocity in response to threats. To our
knowledge, two studies have more directly tested the associ-
ation between a culture of honour and punishment across
societies. In a study among participants with different back-
grounds (Dutch, Moroccan Dutch and Turkish Dutch), who
showed different levels of honour-related concerns, Rodri-
guez Mosquera et al. [52] observed no group differences in
endorsements of punishment, verbal attack and disapproval,
and withdrawal responses to threats. More recently, Uskul
et al. [55] conducted a comprehensive investigation of ten-
dencies to punish on behalf of friends versus strangers,
across 12 sites in three world regions including the Mediter-
ranean. Across regions, individuals were more willing to
punish dishonest strangers than dishonest friends, and this
tendency did not differ across samples.

(iii) Kinship intensity

Anthropological research has emphasized the importance of
kin-based relationships, and cultural norms related to cousin
marriage, clan organization and co-residence, for the regu-
lation of social behaviours [27]. Specifically, intensive kinship
norms are hypothesized to favour a constellation of inter-
related cultural traits, including collectivism and communal
moral values, conformity and obedience, and ingroup-
bounded trust and cooperation [2526]. Furthermore, in
societies with intensive kinship norms, social behaviour is
putatively regulated via emotions of disgust and external
shame, and via second-party enforcement rather than third-
party punishment [26,27]. Arguably, cultural evolutionary pro-
cesses have given rise to less intensive kinship norms over time
(at least in Western societies [25-27]), which are hypothesized
to favour different packages of interrelated cultural traits,
including individualism and universal moral values, imperso-
nal cooperation and generalized trust, and the regulation of
social behaviour via internal guilt and third-party enforcement
[25-27]. To our knowledge, the only cross-societal examination
of the idea that kinship intensity relates with distinct norm
enforcement systems was provided by Enke [26], using data
from the Global Preferences Survey [35]. Consistent with the

hypotheses above, kinship intensity at the societal level was
associated with a stronger reliance on second-party rather
than third-party punishment. Consistently, second-generation
immigrants whose parents migrated from countries with
stronger kinship norms showed a stronger endorsement of
second- versus third-party punishment. Focusing on a
higher-order construct of tightness-looseness, Jackson et al.
[73] also found that kinship heterogeneity was associated
with less cultural tightness in a sample of 86 societies
documented in the ethnographic record.

(iv) Power distance and power centralization

In the framework developed by Hofstede and colleagues [77],
power distance refers to the extent to which societal members
accept hierarchical differentiations or support a more egalitar-
ian distribution of power. Several studies have examined
associations between power distance at the societal level
and norm enforcement behaviours. In their vignette exper-
iments, Eriksson and colleagues consistently observed that
power distance across countries was associated with stronger
norms in favour of peer punishment [40], and stronger endor-
sement of physical and verbal confrontation as well as
ostracism as appropriate reactions to norm breakers, and
weaker endorsement of gossip and non-action as appropriate
[34]. These results are consistent with a recent analysis of eth-
nographic descriptions of norm enforcement [37], which
found that social stratification was negatively associated
with the presence of reputational punishment, and positively
associated with the presence of harsher punishment via
executions. In a meta-analysis of ultimatum games, Ooster-
beek et al. [50] similarly expected higher rejection rates of
unfair offers in countries scoring higher on power distance,
but did not find evidence for this association. Finally, and
consistent with the patterns of results described in this sec-
tion, Herrmann and colleagues [16] found that in countries
scoring higher on power distance, participants engaged in
more antisocial punishment in public goods games®.

(v) Other cultural values

Another popular framework was developed by Inglehart and
Baker [80,81] based on analyses of World Values Survey data
to explain cross-cultural variation across two dimensions:
survival versus self-expression values and traditional versus
secular-rational values. Societies with strong survival
values emphasize economic and physical security, whereas
societies with strong self-expression values instead empha-
size individual autonomy and participation in economic
and political decision-making, gender equality and other
emancipatory moral judgements. Further, societies with
stronger traditional values (compared with secular-rational
values) emphasize the importance of religion, family ties,
and deference to authority. Researchers have hypothesized
that a stronger emphasis on autonomy and emancipatory
judgements relates with greater tolerance of norm violations
and decreased acceptance of punishment [34].

A few studies have examined associations between these cul-
tural values and punishment norms and behaviours. Eriksson
and colleagues [34] observed that, in countries placing a stronger
emphasis on individual autonomy, gender equality and emanci-
pative moral judgements, participants were less approving of
confrontation and ostracism as means to react to norm viola-
tions, whereas they were more favourable to gossip and non-
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action. However, Oosterbeek et al. observed no associations
between dimensions of survival versus self-expression values
and traditional versus secular-rational values and rejections
of unfair offers in ultimatum games across 25 countries [50].
Herrmann et al. [16] observed weaker antisocial punishment in
societies endorsing more self-expression values, but no associ-
ation between endorsement of traditional /secular values and
antisocial punishment.

Finally, several studies have examined variation in punishment
by comparing Eastern and Western societies (especially Japan
and the US). One prominent view suggests that Japan and the
US differ in terms of generalized trust (i.e. trust toward stran-
gers) and as such may also differ in their reliance on
punishment to ensure cooperation [57,82]. In this view, punish-
ment is necessary in low-trust societies, where people cannot
rely on others to behave cooperatively without external incen-
tives, whereas it becomes redundant in high-trust societies,
where cooperative norms are internalized and expectations of
others’ cooperation are high. In a classic study comparing pun-
ishment in public goods games conducted in Japan and the US,
Yamagishi [57] observed no difference between subjects from
these countries in terms of their investments to a centralized
punishment system. Pedersen and colleagues [51] conducted a
recall study in Japan and the US, and found that US participants
reported engaging in more punishment than Japanese partici-
pants, contrary to the hypothesis above. However, across
several studies using ultimatum games, there was no association
between generalized trust and the rejection of unfair offers [50].

Another related view emphasizes differences between
Eastern and Western countries in terms of relational mobility,
i.e. the ability to choose which partners to interact with or
avoid [56]. In this view, punishment is less necessary in Wes-
tern societies characterized by high relational mobility,
because offenders can be avoided at low cost. By contrast,
obligations to punish offences are stronger in Eastern societies
characterized by lower relational mobility. Consistent with
these ideas, Wang & Leung [56] observed in several
vignette experiments that East Asians (Hong Kong Chinese,
Singaporean Chinese, and Taiwanese) engaged in more
punishment than US participants.

In sum, the empirical studies reviewed above are indicative of
a rich and fruitful research area on the socio-ecological and
cultural sources of cross-societal variation in punishment.
Here, we have taken a first step at identifying and integrating
the numerous and diverse socio-ecological factors (community
size, subsistence type, pathogen and other environmental
threats) and cultural dimensions (individualism versus collec-
tivism, honour, kinship intensity, power distance, relational
mobility and trust) proposed to shape punishment systems
across societies. At the same time, our review reveals that evi-
dence on the role of these socio-ecological and cultural factors
remains mixed and fragmented, partly because different
studies focus on distinct subsets of variables putatively
explaining variation in norm enforcement, while excluding
other important variables. To ensure further integration,
research in this area can take two steps: first, coordinate data
collection efforts to obtain information on a common, larger

set of theoretically relevant factors potentially underlying vari-
ation in norm enforcement across different sites; and second,
develop explicit causal models, for example, to consider how
distal ecological factors may influence key cultural dimensions
that in turn shape norm enforcement systems (figure 1; for an
example of this approach, see [26]).

Further, as evidenced by our review, cross-societal research
on punishment and norm enforcement has made use of a
diverse toolkit of methods, each with its own strengths and
weaknesses. Several studies have relied on vignette experiments
[34,38-40,56], which provide participants with rich contextual
information, but have the drawback of assessing only hypothe-
tical, non-consequential reactions to norm violations. Another
common methodology that addresses this limitation involves
economic decision-making experiments with standardized pro-
cedures across sites [16,31,42,48]. These paradigms allow
researchers to study consequential punishment decisions
across societies, but have limitations in terms of ecological val-
idity [21,83]. Future research could complement the above
methodologies with observational and experience sampling
studies, which allow capturing punishment behaviours closer
to the real-life settings in which they occur [22,83]. Additionally,
research in this area should continue to capitalize on existing
datasets that provide rich ethnographic descriptions of
punishment and norm enforcement across diverse societies
[36,37,44,73]. More work is also needed to better assess the
role of cultural inertia, or phylogeny, in shaping observed
cross-cultural patterns. Cultural evolutionary models predict
some cultural inertia in punishment systems [84], but a
study by Garfield and colleagues [37] found only a limited
phylogenetic signal (albeit with limitations).

As some of the studies reviewed here demonstrate [34,40],
norms about punishment can themselves vary across societies.
Specifically, different cultures and communities might prescribe
and condone punishment in response to some types of offences
but not others [37,38,49]. Future research should aim to docu-
ment such variation both by examining punishment across
domains and by using scenarios and tasks that are culturally rel-
evant to the populations studied. Importantly, assessing norm
enforcement across domains can help researchers test compet-
ing theoretical propositions in the literature. To illustrate,
tightness—looseness theory predicts that a high prevalence of
socio-ecological threats results in a general tightening of social
norms and ensuing punishment of norm violations across
domains [65]. Recent empirical results support this proposition
by showing that tightness covaries across different domains of
norms and that ecological threat is positively associated with
tightness [73]. However, other studies instead point to more
domain-specific influences on norm enforcement, for example,
showing that increased pathogen threat (in the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic) is specifically associated with a tightening
of norms related to hand-washing, but not other norms that are
unrelated to pathogen transmission [85].

To conclude, a comparative approach has provided
important insights on the similarities and differences of pun-
ishment and norm enforcement across societies. By explicitly
comparing societies that differ along specific socio-ecological
or cultural dimensions, researchers can further clarify differ-
ent sources of variation in norm enforcement systems.
Additionally, to better understand variation in punishment
and norm enforcement, future research can move beyond a
focus on costly punishment decisions among anonymous
strangers, to consider how people across societies use diverse
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punishment tactics [21,22,34,37] in different relational con-
texts [51,56]. Importantly, such broadening of the scope of
punishment tactics under consideration can also inform our
understanding of processes of norm change, as some tactics
like gossip may prove crucial in the formation, negotiation
and spread of novel social norms.

Supplementary material is available online [85].
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TAcross both studies, very similar patterns emerged for the cultural
dimension of indulgence. Higher country scores on indulgence
were associated with weaker endorsement of confrontation and ostra-
cism, stronger endorsement of gossip, and more positive perceptions
of non-punishers compared with punishers.

The authors also examined associations of cultural dimensions of
masculinity and uncertainty avoidance with antisocial punishment.
In countries scoring higher on masculinity, participants engaged in
less antisocial punishment, whereas they engaged in more antisocial
punishment in countries high on uncertainty avoidance.
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