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Understanding social norms  

The expression ‘Everybody is doing it’ can be explained by social-psychological theories positing that 
human beings live within the constraints of an unspoken social contract that unconsciously causes them 
to behave like everyone else in their social group. As a good example from the social marketing domain, 
the “Get off the sexual network” campaign in Uganda was framed around the understanding that 
individuals belong to social networks that govern their sexual behaviour- an example that guides our 
understanding of social norms. 

Although multiple definitions of social norms exist, in their simplest form, social 
norms are defined as expected behaviour (the appropriate ways to think, feel, 
and behave in a given context -Chekroun 2008; Turner 1991), agreed upon 
implicitly by a specific community, and attracting unspoken social sanctions in the 
event of violations (Lapinski & Rimal 2015).  
 
Robert Cialdini, the psychologist frequently regarded as the Godfather of 
Influence for his groundbreaking research in social behaviour, enriches our 
understanding of social norms when he coins the term ‘social proof’ in his book 
Influence, to describe how individuals who do not know how to behave in a 
specific social context look to others for cues on the appropriate behaviour. 
 
Researchers have also gone ahead to qualify the ‘community’ that will dictate an 
individual’s behaviour; norms arising from close others (the closest social circle) 
are the best predictor of behavior compared to those furthest (Neighbors et al., 
2010) because people care more about the opinions of those close to them and 
secondly, defiance of norms will become quickly known by the closest. The close 
others can also be described as an in-group (individual identifies with them) and 
conversely, the furthest or distal as an out-group (individual does not identify 
with them). 

“EVERYBODY IS DOING IT.”  
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SUMMARY 

This reader provides an overview of social norms –defining key concepts and how norms 
affect behaviour, and simultaneously exploring new research around social norms and 
presenting practical ideas for development workers who want to design more relevant and 
quality programmes for behaviour change in communities especially around issues of violence 
against children. Recommended reading is provided at the end of the reader for practitioners 
that desire to delve deeper and apply the learnings while benefitting from the case studies of 
forerunners. 

Keywords: Social norms, close-others, distal-others, descriptive norms, injuctive norms, 
behavioural privacy, ingroups, outgroups 
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Box 1: Key definitions 

Descriptive norms: Describe 
what people actually do in reality 

Injunctive norms: Describe what 
individuals perceive others to be 
doing 

The theory of normative social 
behaviour (TNSB) examines the 
conditions under which norms 
are able to influence behaviour 
and situations where norms are 
completely bypassed 

In-groups: Social group with 
which an individual identifies 
themselves and considers 
themselves a member, in contrast 
to an out-group which an 
individual does not identify with 
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Refining the Application of Social Norms to Behaviour Change: 
Moderators that Weaken the Power of Society’s Rules 
 
Social norms perpetuate violence against children, establishing a culture of silence and taboo topics even when 
they are detrimental to the well-being of the child. In the INSPIRE framework, the social norms strategy 
supports respect and equitability for all genders, and non-violent relations for children and adolescents. 
  

Already, a multitude of development programmes have been developed globally, building on the key tenets of 
social norms, however, practitioners note that many of these interventions have had limited success in 
changing harmful behaviour in communities. Why? 
 
1. The level of behavioural privacy for example on issues private to 

individuals like defilement, beating, may not be directly affected by social 
norms due to the inability to detect compliance (Bagozzi, Wong, Abe, & 
Bergami, 2000; Cialdini et al., 1990; Lapinski & Rimal, 2005). This 
observation requires development practitioners to delve deeper into 
individual behaviour motivation, rather than social group ‘rules’. 
 
 

2. Out-groups vs Ingroups: Programme design often targets outgroups 
rather than ingroups. For example public health messages for adolescent 
reproductive health are delivered by outgroups (adults, health 
professionals and community leaders) with whom adolescents do not 
identify. Delivering messages through youth ‘heros’ and social groups is 
likely to yield better outcomes because the values of fellow group 
members are viewed as subjectively valid (Duck et al. 1999; Turner 1991). 

 
3. Behaviour change messaging should focus on positive, rather 

than negative reinforcement. (Cialdini, 2003). When campaigns use 
phrases like ‘many youth are drinking alcohol in school’, this 
can have a back-firing effect, causing youth to feel that they should abide 
by the norms of their close others and therefore drink alcohol if they 
want to fit in the social circle. Instead, messages for behaviour change 
should be crafted cleverly to show the positive things that the social 
group is doing, for example: ‘Most popular youth in school do not drink 
alcohol”. 

 
4. Recognize and understand the positive outcome expectations 

that individuals in a social group associate with a risky behaviour and 
present alternative expectations alongside adopting new behaviour. 

 
5. Prospect theory proscribes framing messages in terms of what 

people stand to lose rather than what they stand to gain e.g. “If you do 
not stay in school you will lose opportunities to gain income to build your 
own house”, rather than “If you stay in school, you will build your own 
house”. 

 
 

 
 
  

 

Box 2: Programming for 
violence against children 
and intimate partners 
 
As a starting point, programme 
design must be keen to 
measure what participants think 
their peers believe (injunctive 
norms), in addition to their 
personal opinions and actual 
group norms (descriptive 
norms)(Neville, 2015). This will 
support the crafting of 
messages that correct individual 
erroneous thinking about what 
the group members actually do 
in practice. In specific cases like 
child and intimate partner 
violence, individual males have 
been found to erroneously 
believe that the group norm 
favours violence. 
 

Although the majority of men 
may disapprove of violence 
against women, this view is 
often not expressed if men do 
not gauge their peers as sharing 
this view (Fabiano et al. 2003). 
It is therefore critical to ensure 
peers in a group express 
disapproval. (Baer et al. 1991). 
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In Practice: Sample Models and Strategies for Success 

 

Figure 1: Suggested strategies for preventing child abuse and neglect at all levels 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: 
https://vetoviolence.cdc.gov/violence-
prevention-basics-social-ecological-model 
Centre for Disease Control and Prevention 

Figure 2: Logic of social norms intervention 

Source:  
http://socialnorms.org/social-norms-approach/ 
National Social Norms Center, at Michigan 
State University 
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