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Chapter 1

Social Norms in Life and Science

This chapter discusses the importance of sociansan everyday life and their place in
current science. It also introduces the definitmfrsocial norms, theoretical foundations
and objectives of this dissertation, and presestsutline.



Chapter 1

1.1. Social norms in everyday life

Much of consumers’ behavior is driven by individual motives and goals.
However, these motives and goals are constrained to a large extent by the context in
which the behavior occurs. This is because context sets and/or makes salient social
norms about how to have in that particular situation. Social norms are an integral part
of the life of each consumer, and it is hard to imagine the existence of society and the
interactions between its members without the existence of social norms. Most people,
even the most asocial and rebellious, have a tendency to follow social norms
(Solomon, 2002). Birenbaum and Sagarin (1976) give an example of a burglar, who
follows many norms as most members of society do: standing on acceptable distance
from another person while talking to him, covering his mouth while yawning,
showing his unhappiness at funerals, etc.

We constantly face social norms in our life. Social norms are rooted in the
values of society or of a social group, and it is generally assumed that social norms
start to be internalized during primary socialization and maturation in adulthood
(Schwartz & Howard, 1981). Social norms can appear as general ethical and
behavioral rules, or as specific requirements, expectations and suggestions existing in
social groups. Perhaps the first association with “social norms” that appears in the
mind of a European person is the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:2-17): a set of
normative prescriptions of all Abraemic religions that has profoundly influenced
cultures of European nations. The Ten Commandments are a list of prescribed and
proscribed behaviors, and can be conceived of as an enumeration of social norms
(Michael Hechter & Opp, 2001) that have become deeply ingrained in European
culture.

Social norms can appear in different execution formats, both verbally and non-
verbally. For example, the pictorials reproduced in Figure 1.1 are examples of non-
verbally expressed social norms. The very same social norms could also be conveyed
in a verbal format, such as, “do not litter”, “silence please”, and “no mobile phones”
respectively. Social norms can come from different sources, for example, as
suggestions from members of the social group to which one belongs (e.g., via word-
of-mouth or via representing a typical behavior of group members) or as suggestion
from authority figures (e.g., suggestions from experts about what to buy). The format
and the context of social norms can affect their influence on consumer decision
making. However, in spite of this variety in their appearance, all social norms have in

common that they are indicators of “appropriate behaviors” and “correct choices”
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that regulate behavior and can influence such diverse decisions as whether to leave a
tip in a restaurant and how much, what to wear for an event, whether to subscribe to
a fitness club, which classes to attend, how many cookies to eat, and whether to
participate in network communities (Berkowitz, 2005; Pliner & Mann, 2004;
Dholakia, Bagozzi, & Pearo, 2004).

A. “Do not littet” B. “Silence please” C. “No mobiles”

® N )

I
\”'1 AN /

Figure 1.1. Examples of non-verbal social norms

The ability of social norms to influence consumers’ preferences and behaviors
was noticed by policy makers and marketers and therefore it is no surprise that social
norms became a primary tool for changing socially significant behaviors. For example,
social norms are used in tobacco-free campaigns (e.g., “Most (70%) of Montana teens
are tobacco free”, http://www.mostofus.org), and traffic safety campaigns (e.g., Most
Montanans (3 out of 4) wear seatbelts, http://www.mostofus.org/wp-
content/uploads/2010/03/most-montanans_3-out-of-4_wear-seatbelts_most-of-
us.jpg). They were also used to reduce anti-social behaviors, such as excessive alcohol
consumption (Neighbors, Larimer, & Lewis, 2004), drug use (Donaldson, Graham, &
Hansen, 1994), gambling  (Larimer &  Neighbors, 2003), littering
(http://dontmesswithtexas.otg), or to enhance pro-social behaviors such as reducing
energy consumption (Schultz, Nolan, Cialdini, Goldstein, & Griskevicius, 2007), and
increasing tax compliance (Wenzel, 2004). The websites of the National Social Norms
Resource Center (www.socialnorm.org), Social ~ Marketing  Institute
(http:/ /www.social-marketing.org/success.html), Most of Us
(http://www.mostofus.org) and the Higher Education Center (www.edc.org/hec)
contain numerous examples of successful social norms campaigns and their execution
formats in presenting the actual norms.

In addition to promoting socially desirable behaviors, social norms are

sometimes used for commercial purposes. For example, the Talk’n’Save phone
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company advertises that “7 out of 10 students” who are in Israel for the year use their
phones, followed with “Don’t you see yourself in the picture? You should!”
(http:/ /talknsave.blogspot.com/2010/07/7-out-of-10-students-in-israel-use.html). In
another example, Suzuki Insurance Company implements social norms in their
campaign  “9 out of 10 riders save money with Suzuki Insurance”
(http:/ /www.suzuki-bikeinsurance.co.uk/SuzukilnsuranceBenefits.aspx).

All listed examples refer to so-called social norms marketing that has emerged
as an alternative to more traditional approaches (e.g., information campaigns, fear
appeal messages) designed to reduce undesirable conduct (Schultz et al., 2007). Social
norms marketing is based on the idea that consumer behavior is to a large extent
influenced by perceptions of what is “normal” or “typical” in a social context. In
particular, consumers are more likely to follow a behavior when they perceive such
behavior to be in accordance with the norms of their group (Thorbjernsen, Pedersen,
& Nysveen, 2007). Because of its success, social norms marketing was listed by the
The New York Times Magazine as one of the most significant ideas of 2001
(Frauenfelder, 2001).

1.2. Social norms in research

Social norms have received considerable attention in academic research,
revealing substantial power of social norms to affect the behavior of individuals and
even of whole nations. Indeed, a large body of research suggests that social norms
regulate such diverse phenomena as queuing (MacCormick, 1998), fertility (Simons,
1999), cooperation (Axelrod, 1985), crime (Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997),
government effectiveness (Putnam, Leonardi, & Nanetti, 1994), and social order
(Hechter & Kanazawa, 1993). The following works give a detailed overview of the
current state of research on social norms: Bicchieri (2005), Hechter and Opp (2005),
Terry and Hogg (2000) and Goldstein and Cialdini (2009).

Social norms were explored in different fields with a different focus. Some
fields (e.g., anthropology, politics, law, ethics) investigate social norms on the
aggregate level of nations: their traditions, customs, etiquette and even legislative,
religious and political systems and practices (Fikentscher, 2009; Ensminger & Knight,
1997, Etzioni, 2000). In particular, ethics focuses on the origins and the process of
the formation of specific norms (e.g., norms of equality, reciprocity, and revenge) in
different societies, tries to explain why certain behavior is perceived as ethical or

unethical in some cultures, and investigates the consequences of social norms on

10
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societies (Elster, 1990; Bicchieri, 1990; Margolis, 1990). Law focuses on specific
consequences of norms, in particular on how they can shape and enforce legislation
(E. A. Posner, 2000). Some authors include law in the concept of social norms (e.g.,
Ensminger & Khnight, 1997), however the majority of researchers differentiate
between formal legal rules and social norms (e.g., Cooter, 2000; Ellickson, 1998; R. A.
Posner, 1997). Later we will explain the difference between social norms and law.

Our research follows research traditions in such fields as consumer behavior,
social psychology, and communication research, in that we will investigate the effect
of social norms at the level of decision making of individuals (Cialdini & Trost, 1998).
Several prominent theories, such as the theory of reasoned action (Fishbein & Ajzen,
1975) and the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991) include a normative
component as a predictor of behavioral intentions. The theory of reasoned action
(TRA) was designed to predict volitional behaviors, and the theory of planned
behavior (TPB) builds upon TRA to predict behaviors in situations where individuals
do not have complete control over their actions. Both theories have been successfully
applied across a wide range of behaviors (e.g., dieting, sport activity, birth control),
and include social norms via the normative belief construct. Normative belief refers
to perceived behavioral expectations of important reference groups (e.g., friends,
parents, colleagues) to perform or not to perform certain behavior. The combination
of normative beliefs and motivation to comply with each of these reference groups
determine the subjective norm as perceived by an individual.

Hence, initially TRA and TPB both operationalized social norms as inferences
from others about what “normal behavior” is. Importantly such normative
expectations can be conveyed in two different ways. First, through highlighting social
rules on what should be done, and, second, through information about what are
typical behaviors of relevant others in similar situations (i.e., descriptive norms).
Traditional empirical applications of TPB emphasized the prescriptive format of
social norms. However, later the authors of the TPB also acknowledged the effect of
the exemplary nature of behavior observed from others and later versions of the TPB
model combine subjective norm with descriptive norm into one construct (Ajzen &
Fishbein, 2005). However, follow-up studies failed to confirm that the two types of
norms constitute a uni-dimensional construct and have tended to emphasize the
difference between these two social norm components (e.g., Cialdini, Reno, &
Kallgren, 1990; Rivis & Sheeran, 2003; Conner & Armitage, 1998).

Outside the domains of TRA and TPB empirical studies have investigated

questions such as: how social norms can be activated (Joly, Stapel, & Lindenberg,
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2008), their influence across times and different environments (Reno, Cialdini, &
Kallgren, 1993), interaction between social norms and personal opinions (Wiekens &
Stapel, 2008), how social norms can increase consumer loyalty (Lee, Murphy, &
Neale, 2009) and how they can they influence purchase (Mahon, Cowan, & McCarthy,
2000).

1.2.1 Definition of social norms

The word “norm” comes from the Latin word “norma”, which literally means
a “carpenter’s square” (Merriam-Webster, 2008), that is, an L-shaped tool used by
carpenters for measuring and making square works according to a standard “right
angle” (ninety-degree angle). In other words, it is a pattern, which sets a certain
standard for carpenters in their work. In the context of social psychology, a norm is a
certain guide or a benchmark for people, which is used to assess the correspondence
(ie., the “normality”) of their own behaviors, attitudes and thoughts to this norm.
The word “social” indicates that norms come from and are conveyed by a social
group.

Given that social norms received attention from different scientific disciplines,
consensus on a uniform definition of social norms is not easily reached as was already
noticed eatly (Gibbs, 1965; Shaffer, 1983). One of the first definitions of social norms
describes them on a very abstract level, as mores, laws and folkways (Sumner, 19006).
Later on, social norms were described as rules, which prescribe or proscribe certain
behaviors (Morris, 1956). The definition has become even more specific nowadays, as
indicated in the definition of Stangor (2004, p. 20): “a way of thinking, feeling or
behaving, that is perceived by group members as appropriate (or normal)”. To
complicate matters further, social norms can be considered as explicit behavioral
expectations of others (Bicchieri, 1990), as a “pattern held in mind” (Johnson, 1961,
p.8), or as a behavioral pattern of others (Blamey, 1998). A comprehensive and
actionable definition of social norms should incorporate all of these aspects, as well as
distinguish social norms from related concepts.

Social norms bear similarities with other phenomena, such as personal norms,
legal norms, customs and habits, and the classical definition of Muzafer Sherif (19306)
illustrates such confusion: “social norms are jointly negotiated rules for social
behavior: customs, traditions, standards, rules, values, fashions and all other criteria of
conduct, which are standardized as a consequence of the contact of individuals” (p.

3). To work from a clear definition of social norms and distinguish them from other
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phenomena we define social norms as nformal socially shared and relatively stable guides of
bebavior or attitude, which are enforced by social sanctions, such as social approval or disapproval
(either real or perceived), and can be specified to a group or society.

This definition of a social norm emphasizes several of its important properties.
First, the znformal character of a norm implies that one has a certain freedom to follow
or violate the norm, because social norms “guide and/or constrain social behavior
without the force of law” (Cialdini & Trost, 1998, p.152). The nonobligatory character
of social norms differentiates these from legal norms or laws, that is, any rule which is
explicit and formal, applies to all members of society, and has strict sanctions for
violation.

Having an informal character, social norms are driven by social sanctions and
rewards, providing a “social poof” for consumers’ attitudes and behavior (Prislin &
Wood, 2005). The social character of enforcements is an essential component of
social norms (Horne, 2001). According to Eric Posner (1997), one of leading scholars
of social norms, “social norm is a rule that is neither promulgated by an official
source, such as a court or a legislature, nor enforced by the threat of legal sanctions,
yet is regularly complied with [...]. The rules of etiquette, including norms of proper
dress and table manners; the rules of grammar; and customary law in prepolitical
societies and private associations are all examples of social norms” (p. 365). The dress
code for a specific event or an appeal on citizens to support domestic producers (e.g.,
the “Be American! Buy American”! campaign in the US; Frank, 1991) are examples of
social norms. In both cases norms are supported by informal social sanctions (e.g.,
approval or disapproval of group members), and one is not obliged to follow the
norms. Both are socially shared guides, because they apply to a certain group
(members of the event or citizens of the country), and they reflect the behavioral
standards that are accepted in the group (dress properly and be a patriot).

Second, social norms are socially shared, which means that there should exist a
certain target group to which a norm spreads (Pepitone, 1976; Cialdini & Trost,
1998). The group relevance of social norms differentiates them from personal norms,
where persons are subjected to self-created personal limitations, which they
consciously and voluntarily decide to follow. Unlike social norms that spread upon a
certain social group, a personal norm has compulsory power only for the individual
who created that norm.

Third, social norms are relatively szzble guides of behavior, which means that to

become a norm a social phenomenon at least should exist (or be perceived as such) in

! See examples http:/ /www.zazzle.com/buy+american+bumperstickers
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a social group for some time (Arce M., 1994). Otherwise, spreading of the norm
across group members and associations with possible sanctions and rewards could

not be realized.

Table 1. Distinctive features of social norms and similar phenomena

Social Legal Norms Personal .
Norms g(Law) Custom Norm Habit
Formality Informal Formal Mostly Informal Informal
informal
The scope Social group Society Society Individual Individual
of influence
Stability Stable Stable Stable Stable or Stable
Unstable
Sanctions Social Legal None Personal None

and rewards

Fourth, social norms are usually “enforced by sanctions, which are either
rewards for carrying out actions regarded as correct or punishment for carrying out
those actions regarded as incorrect” (Coleman, 1990, 242). The presence of sanctions
differentiates social norms from habits, which are a form of goal-directed regular and
automatic behavior, which do not require conscious planning (Aarts & Dijksterhuis,
2000), and 