
Preparatory Work for the Class 

 

During this session I hope to share with you a piece of research we are developing 
about “citizenship culture” and the importance of social norms to achieve social 
change. I will make a presentation of about one hour and then have a workshop based 
on a small experiment I will like you to make. The objective is to identify what are the 
barriers and opportunities you can find for social change.  So here are the steps and 
since this is the first time I do this experiment, please help me to learn and improve 
with your experience.  

 

First Step: To get some inspiration watch the one hour documentary about social 
change in the city of Bogotá, called “cities on speed”. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bwgWM3h_l-4 

 

Second Step: Read the following article about Social Norms: Fehr, E. and U. 
Fischbacher (2004). "Social norms and human cooperation." Trends in Cognitive 
Sciences 8(4): 185-190. 

 

Third Step: Make your social experiment (work preferably in pairs). As a preparatory 
activity for this class, identify a “social norm” you will like to change to have a more 
sustainable city, university, or community. For instance, since I attend a lot of 
conferences, I would like hotels to not use bottle water for their conferences and 
instead promote the use of tap water (this is just an example). So your task is to 
identify a social norm you will like to change.  

Then go and ask up to three people affected by this norm about the reasons why they 
follow or not the norm. In the example of the hotel, I will have to visit a hotel and then 
ask the manager, perhaps the costumers about why they used bottle water instead of 
tap water and whether they will change that behavior. Take notes and bring them for 
discussion in the class.   

 

A small tip: Remember that norms are defined by the Oxford Dictionary as “something 
that is usual, typical, or standard”. In Social Science norms are defined as “a standard 
or pattern, especially of social behaviour, that is typical or expected”.   
 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bwgWM3h_l-4


Social Norms 
Explanations > Theories> Social Norms 

Description | Example | So What? | See also | References  

Description 

The rules that a group uses for appropriate and inappropriate values, beliefs, attitudes and 

behaviors. These rules may be explicit or implicit. 

Failure to stick to the rules can result in severe punishments, the most feared of which is 
exclusion from the group. A common rule is that the some norms must frequently be 
displayed; neutrality is seldom an option. 

Other norms include: 

 Injunctive Norms 

 are behaviors which are perceived as being approved of by other people. 

 Descriptive Norms 

 are perceptions of how other people are actually behaving, whether or not these are 

approved of. 

 Explicit Norms  

 are written or spoken openly. 

 Implicit Norms  

 are not openly stated (but you find out when you transgress them). 

 Subjective Norms: Expectations that valued others have about how we will behave. 

 Personal Norms: Standards we have about our own actions. 

Norms are often transmitted by non-verbal behavior, for example with 'dirty looks' when 
people act outside the norms. They may also be transmitted through stories, rituals and 

role-model behavior. 

Example 

A common group norm amongst academics is that dress is casual (with the underlying 
implication that what goes on in the mind is more important than what goes on the body). 

So what? 

Using it 

Think up a rule. When other people transgress it, frown. When they follow it smile. Before 
long they’ll get the point and you’ll be smiling all of the time. 

Defending 

Identify the rules that other people are putting on you as a condition for being in their 

group. Do you really want to follow these rules? Are there any which are particularly 
irksome? Can you lead a revolution? Is it really worth putting up with these, or is leaving 

the group a better option? 

See also 

Informational Social Influence,Normative Social Influence, Pluralistic Ignorance 

References 

Kelley (1955), Deutch and Gerard (1955) 

Perkins and Berkowitz (1986) 
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