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1.0 INTRODUCTION

Social norms are the informal, often unspoken rules, guides and standards of
behaviour which people in that society follow with great care. These social norms
are generally internalised during the process of socialisation and produces guilt,
shame etc when they are violated. Though there is no identifiable formal authority
who will enforce compliance to norms, the communal sanction for violation of
norms can be swift and harsh. These norms are followed and fulfilled in general
because failure to do so induces feelings of guilt or shame, gossip, shunning,
ostracism, and at times violence. While compliance to norms brings with it
tangible and intangible rewards such as increased esteem, trust and, most
importantly, cooperation, non compliance brings with it a disparaging glance or
expression of disapproval or disgust, often as a prelude to shunning, ostracism
etc. Norms typically have strong roots in the soil of small groups and communities.
The feeling of guilt or shame may make the external enforcement of internalised
norms unnecessary. In this unit 1, we will be defining the norms in general, the
social norms and give a description of the different types of norms etc. Emphasis
will be laid on the need for such norms and the typical characteristics of the
norms.

Some social norms are universal (e.g., the prohibition of incest), while others
are more localised. Social norms, as such, are neither good nor bad, but rather
become benefit or burden in so far as they facilitate or constrain behaviour guided
by moral values, practical reasons or instrumental ends. The behaviour guided
by these norms may be strongly reinforced by self-interest. Furthermore,
universalistic norms without dyadic sanctions or enforcement are often
comparatively weak, as would be a norm of trustworthiness in a large society.
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Culture and Norms The operation of social norms often takes place, when a subcultural group, such
as a gang, draws attention to itself through its regular and flagrant violation of
popular or culturally predominant norms. While the internalisation of social norms
may take place below the surface of consciousness, it is worth noting that at
times social norms can get internalised to the extent that they do not need social
enforcement. In fact they are adhered to by individuals of their own accord.

Social norms are in fact omnipresent and they resemble tradition and customs
which are generally not violated. Violation brings severe sanctions of which the
social ostracisation makes people think twice before they break the norm.

1.1 OBJECTIVES

By the end of this unit, you will be able to:

• define social norms;

• enlist various types of social norms;

• elucidate the needs and importance of social norms;

• explain the characteristic features of social norms; and

• describe the influence of norms on individual’s behaviour.

1.2 NORMS

It is a mutually agreed fact that our behaviour is guided by the norms of the
society we live in and we like to do the things which we think and believe that
other people will approve of. Similarly, we try to avoid those behaviours which
we think and believe that other people will disapprove of. That’s why, everybody
smiles while wishing somebody happy birth day and nobody laughs during
somebody’s funeral. We use social norms that is the socially established
behaviours, as information about what behaviour is appropriate in a given
situation. Let’s have a closer look at the word norm before entering this interesting
field.

The word norm comes from the Latin word ‘norma’ which means a carpenter’s
square (see picture below), a pattern or a rule. You might have seen a carpenter’s
toolkit having

this tool. Stopping for a while, have you ever seen him using it? Can you just
describe how and why he uses this tool? This tool is used as a guide to create
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true, standard lines for cutting the lumber. Thus, norma is used by the carpenter
to  know  how to “go on”, and if he systematically follows the guidance, it results
in a well made, beautiful structure. And, the credit for this goes to the carpenter
and not to the norma or square as such. Isn’t it? OK, let’s now move on to the
meaning of norms in psychological terms in social context.

1.2.1 Meaning of Norms
Here we shall look into various definitions of norms and shall try to know the
norms we are going to study in this unit.

Sherif (1936) explained norms as the jointly negotiated rules for social behaviour,
the “customs, traditions, standards, rules, values, fashions, and all other criteria
of conduct which are standardised as a consequence of the contact of individuals”
(p. 03).

Granovetter (2004) defines norms in simple terms as the “shared ideas about the
proper way to behave”.

Postmes, Spears and Cihangir (2001) defined group norm as “a standard or  a
rule that is accepted by members of the group as applying to themselves and
other group members, prescribing appropriate thought and behaviour within the
group”.

According to Critto (1999), “social norms are shared ways of thinking, feeling,
desiring, deciding and acting which are observable in regularly repeated
behaviours and are adopted because they are assumed to solve problems”.

It is also worth sharing a widely accepted definition of social norms: “socially
shared definitions of the way people do behave or should behave” (emphasis
added, see Paluck, 2009, p. 596).

On the basis of the above definitions of norms, group norms and social norms,
what do you conclude? We may say that, having a unique characteristic of being
shared, norms are attitudes and behaviours of people which we expect them to
show uniformly when they are in their group and/or society and these norms are
learned, established and utilised when a person comes in contact with others.
Let us take a few situation examples which can make these definitions more
explicit. Ane exercise is given in the box. Try it before proceeding further.

A small exercise. Let’s live the following situations for a short while. First,
tell us about the dress and possible behaviour of Mr. A in three different
situations when: (a) he has to go to park for morning walk; (b) he has to go
to celebrate the birth day party of a colleague’s kid; and (c) he has to attend
a funeral. Write at least one paragraph on each of these three situations
mainly describing what types of dress would Mr. A wear in these three
situations and what type of behaviour he might exhibit in these situations.

Second, Ms. B is coming to the regional center to attend her psychology
counseling session. On the road, she hears the siren of an ambulance van
coming near from behind. What would she do after listening to that siren?

Imagine the situation, take your time and write a few lines describing your
probable response. Well, now, go through your descriptions of these four
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situations in which Mr. A and Ms. B found themselves. Do you see
something unique to each of these situations? Do one more thing here.

Ask some of your other co-learners to take these exercises as above and
now, compare your descriptions with theirs. Do they also think on the
grounds similar to you? Are there any similarities in the response pattern
of all of you? If yes, what are these and why did these similarities, if any,
appear in your descriptions under the circumstances that the above exercise
was not your planned test, you were not given any fixed syllabus or study
material few days back to understand such social situations which we may
face and face in our lives, and you were not prepared at all to take this quiz
today. Despite this, you all might be confident about the correctness of
your descriptions of the above situations.

You might have described the above example situations as follows: Mr. A would
go the park in the morning in casual wear and would do some jogging and light
exercises to remain fit; he would go to the colleague’s house in formal wear
congratulating the parents and giving good wishes to the kid with some attractive
gift to celebrate his birth day and share happiness; and, in somebody’s funeral,
he would go in rather plain, simple and white cloths and would empathetically
condole the aggrieved family members and relatives of the deceased; and Ms. B
would leave the way taking her extreme left to let the ambulance van go first,
keeping in mind that it might be carrying somebody in emergent conditions for
seeking immediate medical care and attention for saving his/her life. What you
and others had imagined and described for Mr. A and Ms. B covered certain
behaviours which are considered “proper” under given situations in our society
and are known as social norms. We shall study about these social norms in this
unit.

1.2.2 Types of Norms
In the above few paragraphs of the previous section, we have just read up  a few
important definitions of norms and realised that these are something highly crucial
and integral part of our life which influence almost each and every domain of
our behaviour as the backbone of our social life. You might be wondering here
that how many types of norms are there. Let’s us have a look at some of the
major types of norms.

1) Group norms vs. social norms

Group norms may be situationally and locally defined, and hence may be quite
independent and distinct from social norms that exist at the levels of communities
and societies (see Postmes, Spears and Cihangir, 2001).

2) Explicit vs. implicit norms

This is a very important distinction between two types of norms. Many times,
we have clear, detailed and explicitly stated rules of behaviour and usually cover
the written constitutions and laws. A general example is “No parking” or “No
Horn” designated areas, and while traveling in public transport, it is explicitly
prohibited to carry weapons, explosives or the things which may be dangerous
to the health and life of others.
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On the other hand, we also have norms which are unspoken or implicit which
usually develop in informal manner. Why do we usually go the parties or social
meetings late? Because we apply our past experiences to the specific situations
and think (rather, know) that it would not start in time and others would also
have not yet arrived. Similarly, how many of us leave the hotel/restaurants without
giving a tip for the waiter who served us?

3) Injunctive norms vs. descriptive norms

When we are concerned about what others think we should do or should not do
in a given situation in order to either get others’ approval or to avoid their
disapproval, it is regarded as injunctive norms or also as subjective norms.

Injunctive norms are based on one’s perception of what others believe to be
appropriate behaviour. Taking cognisance of few contemporary researches,
Deutsch and Gerard (1955) remarked that individual psychological processes
are subject to social influences. They described two different types of social
influences, viz., (i) Normative social influence (ii) Informational social influence.

Normative social influence refers to an influence to conform with the positive
expectations of others and is based on our fundamental need to be accepted by
others, making us follow injunctive norms.

On the other hand, informational social influence is one in which we accept
information obtained from another as evidence about the reality., These are
descriptive norms which are concerned with individuals’ perceptions and beliefs
about the prevalence of others’ behaviour or about what others do in a specific
situation. (Deutsch and Gerard, 1955).

4) Consensus norms vs. critical norms

Postmes, Spears and Cihangir (2001), made a distinction between consensus
norms and critical norms while studying the impact of group norms on the quality
of decisions taken by them.

In consensus norms, they ascribed devotion of groups to initial decisions and the
inclination to ignore disconfirming evidence in order to strongly tilt toward
reaching a consensus.

On the other hand, critical norm group members, adopting critical thought,
invested their energy in the critical examination of decision alternatives before
reaching a consensus.

The researchers found that the groups with a consensus norm made poorer
decisions than the groups with critical norms. Critical norms improved the quality
of decisions, whereas consensus norms did not. This revealed the importance of
critical thinking and independence in certain group situations.

5) Reciprocity norms vs. social-responsibility norms

Myers (1990) discussed about the above two types of norms: The reciprocity
norm, as the name suggests, guides us to return help to those who have helped us
at the appropriate time, that is when they also need help.

And, the social-responsibility norm makes us help the needy, who deserve help
even if they have never helped us when we were in need of some type of help.
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Norms are also situation dependent and are known as situational norms. For
example, when you in a library, you either remain silent or do not speak in loud
voice. Instead, you whisper. Similarly, whenever a Hindu devotee goes to temple,
he/she removes the shoes to enter the temple. He/she takes care that temple is a
sacred place and does everything, expected of him/her, to maintain its sanctity.

Thus as is seen above, there are various types of norms. Law is always in written
format. Norms need not always be in written form. There are also verbal norms
which are nowhere written and we learn as well as teach them during the course
of interaction and in the process of socialisation. For example, it is a written
norm you usually find pasted at the railway stations and in the trains warning
people and forbidding them from taking eatable from strangers because earlier
some innocent passengers have been drugged and looted. It is usually in verbal
form that we teach the norm to our children not to talk to strangers on road or in
park or else they may get kidnapped. Regardless of the type of norm, we all
respect, follow and obey them.

1.2.3 Violation of Social Norms
“The right of life of women in Pakistan is conditional on their obeying social
norms and traditions.” - Hina Jilani, an advocate of the Supreme Court of
Pakistan and human rights activist (emphasis added).

While shame and guilt are minor forms of punishment for norm violation, there
can be more serious punishment such as murder also if one deviates from and
violates the social norms. Take for instance, the honour killings. Honour killing,
in general terms, refers to the brutal murder/killing of the youngsters who marry
against their prevailing caste norms. A broad meaning to honour killings, which
are not just observed in India alone, was given by Human Rights Watch (2001),
“Honour crimes are acts of violence, usually murder, committed by male family
members against female family members, who are held to have brought dishonour
upon the family”.

A woman,  victim of honour killing, may be targeted by her family members if
she refuses to enter into an arranged marriage with the person of their choice.
They may kill her if she had been raped or had become a victim of sexual assault,
etc. In certain cases women who proceed to seek divorce on the grounds of
spouse abuse or if she had allegedly committed adultery, the woman can be
killed which is the most severe form of punishment.

During June 2010, the Supreme Court of India issued notices and sought responses
from the Central Government and states of Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, Punjab,
Rajasthan, Jharkhand, Bihar, Himachal Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh where the
instances of honour killing appeared in one form or the other. A vacation bench
of Justices R M Lodha and A K Patnaik issued notices to the Union of India and
the ministries of Home Affairs and Women and Child Development. The chief
secretaries of Punjab, Haryana, Rajasthan, Himachal Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh,
Uttar Pradesh, Jharkhand and Bihar have been directed to likewise respond after
they were allegedly found to show a high propensity to honour crimes.

Even in Delhi, the capital of the country, two such cases were reported during
those times. Taking a lead in the matter, an NGO ‘Shakti Vahini’ had filed a PIL
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in the Supreme Court against the killings of couples for honour who fell in love
and got married violating their social norms (The Times of India, June 22, 2010).
Although the criminals and killers are punished by the Law of the land, yet it is
too late if two innocent lives are lost. It is worth mentioning here what considered
was a landmark judgement for such honour killings, a court in Karnal district of
Haryana in March 2010 awarded the death sentence to five persons and life
imprisonment to one for murdering Manoj and Babli, members of the same clan,
who had eloped from their village and got married in Chandigarh in April 2007.
The couple was later abducted and murdered. Their bodies were found in a canal
in June 2007 (Hindustan Times, March 30, 2010).

Here, we need to stop for a while and think: what is wrong here? Do we have a
wrong social norm, are we interpreting it wrongly or are we applying it wrongly?
And, most importantly, do we need to change this norm? If yes, how?

1.3 NEED AND IMPORTANCE OF SOCIAL NORMS
The social norms perform important functions and serve our specific purposes,
even our being unaware of these most of the time, which highlight their need
and importance in our daily life. Various experimental studies have revealed that
social norms can influence and determine one’s perception, evaluation and
behaviour (e.g., Sherif, 1936 and Asch, 1955) about which we shall study in
detail in the third and fourth units.  In one study, the research found that despite
being rated by participants as less motivating, descriptive norms were stronger
predictors of activity behaviour and healthy eating intentions than other well
established non normative reasons (Priebe, 2009).

Critto (1999) remarked that social norms function as shared ways of thought and
action due to which we may expect some predictable courses of action when we
observe them appropriately in a given specific situation. So, we may guess what
others might do under certain social circumstances and accordingly we may
choose our course of action also.

Importance of norms

Norms especially group norms are important because, besides controlling the
group behaviour, they also control the behaviour of its members, and provide
stability and a socially desired orderliness to the groups. In the absence of norms,
the behaviour of group members will become chaotic and the group and its
members will not be able to survive for long. Norms are also important for as
they facilitate and foster interaction between and among the group members.

It is because of these social norms that we see the predictable similarities in the
behaviour of group members. At the same time, it is these group norms which
make the groups different from each other because they follow different norms
and traditions. The effect of these norms on one’s behaviour is not necessarily
dependent on his/her being in the group. Rather, these norms affect the behaviour
even when he/she is not a part of a group and remains alone. Thus, the norms
regulate the social behaviour. If one’s behaviour is in conformity with the group
norms, he/she may get the acceptance and praise. On the contrary, if there is non-
conformation or breaking of social norms, the non-conformist or violator person
may have to face criticism or be subjected to punishment as decided by the
particular group.
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Culture and Norms Another important function performed by the norms, which makes them important
for us, is that they provide us solutions to common problems by offering available
possible alternatives. Also, norms promote mutual respect and service for others
which ultimately give rise to harmony in the social relations and a sense of social
well-being. So, norms perform an important function of linking people to people,
people to the society and society to society.

Norms, in addition to the above also help us fulfill one of our basic psychological
need, viz., to belong to others. Being social beings, humans need to be associated
with others, they require love, self-esteem and belongingness. Following norms,
all these needs of the individuals will be satisfied. This otherwise is neither
possible nor persistent.

Thus, norms play a very important and fulfilling role in human lives. However
the norms are to be framed by the society in order the its members have a better
life the society also advances in a positive direction. The society by formulating
the norms encourages its members to follow the norms for their own benefit and
the benefit of the society in which they live..

Self Assessment Questions

1) Define social norms with examples specific to your socio–cultural set-up.
................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

2) Why do you think it is necessary to follow social norms?
................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

3) Describe various types of norms.
................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

4) Enlist the dangers of violating social norms.
................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................
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1.4 CHARACTERISTIC FEATURES OF SOCIAL
NORMS

By now, it is clear that behaviour of humans is guided by the prevailing social
norms which interact with human environment and societal factors and affect
the social well being of people in the society. These norms have certain features
unique to them which are as follows:

1) Serve as guiding principle

The norms, (as the norma guides and help a carpenter) show the group members
ways to behave in a socially appropriate manner which all the other members
approve of. Coming back to the examples of Mr. A and Ms. B, your responses
exactly reflect the prevailing norms specific to the given social situations like
attending somebody’s birth day party or funeral.

2) Develop as a result of interaction and communication

Norms are formed as a result of human interactions and communication in the
society. Hence, due to the vast size of a society and interaction as well as
communication being a complex process, norms are not formed so easily and
quickly. Once formed, they are not susceptible to change in any short or long
time unless there is a dire need to change the norms in the interest of the society
and the individuals who live in it.

3) Culture – specificity

That the norms are culture specific seems to be obvious by the occurrence of the
same phenomenon at two places differently. Take for instance child marriage.
The Hindu (August 04, 2010) reported that the State Minister for Social Welfare
Damodar Rawat saying, “Bihar is one of the hotspots for child marriages in the
country and on an average marriages of 67 percent girls are below the age of 18
years.

Earlier this very year (February 20, 2010), The Hindu had published a study
prepared by the Population Council of India and was released by Union Health
Minister Ghulam Nabi Azad, which was conducted in six states of India including
Andhra Pradesh, Bihar, Jharkhand, Rajasthan, Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu and
surveyed over 58,000 youths in the age group of 15 – 29 years. The main findings,
as published by The Hindu showed that one-fifth of the young women surveyed
were married off before the age of 15, half before they turned 18 and two-thirds
before the age of 20. In this context, Zaman (2008), while presenting an appraisal
to the marriage system of the Karbis of Assam, pointed out that Child marriage
is an unknown system among the Karbis. Thus it appears that the culture decides
the norms in a society and thus norms are culture specific.

While the above research on the topic of child marriage was across cultures, let
us see if within the same culture such differences in the norms exist. Take for
instance widow remarriage. A Hindu widow is expected to live a life of prayers
and noble endeavors by the society she lives in. The expectation does not extend
to Hindu widowers. Interestingly, a man who loses his wife is usually pressurised
to marry for the sake of ‘companionship’ and so on. The obvious gender
discrimination begins from within the society and percolates to the people who
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Culture and Norms are a part of it. Those who question it are disapproved of or alienated tacitly and
those who abide by these social norms are labeled as respectable” .

4) Keep control over violators

Social norms help keep control over the behaviour in direct as well as indirect
fashion. Each society has its own measures to ‘punish’ the violators (direct control)
who deviate from the established social norms and people also ‘feel shame and
guilt’ when they violate those norms (indirect control). Be Can you imagine the
consequent embarrassment you might face if you go to attend somebody’s birthday
party ‘without gift’ or what will your reaction when you find a person laughing
during somebody’s funeral?

5) Social norms are dynamic
Social norms are an integral part of social systems like gender disparities. If the
society and groups strive for changing the social norms, such existing inequalities
would be greatly reduced to improve the human well being and raise the quality
of life of all. This dynamic nature of norms has witnessed many major normative
changes in Indian history as for example the Sati-pratha in which a widow used
to willingly burn herself with her deceased husband on his funeral pyre.

Similarly, Falomir-Pichastor, Munoz-Rojas, Invernisze and Mugny (2004) noted
that strengthening norms against discrimination can lead to lessening of prejudice
and discrimination which have been traditionally explained by the influence of
social norms. This in turn would help to improve the integration of immigrants
into the larger society. Norms are generally considered as injunctive and indicative
of what is socially approved or disapproved, and they are often related to social
influence processes. Similarly, Zitek and Hebl (2007), focusing on the role of
social psychology in studying the attempts to reduce or eradicate people’s
prejudices, noted that prejudices may be altered through social influence.

6) Norms teach two way cooperation

There are studies which indicate the existence of a norm of conditional cooperation
in social settings. For example, if other group members cooperate with us in any
endeavour, the norms also require us to cooperate in return (Fehr and Fischbacher,
2004). Thus, norms teach us to be cooperative with other helpers.

7) Norm is not a single entity

Norms also encompass prevailing traditions, folkways, mores, fashion, religion,
and laws which are dominant and in use in the society. Laws are a binding force
on the people to accept and follow the legal requirement, and fashion also is an
exception but other types/forms of norms are more or less conservative in nature
and require mammoth efforts for change.

1.5 LET US SUM UP

Let us sum up this unit with a question. As per Corruption Perceptions’ Index
released by Transparency International on October 26, 2010, India has got 87th

rank out of 178 countries in its perceived levels of corruption for the year 2010.
Whereas India got 84th rank out of 180 countries last year. See the table given
below.
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(Source: http://www.transparency.org/, data downloaded on Oct. 26, 2010).

This means that there is an increase in corruption (or in the perception of
corruption) since last year in India. Do you remember that in Section 1.3, we
read that social norms can influence and determine one’s perception, evaluation
and behaviour? Is the perception of corruption in India, as reflected in Corruption
Perceptions’ Index, a result of any specific norm?  Can we relate the problem of
corruption to norms as well? Has corruption obtained the status of a socially
approved norm for getting the work done which otherwise would be difficult or
impossible to accomplish without giving or taking bribe? Think in psychological
terms.

As a student of social psychology and social behaviour, in this unit you have
studied social norms which you now know that are integral part of our social life
and whether or not we know about it per se, and whether or not we like it in its
present form, these affect us and too much of our behaviour. Applying our
knowledge of social norms for the betterment of human social life requires a lot
of factual analysing, personal understanding, and social convincing. In the
following units, you will further progress towards it by studying conformity.

1.6 UNIT END QUESTIONS
1) Describe the role of social norms in maintaining harmony in the society.

2) Give five examples each of the behaviours which your society do approve
and do not approve in your own specific socio – cultural set – up.

3) How do social psychologists utilise their knowledge and understanding of
social norms to reduce/remove prejudice against any special target group
e.g., ex-convicts?

4) Can you imagine “a society without norms” and write a critical essay on it?
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