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What are social norms?

• Beliefs about how members of a group 

should behave in a situation

– Why did you pick what you wore today?

• Shape and influence our behavior

• We usually aren’t aware of them



Reusing towels

Experiment:

– Group 1: “HELP SAVE THE ENVIRONMENT. You can 

show your respect for nature and help save the 

environment by reusing your towels during your stay.”

– Group 2: JOIN YOUR FELLOW GUESTS IN HELPING 

TO SAVE THE ENVIRONMENT. Almost 75% of guests 

who are asked to participate in our new resource 

savings program do help by using their towels more 

than once.”

Result:

– Group 2 was 25% more likely to reuse their towel.



Energy conservation

Experiment:

– Group 1: To protect the environment

– Group 2: To benefit society

– Group 3: To save money

– Group 4: Your neighbors are conserving energy

Result:

– Energy use lowest in group 4.

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4



Theft of petrified wood

Experiment:

– Group 1:  ‘‘Please don’t remove the petrified wood from 

the park. Many past visitors have removed the petrified 

wood from the park, changing the state of the Petrified 

Forest’’

– Group 2:  ‘‘Please don’t remove the petrified wood from 

the park. The vast majority of past visitors have left the 

petrified wood in the park, preserving the natural state 

of the Petrified Forest’’

Result:

– Theft higher in group 1 than 2  (7.9% vs. 1.7%)



Social norms in advertising

• Used to increase sales

– “Best seller”

– “America’s #1 brand”



Question…

What percent of American’s use marijuana?

January 16, 2018



Misperceptions of norms

• Overestimate the risky behavior of others

– Examples:  Marijuana use, college student drinking

– Driven by the media which focuses on the 

unusual/extreme 



Social norms & student drinking

Students overestimate drinking on campus

Incorrectly believe that frequent, excessive 

drinking is the norm

Implicit pressure on students to drink

Correcting misperceptions should help reduce 

student drinking



UNC “2 out of 3” study

Goals of the program:

1. Examine actual student drinking

2. Develop and evaluate a social norms program to 

reduce drinking



UNC “2 out of 3” study

Fall 1997:

• Interviewed ~2,000 students

• All nights of week, 10 p.m. – 3 a.m.

• Dorms, Greek houses, apartments

• 97% gave a breath sample



Measured BAC on night of interview
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Alcohol Fact:

Whether it’s Thursday, Friday or Saturday night,

2 out of 3 UNC students return home

With a .00 Blood Alcohol Concentration.





“2 out of 3” Campaign

• Freshman orientation classes

– Postcard demonstration



Basic Message

Posters



Reminder that this is not 

simply self-report data

“It’s not what they say,

it’s what they blow.”

Posters



Full Message

Includes: “Most of those 

who drink have four or less.”

Posters



Source of Fact to Lend 

Scientific Credibility

“Based on Fall 1997 breathalyzer 

data collected between 10 p.m. 

and 3 a.m….” 

Posters



New posters each year

• Posters displayed in common areas and 

residence hall rooms



Residence Hall Rooms with a “2 out of 3” 

Poster Displayed
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Prize patrols



Media

• Press Conferences



Media

• Earned media



Media



Media



Media

• Paid media (e.g., 

student newspaper)



Website





UNC “2 out of 3” study

Repeated the survey:

• 1999:  2540 students

• 2002:  1886 students



Campaign Awareness, by Year
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Campaign Understanding, by Year
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BAC Distribution, by Year
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Heavy Drinking, Night of Interview
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Conclusion

Comprehensive social norms program:

• Reduced measured BAC

• Reduced heavy drinking



Social norms and traffic safety

Montana: “Most of Us Wear Seat Belts”

• 84% reported wearing a seat belt

• 59% thought others wear seat belts



Montana: Most of Us Wear Seat Belts

Campaign

• Extensive radio ads

• Print ads and promotional items

• Billboards

• Earned media



Montana: Most of Us Wear Seat Belts

Results

• 49% awareness for campaign

• 12% increased belief that others wear belts

• 4% increase in self-reported belt use



Social norms and traffic safety

“Most Montana Young Adults Don’t Drink 

and Drive”

• NHTSA-funded study



Most Montana Young Adults Don’t Drink 

and Drive

Campaign

• TV, radio & print ads, billboards, posters, etc.

Results

• 71% recalled the message

• Self-reported drinking

– Down 2% in intervention counties

– Up 12% in control counties



Could it work here in NC?

Seat belt use rate:
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Could it work here in NC?

Fatalities involving a driver or MC operator 

with a BAC ≥ .08:
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Summary

• Social norms programs proven effective in 

reducing risky behaviors

– Adolescent bullying

– Substance abuse

– Sexual risk taking

– Belt non-use, impaired driving

• Positive approach

– Unlike enforcement or scare tactics

• Highlighting risky behaviors may backfire



Summary

Steps for a successful program:

1. Discover what the real norms are (survey, observations)

2. Get the truth out – provide credible data that counters

misperceptions

3. Risk takers learn they are in the minority

4. Empowers those who make safe choices



Thank you!

arthur_goodwin@unc.edu


