If You Are Changing or Incorporating Social Norms: Frequently Asked Questions
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My original experience with the social norms approach began in 1994 at the University of Arizona (UA), where our social norms marketing campaign has produced a 29 percent reduction in heavy and high risk drinking.  Since then I have supervised six social norms substance abuse prevention federal grants and I am frequently asked to consult with colleagues who are developing their own social norms campaigns.  In my work I have observed a number of common problems and pitfalls with which many social norms practitioners struggle.  In addition there seem to be a number of generic questions that repeatedly come up in consultations, group workshops, and presentations.  This article summarizes my top ten most frequently asked questions about social norms campaigns along with my usual responses and observations.

 Is a social norms campaign the same as any other advertising campaign? 

A social norms campaign is not about the sale of a product or the sale of a concept.  A social norms campaign is about using social marketing techniques to reach students with information that corrects misinformation that may be guiding a student to a misinformed conclusion.  A social norms campaign should not look like an advertising campaign – slogans and gimmicks have a very limited shelf life The best campaign aims to inform, not persuade chastise or threaten.  In the first few years of the UA alcohol social norms campaign  “4 or fewer’’ was the mantra but student feedback taught us that in order to keep their interest, maintain visibility and provide the data needed to inform, we had to do more.  The current campaign provides information about what students do to enhance their safety when they drink in addition to how much they drink, and other key factors related to consumption (including drinks over time, BAC, etc.), whether they agree with or endorse campus alcohol policy, and state laws, and attitudes they hold about how much is too much.  

A social norms campaign is a public health education campaign that uses market research techniques to engage, not pitch to a target audience. Students are savvy consumers and easily recognize a sales pitch.  A campaign that appears to have something to sell has very little to say.

Does it really matter who sponsors the campaign?  

Messages are only as good as the messenger – if you, your techniques or your motivation are suspect so is the social norms campaign that bares your logo.  Projects that are attached to a well respected organization that students trust and believe has their best interest at heart have much greater credibility than those that have a negative reputation with students.  Projects that are attached to a well respected source don’t have to fight the suspicion that the institution is acting more out of concern for it’s own liability and then the health and safety of it’s students. 

Does social norms trample on the rights of the individual?

The norms are - simply stated -  “what the majority of students do, and the attitudes and beliefs they hold.”  The UA alcohol norms campaign has not caused heavy drinkers shame, or blame or caused students to feel manipulated.  Broadcasting college norms simply turns up the volume on how most students safely handle alcohol, without passing judgment on those who do not typically make safe choices.

Why aren’t we telling students to drink less? 

We have enough data at this point to know that telling students not to drink, no matter how cleverly we deliver the message is not likely to result in less drinking.

College students look to their peers for short cuts to social success and often make choices based on what they believe those who are socially successful do in social situations. This seems especially true if they are new to the social scene.  As with student choices in clothing, music, speech, many alcohol choices are as much about being chosen as they are about personal likes and preferences.  

The cornerstone of a social norms approach is to provide students with a more accurate picture of their actual referent group – a group that is invisibly making fewer risky choices than is commonly believed. 

I administered the Core but can’t find information about healthy drinking norms to feed back to students? 

In order to provide this information we have to identify the appropriate questions to ask students.  In past years the Core did not ask specific enough questions about drinking norms, attitudes and beliefs to provide enough positive information to students so that supplemental questions were needed.  If you are using the Core Survey I would suggest adding questions about the following: 

· drinks students had the last time they drank, 

· drinks consumed per week, 

· drinks per hour, 

· weight (in order to calculate BAC), 

· behaviors students engage in in-order to protect themselves if they know they will be drinking, 

· attitudes they hold about how much is too much.  

The UA Health and Wellness survey has a good variety of these questions and can be found on line at <www.socialnorms.campushealth.net> 

Other surveys include the American College Health Association National College Health Assessment, and the Campus Survey of Alcohol and Other Drug Norms (Core Institute). The National Social Norms Center at <www.socialnorms.org> has additional resources and examples for survey development. If you do not have the resources to conduct your own survey consider asking a normative questions on other health and life style surveys conducted by your own college. Many colleges are experimenting with on-line surveys.  This survey method is usually much less expensive and can reach a wide audience of students.  If you don’t feel you have the expertise to conduct a survey or analyze data you may want to team with campus faculty.  This is an excellent way of sharing expenses, gaining expertise and creating faculty buy-in for your substance abuse prevention efforts.

My campaign is quite clever and creative but I am not seeing results? 

No amount of creativity can make up for cutting corners on market research and testing when you are developing a campaign.  Student feedback is essential at each stage of development in order to be successful at reaching your target population and dosing the information enough to make an impact.  You need to know what images, information, placements, designs are most likely to be seen/read/heard by students.  In order to do this you have to know where students get their information, what they like to look at and when, how much or how little information is necessary, etc. 

For example – some schools have discovered that providing bus posters reaches more students than residence based or classroom posters because posters have to compete with other sales materials or other posters for student attention.  Wes Perkins and David Craig at Hobart and William Smith Colleges have demonstrated success utilizing campus computer networks and curriculum infusion to reach students with campus norms.  Still others disseminate social norms through small group interactive sessions.  

Other potential pitfalls to program success include: program believability; credibility of the source; lack of authenticity in design and message development; mixed messages; misinterpretation of the data; failure to provide convincing evidence that perceptions are incorrect; poor survey design and interpretation; and faulty data collection strategies.

How do you get information about what the majority of students are doing when you only have data on what the minority is doing? 

Social norms are a way of thinking, and communicating.  The glass that is one third empty is also two-thirds full.  For example – if you have information about alcohol related consequences and how often a student experiences consequences you also have information about lack of consequences. Another way to look at this data is as follows – most students who drink are safe drinkers - or - when they drink most students drink moderately and experience few consequences as a result of drinking.  If the data tells you that 10% of students got into a fight or argument as a result of drinking it also tells you that 90% did not get into a fight or argument as a result of drinking. Take some time to think about the interpretation of the data you have in hand, and also think about what additional information you will need in order to counteract misperceptions about drinking.

Can I have a social norms campaign and a zero tolerance campaign operating at the same time? 

Social norms information makes sense to students when consistent with other substance use communications, policies and practices but can easily be dismissed if rules, words and deeds are contradictory.  Students understand and support rules about drinking and every campus should have consistent, well-publicized rules.  However, a public campaign that declares war on heavy drinkers and overstates the incidence and prevalence of college drinking can be counter productive.  This type of campaign fails to mobilize students and others who are moderate drinkers and may inadvertently divert attention from health and wellness issues.

Social norms campaigns can work synergistically with other environmental management strategies and early intervention techniques.  The Higher Education Center has outlined an eight- step college substance abuse prevention standard that includes social norms.  

Other strategies that can work synergistically include techniques that specifically target populations that need early intervention more than primary prevention – utilized in programs such as BASICS.  This strategy has proven to be effective in working with this very high-risk group.  BASICS and other brief motivational interviewing strategies are very compatible with social norms strategies and in fact most include peer alcohol norms when working one on one and in group settings with students as a way of influencing heavy and high-risk drinkers to moderate their use.

Shouldn’t a good campaign develop one recognizable and specific signature, for example – “Drinking…..not everybody’s doing it” 

One-line slogans loose their punch quickly.  Social norms campaigns should be like Dragnet – just the facts!  The facts should add up to a more accurate picture that demonstrates that most students make reasonable decisions about their health and well being.  Most of us would agree that developing a capacity for critical thinking and sound decision-making based on good information is an important developmental goal for all young adults.

Who is a key stakeholder and how do you work with key stakeholders? 

A key stakeholder can be a person who influences, leads and guides but can also be anyone who passes on information about college drinking to students.  Key stakeholders can be administrators, teachers, campus press, building monitors (the one in charge of campus postings) or even the person selling hot dogs in front of the Student Union (as was the case on one occasion at UA).  Information about community practices and standards surrounding alcohol use is passed along through campus policies and practices, speeches, mission statements, interviews, articles, pronouncements, lectures, presentations, and word of mouth.  Students can find information about alcohol use on promotional materials, (fliers tacked to a campus kiosk, or classroom bulletin board) and even on-line. 

Developing relationships with key stakeholders that are mutually beneficial is key to success.  You can help them succeed in their own mission in many ways.  Here are two examples: 

1) The mission of the office of public affairs may be to keep the community aware of the benefits the institution can provide to the community and thus enhance support for the college.  Providing positive information on student behavior allows public affairs staff members to use these points for articles, interviews, and press releases.  This helps them succeed in their own mission and helps the prevention practitioner get the word out to those who interact with students.

2) One of the missions of the office of the Dean of Students is to create and maintain a civil learning environment.  By sharing survey information that the majority of students endorse more conservative attitudes related to alcohol policy the dean may feel less reluctant to set more conservative campus wide party policy then she would have if she received feedback from representatives from student government or Greek organizations.  

One of the important goals of a social norms campaign is to change the public conversation on campus about alcohol from “all students are heavy users” to “most students drink moderately” - and this can’t happen if key stakeholders make decisions based on inaccurate information. For example, a faculty member may falsely conclude that most students go drinking on a Thursday night and therefore not schedule tests for Friday mornings.

Key stakeholders tend to fall into two categories – ‘with you or against you’.  They can easily spread misinformation about college drinking (even when they mean well). They can help you correct misinformation in a number of ways.  For example, stakeholders who are knowledgeable and informed about your campaign can:

· speak up about the norms, 

· consider the moderate drinking and more conservative attitudes about campus drinking before creating alcohol policy, 

· consistently enforce campus alcohol policy and law abiding behavior, 

· fund regularly scheduled campus activities that provide opportunities for students to socialize, volunteer, and interact with faculty.

Summary. Social norms is still considered a new and emerging prevention strategy to reduce high-risk drinking but there is a growing body of literature that speaks to it’s efficacy.  I hope this question and answer discussion has addressed some of the issues you have been thinking about when you consider utilizing a social norms strategy.
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