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Changing behaviors with social norming 

	“If all your friends jumped off the bridge, would you do it too?” 

In many cases, the answer is yes. 

From Facebook to the Harry Potter craze, we all catch on to what others are doing, seeing, watching and even reading. And not because any of us are necessarily weak or unoriginal. But because deep down, to some extent, we all want to fit in and be ‘normal.’

“We’re all influenced by what we think is ‘normal’ among our peers, especially when it comes to behaviors like drinking and drugs,” says Dr. Lauri Turkovsky, technical assistance consultant for SPF-SIG and Washington’s Division of Alcohol and Substance Abuse.
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Research has shown that our attitudes and perceptions of what’s normal directly correlate to our behavior. It’s called social norming, and it’s a strategy being adopted by colleges and communities around the country, particularly to help curb binge drinking (having five or more drinks in a row). 

The theory behind the strategy

So what exactly is social norming? Dr. Lauri Turkovsky, a consultant of Prevention Works in Seattle (WINS) who works with the seven SPF-SIG communities in the state of Washington, says social norming is “finding out the actual behaviors in a community and reflecting those back to them.” 
In terms of drinking, studies have found that people’s perception of how much their peers drink is exaggerated compared to the reality. For example, at Western Washington University in Bellingham, studies show that when students drink alcohol, they have 0-4 drinks. But when asked how many drinks they think everyone else has, the number is much higher. 

“When kids think it’s normal to drink or drink excessively, there are no social cues to drink moderately or not at all. Correcting the misperception of peer drinking norms has been shown to reduce the amount of binge drinking happening on campus,” says Turkovsky.

How to change what’s ‘normal’

“The key to behavior change are positive messages and strategies,” says Turkovsky.

For decades, colleges and universities like Northern Illinois University (NIU) have tried to use ‘scare tactics’ to curb campus drinking. They poured a great deal of time and money into traditional fear-based strategies such as mock car crashes, speaker panels of drunk driving victims, presentations by doctors and other traditional prevention approaches. After a year of intensive efforts, binge drinking went up.  

“Most people who do prevention programming have the best of intentions. Our gut tells us that if we could just convince people how dangerous drinking can be, then people will make healthier choices,” Turkovsky says. 

“But we don’t get the safe and healthy behaviors we want by scaring people into it. It just doesn’t work.”

NIU proves this to be true. Shortly after beginning its social norms marketing campaign, student binge drinking began to trend downward and has continued to do so. Due to its social norms marketing campaign, NIU has seen a 44% reduction in binge drinking over a 10-year period. 

What’s ‘normal’ in Northeast Seattle

As mentioned in our April newsletter, Prevention WINS found that in Northeast Seattle 90% of parents do not think it is okay for teenagers to drink – a far cry from the general perception in our community. 
“Our survey highlighted the gap between perception and reality amongst parents in Northeast Seattle and while we don’t have the data yet, I think we’d find the same gap with high school students in terms of what they think ‘normal’ is,” said Inga Manskopf, community coordinator for Prevention WINS. 

“But right now, I’m just pleased that our community is talking about these issues and taking small steps to make a change.”

This year’s edition of the coalition’s Drug Free Homes Parent Pledge, available in the fall, will emphasize that parents who sign it are actually supporting the community norm: that parents believe that underage drinking is not okay.
If you are interested in learning more about social norms or would like to get involved, visit http://www.preventionworksinseattle.org/ to contact us and read more about social norming on our blog.
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