Using a Social Norming Campaign for Impaired Driving Prevention

How Does Social Norming Work?

Truly, the science of positive social norming theory could fill up an entire book by itself.  What you will read here is an abbreviated version of social norming theory and social marketing practices in their most basic forms. Two premises need to be clarified which will help you understand why the theory works. First, you need to believe that most students want to be “normal” or in the majority, whatever they perceive that to be. The second premise is that most students have the skills and the desire to take care of themselves. If you would like more information on social norming theory, visit the website for the National Social Norms Resource Center at www.socialnorm.org/.

The Perkins Four-Step Plan

Dr. Wesley Perkins, probably the foremost practitioner of social norming theory in the United States, has broken down social norming into a basic four-step plan. Each of these steps is complex and has multiple strategies and applications. However, for the purpose of a primary description, here are the four main steps to applying social norming theory to your campus health promotion program:

· Collect data and statistics about your own campus norms. Find out what positive behaviors are true norms on campus, as well as any misperceptions that may exist about those norms.

· Publish, in as many ways as possible, the data showing the true norms about what is really happening on campus. Promote the fact that most students are healthy when it comes to their choices about alcohol, sexual health and tobacco.

· Use the techniques of social marketing to promote the truth about positive social norms. This can help lower the misperceptions that exist that allow students to believe that most of their peers are engaging in unhealthy behavior.

· Once the misperceptions are erased (or at least the gap between the misperception and the reality is decreased), document behavior change as students begin to choose to follow the true norms on campus.

By expanding on and following this four-step theory and repeating and evaluating the process, campuses have shown decreases in the amount of unhealthy behaviors on campus, be it in excessive drinking or tobacco use.

Once Misperceptions Are Corrected – Students Gravitate Toward New Norms

When some of the students who are participating in unhealthy behaviors, whether tobacco use or excessive drinking, hear that most of their peers are NOT engaging in those behaviors, they adapt their own behaviors to be more consistent with what their peers are doing. Students want to be “normal” and so many gravitate to what is really happening on campus, thus achieving a decrease in unhealthy behaviors.

Social Norming Theory – Is It Successful?

When campuses have employed social norming techniques correctly on campus, they have seen significant decreases in the amount of unhealthy behavior on campus. In terms of reducing the amount of high-risk drinking (more than five drinks in one sitting at any given time in the last two weeks), here are some campus success stories:

· Northern Illinois University – 44% reduction over 10-year period

· University of Arizona – 28% reduction over 5-year period 

· Hobart and William Smith College – 40% reduction over 4-year period

· Western Washington University – 20% reduction over 3-year period

· University of Missouri – 18% reduction over 2-year period

How Does This Apply To Impaired Driving?

We certainly encourage our affiliates to include the social norming concept in their overall programming strategy. Here are some suggestions for peer educators. 

· Make sure you promote the “good news” about impaired driving prevention. It is important for students to know that most of their peers do not drink and drive. 

· Survey your own campus, not just to find out the behaviors of the students on your campus, but also to get a sense of the different attitudes held by your students. You can use national statistics if you have to, but it is much better to have numbers based on your own student body. 

· Use the BACCHUS & GAMMA impaired driving campaign materials to help saturate campus with your message.

