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Abstract

Social norms are informal rules within a group or society. Despite the consensus that social norms affect
behavior, there is an inherent tension in the cross-disciplinary norms literature between the conceptual-
ization of norms as individual and collective phenomena. The present paper capitalizes on the potential of
communication as the link between different levels of social norms to develop an integrative approach to
normative social influences. Concretely, it refers to the differentiation between perceived and collective
norms, systematizes the current literature on the role of communication in social normative influences, and
outlines how communication serves as functional link between the individual and collective level of norms.
The resulting multilevel approach to normative social influences (MANSI) allows us to reflect on norms as
dynamic phenomena that account for individual and social change. Ultimately, we discuss challenges and
areas for further inquiry for the study of norms, and thereby derive recommendations for future research on

multilevel normative social influences.
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1 Introduction

Social norms are informal rules within
a group or society “that either prescribe
or proscribe behaviors that members of
a group can enact” (Rimal & Real, 2003,
p. 185). In contrast to laws (Carbonara,
2017), they are not legally but socially en-
forced and are not explicitly codified but
understood and created through social
interaction (Hechter & Opp, 2001b). Thus,
the study of norms and their influences “is
a study of human interactions” (Chung &
Rimal, 2016, p. 3), which is why various
disciplines in the social sciences have de-
veloped an area of scholarship that focus-
es on normative aspects (Chung & Rimal,
2016; Legros & Cislaghi, 2020).

While the cross-disciplinary social
norms literature agrees on the vital be-
havioral relevance of social norms, there
is also some disagreement on whether
social norms are individual or collective

ooce

constructs, thus, whether they are psy-
chological states or properties of social
entities (Legros & Cislaghi, 2020). Both
understandings of social norms have their
benefits, depending on the field’s per-
spective and primary interest (Legros &
Cislaghi, 2020). A comprehensive under-
standing of the reciprocal relationship be-
tween individual and social change, how-
ever, requires an approach that integrates
the individual and collective conceptual-
ization of norms and, thus, acknowledges
that individuals are affected by their envi-
ronment’s norms and, on the other hand,
reshape their normative environment
through their actions (Coleman, 1986b;
Latané, 1996).

The communication field “has much
to contribute” to such an integrative ap-
proach (Yanovitzky & Rimal, 2006, p. 2),
as communication plays a crucial role in
forming normative perceptions and dis-
seminating norms in social groups (e.g.,
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Geber & Hefner, 2019; Rimal & Lapinski,
2015). The present paper systematizes the
current literature on the role of communi-
cation in social normative influences and
underlines how communication serves as
link between the individual and collective
level of norms. It thereby considers various
forms of communication in the contempo-
rary media environment, such as mass me-
dia, social media, and personal communi-
cation. The resulting multilevel approach
to normative social influences (MANSI)
with communication as the cross-level
link is used to reflect on norms as dynamic
phenomena and to provide preliminary ex-
planations for individual- and group-level
changes (Tankard & Paluck, 2016).

Our mission in creating the MANSI is
to provide a framework that inspires fu-
ture research to go beyond individual-lev-
el approaches in order to cope with the
complexity of social reality and to better
understand individual behavior. This is all
the more relevant as studies in the fields of
psychology and communication treat so-
cial norms mainly as individual-level attri-
butes (Shulman et al., 2017). Further, the
approach is relevant to applied research
as it provides an important framework for
communication interventions that target
mechanisms of change at different levels
to improve behaviors, such as health and
risk behaviors (Sallis & Owen, 2015; Sed-
lander et al., 2020).

2 Social norms

The concept of social norms is discus-
sed among others in social psychology
(Deutsch & Gerard, 1955; Sherif, 1936),
public health (Edberg & Krieger, 2020;
Perkins & Berkowitz, 1986), philosophy
(Bicchieri, 2005), economics (Young, 1998),
sociology (Parsons, 1951), and communi-
cation (Yanovitzky & Rimal, 2006; for an
overview: Legros & Cislaghi, 2020). De-
spite distinct approaches to understand-
ing norms, there is a certain overlap in the
conceptualization of norms, especially in
the fields of psychology, public health, and
communication (Chung & Rimal, 2016).

2.1 Descriptive and injunctive norms
Social norms can be differentiated with
regard to whether they are descriptive or
injunctive — a distinction that has been es-
tablished in the seminal work on norma-
tive conduct by Cialdini, Reno and Kall-
gren (1990). Descriptive norms describe
what is done by most people, that is, “what
is typical or normal” within a reference
group (Cialdini et al., 1990, p. 1015). As de-
scriptive norms reveal which behaviors are
prevalent, they are also referred to as “be-
havioral norms” (Perkins, 2002, p. 165). In-
junctive norms, on the other hand, specify
what ought to be done and refer to the so-
cial approval of a certain behavior among
referent others (Cialdini et al., 1990). They
are also referred to as “attitudinal norms”
(Perkins, 2002, p. 164) because they convey
evaluations that other people have of cer-
tain acts.

People are especially motivated to fol-
low the norms of groups they belong to or
aspire to belong to, known as “reference
groups” (Merton & Rossi, 1968; Saxena,
1971; Sherif, 1953). Thus, a reference group
refers to relevant others whose behavior
and (dis)approval matter to an individu-
al in a specific situation and thereby are
turned to as a standard or “frame of ref-
erence” (Merton & Rossi, 1968, p. 258)
that provide orientation to the individual
(Legros & Cislaghi, 2020). Reference groups
may include proximal groups (such as close
friends or family) and more distal referent
others (such as schoolmates or colleagues);
they may relate to clearly defined smaller
groups of people, as the family, but also
to more abstract collectives, such as soci-
eties and cultures (Hechter & Opp, 2001a;
Patrick, Neighbors, & Lee, 2012).

2.2 Perceived and collective norms

As group phenomena that provide orien-
tation for individuals, social norms exist
as both perceived and collective norms
(Table 1). Perceived and collective norms
differ according to the level to which they
pertain, as explicated by Lapinski and
Rimal (2005; Rimal & Lapinski, 2015). Per-
ceived norms are located at the individual,
psychological level and represent individ-
ual’s perceptions of the reference group’s
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Table 1:

Descriptive and injunctive norms as perceived and collective norms

Descriptive norms

Injunctive norms

Perceived norms
(Individual level)

Collective norms
(Group level)

Perceived descriptive norms
Individual’s perceptions about the
referent group’s behavior

Collective descriptive norms
The referent group’s behavior

Perceived injunctive norms
Individual's perceptions about the
referent group’s approval of the behavior

Collective injunctive norms
The referent group’s attitude
toward the behavior

Note: Taxonomy based on Lapinski and Rimal (2005) as well as Rimal and Lapinski (2015), see also Geber et al. (2021).

norms. In contrast, collective norms op-
erate at the level of the reference group
and “represent a collective social entity’s
code of conduct” (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005,
p. 129). To contrast them with subjective
perceptions, collective norms are also re-
ferred to as “actual norms” (Berkowitz,
2004) or — in order to underline the level
to which they pertain — as “group norms”
(Hogg & Reid, 2006).

Both facets of norms, descriptive and
injunctive, can be conceptualized as per-
ceived and collective norms (Lapinski &
Rimal, 2005; Rimal & Lapinski, 2015; also
Geber, Baumann, Czerwinski, & Klimmt,
2021). Concretely, perceived descriptive
norms refer to the perceived prevalence,
and perceived injunctive normsrefer to the
perceived social approval of the behavior
within the reference group. At the group
level, collective descriptive norms pertain
to the referents’ actual behavior and, thus,
the actual prevalence of a behavior within
the collective. Collective injunctive norms,
on the other hand, are also defined as “reg-
ularities in attitudes” (Hogg & Reid, 2006,
p- 7) and pertain to the referents’ actual so-
cial approval of a given behavior and thus
to the collective’s attitudes toward it.

3 A multilevel approach to normative
social influences (MANSI)

The differentiation between perceived and
collective norms leads to the questions of
how collective norms are linked with per-
ceived norms, how collective norms exert
influence on individual behavior, and, ul-
timately, how norms on both levels change
over time. The basic answer to these ques-
tions is lying in the central idea that social

norms are “communicative phenomena”
(Geber & Hefner, 2019; also Hogg & Reid,
2006; Real & Rimal, 2007). Norms “cannot
exist in the absence of communication
among members of the group” (Rimal &
Real, 2003, p. 185); they are constructed,
understood, and negotiated through com-
munication (Carcioppolo & Jensen, 2012,
p- 767). At the same time, communication
is a fundamental aspect of social relation-
ships (Valente, 2005; Yanovitzky & Rimal,
2006).

3.1 The micro-macro-scheme

To develop a multilevel approach to nor-
mative social influences (MANSI, Figure 1)
that links individual normative percep-
tions with collective norms, we borrow
from Coleman (1986b) the micro-mac-
ro-scheme. This scheme is “the standard
tool for representing micro-macro mod-
els” (Raub, Buskens, & van Assen, 2011,
p. 2, see also Opp, 2011). It differentiates
between two levels — micro and macro —
and conceptualizes cross-level links be-
tween both levels. In Coleman’s terminol-
ogy, “macro” refers to collectives such as
a family, a school, or a society (Coleman,
1986a, p. 346), whereas “micro” refers to
individuals. The cross-level links include
empirical “bridge assumptions” for the
macro-to-micro relation as well as ana-
lytical “transformation rules” such as defi-
nitions for the micro-to-macro relation
(Raub et al., 2011, p. 4). The micro-mac-
ro-scheme is especially appropriate to gain
a multilevel understanding of normative
social influences that addresses the crucial
role of communication. First, the scheme
is compatible with the basic differentia-
tion of Lapinski and Rimal (2005; Rimal &
Lapinski, 2015) between perceived norms
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Figure 1:
as the cross-level link

Multilevel approach to normative social influences (MANSI) with communication

collective norms

communication link

collective norms

aggregation link

perceived norms

adaptation link

" behavior / attitudes

at the micro level and collective norms at
the macro level (Geber et al., 2021). Sec-
ond, and more importantly, the scheme
will allow us to connect both levels and to
present a coherent multilevel approach
in the following sections by (1) outlining
communication as the bridge assumption
for the macro-to-micro relation (Link #1);
(2) integrating current behavioral theories
that provide assumptions on norms-based
regularities of individual behavior, such
as the theory of normative social behav-
ior (Link #2); and (3) presenting aggrega-
tion as the “transformation rule” that links
individual attributes at the micro level
with collective norms at the macro level
(Link #3). Figure 1 displays the MANSI that
implies three links, to be derived in the fol-
lowing chapters.

3.2 Link #1: Communication link

The first link (#1, communication link) of
our multilevel approach to normative so-
cial influences refers to communication as
cross-level link and addresses the question
of how collective norms are linked to indi-
vidual normative perceptions. We thereby
consider different forms of communica-
tion in the contemporary media environ-
ment. Concretely, by communication, we
refer to offline (face-to-face) and online
social interactions between people (Berg-
er, 2008), as well as media exposure to nor-
mative messages that are produced and
disseminated by institutional and profes-
sional media sources (Nagler, 2017).

First, as norms refer to the behavior
and attitudes within a reference group,
communication with group members
convey important normative information
(Geber, Baumann, & Klimmt, 2019; Mead,
Rimal, Ferrence, & Cohen, 2014). This
communication can be more or less ex-
plicit: Group members can express what is
and what is not normative in the group, by
reporting their behavior in talk, by talking
about whether a certain behavior is so-
cially approved, or by presenting norms
in terms of stories that provide indirect
accounts for what is and what should be
(Hogg & Reid, 2006; also Fine, 2001). Fur-
ther, injunctive information of approval or
disapproval might also be transmitted by
non-verbal communication, such as ges-
tures and facial expressions (Burgoon &
Buller, 1996). On the basis of this com-
munication, individuals infer the norms
of the respective group with regard to
what is done within the group (perceived
descriptive norms) and what ought to be
done (perceived injunctive norms). These
processes of norm formation have been
demonstrated, among others, for the case
of risk behaviors among adolescents and
young adults. In a study on speeding in
road traffic, Geber et al. (2019) showed
that normative perceptions toward risky
driving behavior did not only depend on
the frequency of peer communication but
also on communication’s topics. The more
young drivers talked about topics that
positively evaluate risk-taking, such as the
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fun of speeding, the more they perceived
that speeding was prevalent and socially
approved among their friends. Compara-
bly, a study of Hendriks, Scholz, Larsen,
Bruijn, and van den Putte (2021) revealed
that a more positive perceived conversa-
tional valence about alcohol and binge
drinking was related to perceptions of
more positive binge drinking norms
among college students.

Additionally, referring to social cog-
nitive theory (Bandura, 1986), observa-
tional learning is considered as a further
process leading to normative perceptions
(Geber & Hefner, 2019). Group members
serve as relevant models; they draw atten-
tion and are observed. Observations of so-
cial referents’ behaviors result in the belief
of the prevalence of a behavior (perceived
descriptive norms) and observed reac-
tions of others lead to the belief of social
approval or disapproval for the behavior
(perceived injunctive norms). In line with
this argument, Kashima, Wilson, Lusher,
Pearson, and Pearson (2013) studied norms
in a rural city in Australia and found that
norms and community engagement were
acquired experientially, that is, by observ-
ing what their associates do. Comparably,
a study among a vegetarian co-operative
on a university campus showed that nor-
mative perceptions about meat consump-
tions and activism were shaped by recur-
ring patterns of interaction (Shepherd,
2017; also Paluck & Shepherd, 2012).

Digitalization allows for such inter-
personal interactions to take place face-
to-face as well as digitally (Guadagno,
Muscanell, Rice, & Roberts, 2013; Walther
et al., 2010). On social media, where peo-
ple are connected with referent others,
images present what their referent others
do (descriptive norms), and popularity
cues on social media (Haim, Kiimpel, &
Brosius, 2018) can be regarded as a met-
ric representation of social approval (in-
junctive norms). We note that different
popularity cues (e.g., likes, shares) might
have different connotations that also vary
across platforms; nevertheless, it is nota-
ble that they comprise easily accessible
normative information (Geber & Hefner,
2019) and that they become more and

more important for individual orienta-
tion (Porten-Chée, Hassler, Jost, Eilders, &
Maurer, 2018). In line with this argument,
a study of Pempek, Yermolayeva, and
Calvert (2009) showed that students spend
much of their time reading and viewing in-
formation about their peers on Facebook.
Further studies, such as an experimental
study by Litt and Stock (2011) or surveys by
Beullens and colleagues (Beullens & Van-
denbosch, 2016; Geusens, Bigman-Gali-
more, & Beullens, 2020) demonstrated the
importance of social media platforms in
the formation process of drinking norms.
Adolescents who were more frequently
exposed to alcohol-related content per-
ceived alcohol consumption to be more
prevalent and socially approved among
their friends (Boyle, LaBrie, Froidevaux, &
Witkovic, 2016).

Beside communication with and ob-
servation of referent others (offline and
online), media content contributes to
perceptions about the prevalence of and
attitude toward a behavior by presenting
individuals who are perceived as similar
to oneself and members of the reference
group (Geber & Hefner, 2019; Mead et al.,,
2014; Tankard & Paluck, 2016). Bandura
(2009) applied social cognitive theory to
mass communication stating that media
content might promote social diffusion
of new styles of behavior by informing,
enabling, motivating, and guiding recipi-
ents. Comparably, cultivation theory pos-
its that long-term, frequent exposure to
television encourages viewers to perceive
the real world in ways that reflect the most
common messages of the fictional media
world (Gerbner & Gross, 1976; Morgan &
Shanahan, 2010). Thus, by presenting
people behaving in certain ways, media
messages (fictional, non-fictional, or com-
mercial) shape normative perceptions
(Bonfadelli & Friemel, 2017; First, 2017).
Consequently, the observation of behav-
iors of individuals in media who are per-
ceived as similar to group members results
in the belief that the behavior is common
within the reference group (perceived
descriptive norms). Comparably, the ob-
served reactions, that is, social approval
or disapproval in response to the behavior,
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should affect perceived injunctive norms
(Geber & Hefner, 2019). Supporting this ar-
gument, a longitudinal study of media ef-
fects on youth alcohol consumption from
Yanovitzky and Stryker (2001) suggests
that news stories on binge drinking affect-
ed perceptions of the social acceptability
of binge drinking among adolescents and
young adults. A further study among col-
lege students found that media exposure
was correlated with perceptions of high-
er permissive peer norms regarding sex
(Chia & Gunther, 2006).

To summarize, the communication
cross-level link encompasses process-
es that explain how collective norms are
communicatively transferred to normative
perceptions. These processes are manifold
in today’s media environment: via talking
with group members, observing social
referents’ behavior — both online and of-
fline —, and exposure to media content,
individuals learn about their referents’
behaviors and behavior-related approval
and, thus, develop perceptions of descrip-
tive and injunctive norms.

3.3 Link #2: Adaptation link

The second link (#2, adaptation link) deals
with the question of how perceived norms
influence individual behavior. This ques-
tion is subject of all major theories in so-
cial norms research (Shulman & Levine,
2012). According to the focus theory of
normative conduct (Cialdini et al., 1990),
perceived descriptive norms influence
behavior because of people’s motivations
“to do the right thing” (Rimal & Lapinski,
2015, p. 397); they promote behaviors by
providing an “information-processing ad-
vantage” about what may be an effective
and adaptive action (Cialdini et al., 1990,
p. 1015). Perceived injunctive norms, on
the other hand, are thought to influence
behavior because of people’s intention not
to be aberrant and their motivation for af-
filiation with others (Cialdini et al., 1990).
Both norms exert influence on behavior,
independently (Park & Smith, 2007) as
well as interactively, enforcing each other
(Rimal & Real, 2005). Meta-analyses pro-
vide cumulative evidence for the behavior-
al relevance of descriptive and injunctive

norms, across a variety of behaviors, such
as risk behaviors (e. g., smoking, drinking),
health behaviors (e. g., exercising, healthy
eating), and environmental behavior (e.g.,
littering, recycling; Manning, 2009; Rhodes,
Shulman, & McClaran, 2020).

In addition to descriptive and injunc-
tive norms, social norms theories consider
further cognitive factors that are of be-
havioral relevance. The theory of planned
behavior (Ajzen, 1991) points to perceived
behavioral control and attitudes as im-
portant behavioral factors (Armitage &
Conner, 2001). The theory of normative
social influence (Rimal & Real, 2005), in
contrast, focuses on the conditions under
which normative influences are partic-
ularly strong, such as group identity and
outcome expectations as social mecha-
nisms of normative influence (Rimal &
Real, 2005; for an overview on further
moderators: Chung & Rimal, 2016; Rimal &
Lapinski, 2015). It was, for example, found
that perceptions about descriptive norms
were particularly influential on college
students’ drinking behavior when they
identified with other students (Rimal &
Real, 2005).

Because of the theoretical and empir-
ical evidence in the tradition of the theory
of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991), norma-
tive social influence (Rimal & Real, 2005),
and focus theory of normative conduct
(Cialdini et al., 1990) this individual-level
link between perceived norms and indi-
vidual behavior can be regarded as well
established.

3.4 Link #3: Aggregation link

Lapinski and Rimal (2005; Rimal & Lapins-
ki, 2015) also presented important notions
on how collective norms relate to individ-
ual attributes, that are, behaviors and at-
titudes. Based on these notions, the third
link (#3, aggregation link) addresses the
transition of individual behaviors and at-
titudes to collective norms and establishes
aggregation as the cross-level link (Lazars-
feld & Menzel, 1965; Liska, 1990).

In contrast to the communication
cross-level link (#1), aggregation is a for-
mal link. It does not imply social inter-
actions like communication and, thus,
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does not add novel social processes to the
MANSI. It is a formal rule about how indi-
vidual attributes have to be combined to
yield group attributes (Liska, 1990). Ac-
cording to this rule, the average of group
members’ behavior or attitudes represent
the collective norm, which “signifies the
overall social milieu” (Rimal & Lapinski,
2015, p. 397). Therefore, collective norms
have to be considered as “meaningful
properties of social units“ (Liska, 1990,
p. 296) as they - like structural and global
properties of collectives — “vary system-
atically across social units” (Liska, 1990,
p. 297) and thus reflect their specificity
(Lazarsfeld & Menzel, 1965). Sedlander and
Rimal (2019), for example, created a col-
lective norm of contraception use among
adolescents in Ethiopia and Tanzania by
aggregating individual contraception use
in specific geographic vicinities, enumer-
ation areas, and then removing the indi-
vidual herself. Mollborn, Domingue, and
Boardman (2014a) determined the U.S.
high schools’ norm against teen pregnancy
based on survey data of the National Lon-
gitudinal Study of Adolescent Health and
found schools’ norms to differ significant-
ly. Sedlander et al. (2021) created a more
proximal collective norm of contraception
use by aggregating participant’s chosen so-
cial network (up to five people with whom
they spend the most time). Such differ-
ences in collective norms across schools,
communities, or countries reflect import-
ant collective-specific attributes that need
to be considered in normative influences.

4 Unfolding the complexity within
the MANSI

To cope with the complexity of individu-
als’ social reality, further aspects have to
be taken into account within a multilevel
approach to normative social influences
(MANSI) that are discussed in current so-
cial norms literature. First, individuals are
embedded in multiple reference groups;
second, these groups comprise different
roles relative to normative social influ-
ences; and, third, the individuals’ environ-

ment encompasses more abstract levels in
addition to the group level.

4.1 Multiple reference groups

People are embedded in various ref-
erence groups, ranging from proximal
groups (such as close friends, family, or
romantic partners) and more distal ref-
erent others (such as schoolmates, peers,
or colleagues). Research has shown that
proximal groups exert stronger norma-
tive influence than distal referent others
(Woolf, Rimal, & Sripad, 2014), and that
the normative influence depends on per-
ceived proximity to (Paek, 2009; Paek &
Gunther, 2007) and identification with the
social group (Neighbors et al., 2010). How-
ever, also rather distal groups function as
reference groups and exert normative in-
fluences (Woolf et al., 2014). Lynch, Coley,
Sims, Lombardi, and Mahalik (2015) even
demonstrated that multiple sources (par-
ents, friends, schoolmates) might have
normative social influences simultane-
ously and interactively. This underlines
the importance of communication pro-
cesses on social media platforms, such as
Facebook or Instagram, where multiple
distinct social groups are converging into
a single homogeneous unit (e.g., Face-
book friends); a phenomenon which is
also known as context collapse (Vitak,
2012; Vitak, Blasiola, Patil, & Litt, 2015; Zil-
lich & Miiller, 2019). Even though not all
subgroups of social media networks might
equally serve as reference frame regarding
a focal behavior (Zillich & Miiller, 2019),
the sheer co-presence of various groups in
one network heightens the complexity of
normative influences that people are po-
tentially exposed to on social media.

4.2 Multiple social roles

We also have to take into account that there
are various roles within reference groups.
Two of them might be particularly relevant
with regard to normative social influences:
leaders and deviants (Hogg & Reid, 2006;
Schachter, 1951; Tankard & Paluck, 2016).
The idea of normative leaders is related to
the concept of social referents (Paluck &
Shepherd, 2012) and opinion leaders (Katz,
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2015; Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). Such lead-
ers are generally “prototypical” in their be-
haviors and attitudes (Hogg & Reid, 2006),
meaning that their behaviors and attitudes
are representative for the group’s norms
(Weimann, 1994). Because of their pro-
totypicality, leaders are seen as “the best
source of information about the group
norm” (Hogg & Reid, 2006, p. 20). For in-
stance, for the case of adolescents’ risk
behavior, Geber (2019) found that friends
who are recognized as advisors have a
distinct impact on injunctive normative
perceptions, that is, perceptions about the
behavior’s social approval among friends.

In contrast, deviants are not in line
with the group norm. Their deviance in be-
haviors and attitudes might be the reason
why they are “top in the head” (Taylor &
Fiske, 1977, p. 249) and, in consequence,
are particularly observed and talked to by
other group members (Schachter, 1951;
Wesselmann et al.,, 2014). The consis-
tent finding that people tend to overesti-
mate the permissiveness of risk behaviors
(Berkowitz, 2004; Borsari & Carey, 2003)
indicates that deviants might play an im-
portant role in shaping normative percep-
tions (Hogg & Reid, 2006).

4.3 Multiple levels

Beside the group level, the individuals’ so-
cial environment consists of further levels
that increase in their level of abstraction.
Patrick et al. (2012, p. 581) developed a
“hierarchical norms theory,” according to
which social groups and associated norms
are hierarchically ordered, with smaller
and more proximal groups existing within
larger and more distal groups. Such ana-
lytical levels of collectives and their norms
fall on a continuum of micro and macro
(Eulau, 1986; Pan & McLeod, 1991), more
specifically, on a continuum from the in-
dividual to the group to the culture. Thus,
norms do not only refer to proximal and
clearly defined reference groups, they are
also properties of more abstract collec-
tives, such as societies and cultures (Hech-
ter & Opp, 2001a) and can exert influences
(Fiirst, 2017; Patrick et al., 2012). For the
case of teen pregnancy norms, for exam-
ple, Mollborn, Domingue, and Boardman

(2014b, p. 1) found that “norms at different
levels [such as peer network norms and
school norms, the authors] can operate in-
dependently of each other, interactively, or
in opposition.”

5 Social change within the MANSI

The MANSI and the above discussed social
reality aspects — that is, multiple reference
groups, social roles, and levels — allow us
to think about norms “as dynamic entities”
(Rimal & Lapinski, 2015, p. 393), develop-
ing across time (Lapinski, Kerr, Zhao, &
Shupp, 2017; Liu et al., 2019; Tankard &
Paluck, 2016; also Latané, 1996; Pan & Mc-
Leod, 1991).

5.1 Norm dynamics

The MANSI proposes that individuals
learn about the norms of their reference
group through communication (link #1)
and align their behavior to their norma-
tive perceptions (link #2). Such influences
on individual behaviors would result in
conformity to the group’s codes of con-
duct at the individual micro level, and, in
“the maintenance of the status quo” of the
collective norm at the macro level (Pan &
McLeod, 1991, p. 151). The continuing in-
fluence of an established norm on behav-
ior and practices over time is referred to as
norm maintenance in social norms liter-
ature (Legros & Cislaghi, 2020). However,
there are some circumstances and events
under which a deviation from the status
quo is likely, implying that new norms
emerge or existing norms are changed.
Following Legros and Cislaghi (2020),
norm emergence refers to processes in
which a norm comes into being; this in-
volves actions that have already been con-
ducted by some people but that were not
yet prevalent and / or socially approved
behaviors in a community. Norm change,
on the other hand, pertains to processes in
which an already established norm ceases
to exert influence. Mechanisms underly-
ing these norm dynamics refer to the in-
dividual level and group level, as well as
external background factors.
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5.2 Mechanisms of norm dynamics

At the individual level, reasons for norm
emergence and change are linked to the
notion that individuals are not solely guid-
ed through social influences (Rice, 1993).
The theory of planned behavior (Ajzen,
1991), for example, suggests that individu-
als might not comply to norms because of
opposing attitudes or interfering behavior-
al control perceptions. Additionally, per-
sons are not only subject to influences, but
also make purposeful, autonomous choic-
es (Tankard & Paluck, 2016). To reduce
cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957),
they select like-minded ties (Friemel, 2015;
Valente, 2005) and sources of normative
information (also referred to as “selective
exposure”’; Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015).
Such selection processes help to under-
stand why some norms and normative
information might be avoided and alter-
natives might be turned to, providing the
individual with degrees of freedom in their
behavioral choices.

At the group level, mechanisms for
norm dynamics are related to the individ-
ual’s embeddedness in several reference
groups, such as school class, friends, and
family (Merton & Rossi, 1968). Given that
the norms of these groups are likely to dif-
fer with respect to a certain behavior, indi-
viduals are exposed to diverging normative
influences and thus might not fully and
solely adjust their behavior to the norms
of a specific group (Holtzman & Rubinson,
1995; Mollborn et al., 2014b). Second, we
consider that a reference group compris-
es different normative roles (Hogg & Reid,
2006; Tankard & Paluck, 2016) who exert
diverging normative influences. Contacts
with leaders might transport ideas about
norms which are in line with collective
norms (Geber, 2019; Hogg & Reid, 2006;
Paluck & Shepherd, 2012); communication
with and observations of deviants are like-
ly to lead to normative perceptions that
do not align with the group norm (Hogg &
Reid, 2006; Schachter, 1951; Wesselmann
etal., 2014). Third, because of the diversity
of normative information sources to which
people are exposed in their everyday lives
(Mead etal., 2014; Tankard & Paluck, 2016),
we expect that individuals might make dif-

ferent social inferences with regard to the
norms of a specific reference group.

Last, mechanisms for norm dynam-
ics are also linked to external factors,
lying beyond the social system. Back-
ground conditions might be for example
historical (e.g., traditions, customs, and
habit; Etzioni, 2000) or ecological and
threat-related, such as diseases (Morris,
Hong, Chiu, & Liu, 2015). The COVID-19
pandemic is a good example for such a
background factor that heavily affects ex-
isting social norms and affords the emer-
gence of new social norms (Rimal & Sto-
rey, 2020). For example, as a consequence
of social distancing measures (Friemel &
Geber, 2021), the norm of shaking hands,
hugging, or kissing on the cheek when
people meet is not socially approved any-
more and new ways of greeting have been
established (e.g., an elbow bump).

5.3 Processes of norm dynamics

The processes of norm emergence and
change are tightly linked: An emerging
norm can potentially interfere with one
that existed before resulting in a modifica-
tion of the latter, as demonstrated by the
example of hugging, hand shaking, and
kissing on the cheek during the COVID-19
pandemic (Legros & Cislaghi, 2020). Both
processes can be thought of as a “spiral
process” (Pan & McLeod, 1991, p. 151). The
more prevalent and approved a new or
modified behavior becomes in a reference
group, the more individuals will perceive
this as a norm and comply with it. Con-
sequently, the behavior becomes more
common and approved in the reference
group (Legros & Cislaghi, 2020). Thus, in a
dynamic process (Latané, 1996), collective
norms are changing and perceived norms
are updated, forming a spiral pattern in
which norms develop over time (Tan-
kard & Paluck, 2016). Following the idea
of multiple levels that are nested within
and linked to each other (Sallis & Owen,
2015), such processes spiral not only over
time but also over levels and might scale
up in social changes at society or cultural
level (Smith, Thomas, & McGarty, 2015). In
other words, the norm might first emerge
and change in a given group of people and
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then is followed by a new behavior in that
group. Then, members of related groups
might also adopt the norm, resulting in
further social change in the larger society
(Legros & Cislaghi, 2020).

6 Challenges and further inquiries

The MANSI organizes theoretical ideas
and empirical evidence within a multilevel
framework with the aim to inspire future
research to go beyond individual-level
studying of normative social influences.
However, the study of norms at multiple
levels faces some challenges and needs
further inquiry.

6.1 Challenges

The empirical examination of norms at
multiple levels requires attention to issues
of measurement, study design, and data
analysis. The first challenge refers to the
measurement of collective norms: As col-
lective norms are not codified (Hechter &
Opp, 2001a, p. xi), measuring them rep-
resents “a key challenge” (Lapinski & Rimal,
2005, pp. 129-130; Rimal & Lapinski, 2015,
p. 396). Some studies refer to aggregates
of individuals’ self-reports (Costenbader
etal., 2019; Geber et al., 2021). Alternative-
ly, studies might refer to observational data
at the collective level to acquire informa-
tion independently from self-assessments
and to avoid data collection from every
member of the collective. For example, as
proposed by Rimal and Lapinski (2015),
alcohol sales in a community could serve
as a proxy for the collective norm regarding
community’s alcohol consumption.

The second challenge refers to the
causality of normative social influences
proposed by the MANSI. Causality as-
sumptions are only testable in longitu-
dinal study designs with measurements
at several time points (e.g., Carpenter &
Amaravadi, 2019). For example, the most
complex process in the MANSI with re-
gard to the number of time points (i.e.,
the combination of link #1 [communica-
tion link] and link #2 [adaptation link]),
requires at least three waves to empirically
test the underlying causality assumptions

(i.e., t =collective norms, t,=perceived
norms, t, = individual behavior). The more
abstract idea presented in the MANSI that
the processes of normative social change
spirals over time and levels demands even
more measurement waves in a longer pe-
riod.

The third challenge refers to the mul-
tilevel structure of data. To analyze in-
dependent and interactive effects of
variables measured at different levels, spe-
cific statistical methods are needed that
are able to adequately address the hier-
archical structure of the data. Multilevel
modeling (for a primer on multilevel mod-
eling: Hayes, 2006) is probably the most
common approach to empirically address
multilevel data structure (Slater, Snyder, &
Hayes, 2006). However, there are alterna-
tive strategies for analysis, such as contex-
tual analysis and simultaneous equation
models, to address research questions
about the meaning of different levels and
corresponding data (for a summary: Pan &
McLeod, 1991).

6.2 Further inquiries

Based on the literature on communication
in normative social influences, the MANSI
establishes communication as the crucial
factor that is involved in the transmission
of normative attributes from the group to
the individual level. However, it does not
specify the concrete role that communi-
cation plays in analytical and technical
terms, for example, whether communi-
cation mediates between attributes be-
tween both levels (i. e., communication as
mediator) or moderates links (i.e., com-
munication as moderator; Southwell &
Yzer, 2007). Thus, the general theoretical
understanding of the crucial role of com-
munication with regard to perception
formation can be analytically and tech-
nically addressed as mediation as well as
moderation. For example, it is plausible
that a high collective norm of wearing face
masks induces talk about this prevention
behavior and that this talk results in cor-
responding normative perceptions on part
of the individual (i.e., communication as
mediator). Comparably, it is likely that the
effect of a high collective face mask norm
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on perceived norms is strengthened when
group members have conversations about
face masks (i.e., communication as mod-
erator). Specified hypotheses should be
formulated and corresponding data anal-
ysis approaches should be applied in view
of the concrete study’s research questions
and the associated state of research.
Future research should also address
the question as to whether the MANSI
equally applies to different behaviors.
The attribute-centered approach (Rimal,
Lapinski, Turner, & Smith, 2011) proposes
that certain behavioral attributes make a
difference regarding the behavior’s sus-
ceptibility to normative social influences,
most importantly the privacy of a behavior
(Edberg & Krieger, 2020). The privacy attri-
bute is particularly relevant with respect to
the communicative cross-level links with-
in the MANSI. If a behavior is enacted pri-
vately, processes of normative perception
building are unlikely. However, social me-
dia constitute a platform to present one’s
behavior to others (e.g., by sharing, liking,
and commenting media content; Ellison &
boyd, 2013; Johnson & Ranzini, 2018) and,
thus, afford visibility (Treem & Leonardi,
2012; also Flanagin, 2017). Consequently,
the privacy of a behavior is no longer ex-
clusively an attribute of the behavior but
in great parts and in first instance a deci-
sion of the individual and this decision,
in turn, might depend on affordances
of social media platforms and the imag-
ined audiences on these platforms (Litt &
Hargittai, 2016). Having said this, the de-
cision of sharing behaviors and attitudes
online itself is likely to be subject to nor-
mative influences and to depend on social
norms that regulate self-disclosure (Ma-
sur, DiFranzo, & Bazarova, 2021; Zillich &
Miiller, 2019). The meaning of behavioral
attributes with respect to normative social
influences, especially in the light of the
digitalization, requires further inquiry.

7 Conclusion
This article presents a multilevel approach

tonormative social influences (MANSI) with
communication as the crucial cross-level

link. This multilevel approach is especially
appropriate with regard to normative social
influences because norms are group-phe-
nomena influencing individual behavior
(Mollborn et al., 2014a; Rimal & Lapinski,
2015). This inherent group-individual-ten-
sion within the norm concept has been
addressed in the MANSI by conceptualiz-
ing norms as communicative phenomena
(Geber & Hefner, 2019) and establishing
communication as crucial cross-level link.
Rooted in different reference groups and
influenced by external background events
(e.g., a pandemic), these communication
processes may induce new norms and
changes in norms over time. Our mission
in creating the MANSI is to inspire future
research and communication campaigns
to go beyond individual-level approaches
to cope with the complexity of the social
reality and to address individual behavior
more effectively.
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