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Introduction 
 
A dramatic shift in public health promotion strategies has 
begun. For the last few decades, health promotion has been 
largely based on informing the public about the negative 
consequences of harmful behaviors. Yet, after years of using 
this traditional approach, there is little or no evidence to suggest 
that it changes behavior.   
 
The social norms approach, listed by the The New York Times 
Magazine as one of the most significant ideas of 2001, is 
providing a challenge to traditional health promotion. Projects 
all over the country have used this science-based approach to 
achieve statistically significant behavioral change.  
 
Social norms practitioners face many challenges in their efforts 
to publicize their work. Standing in the way are the very 
misperceptions that they are attempting to correct and the 
contradictory messages produced by traditional public health 
campaigns. While there are many resources available that 
discuss how to generate news, there are no guides to cultivating 
press coverage using the social norms approach.  
 
Creating press coverage from a social norms perspective is 
critical because this approach is one of the most effective ways 
of changing behavior and saving lives, but it has not received 
much public attention. This is partly because it is controversial: 
it challenges the perceptions that shape people’s everyday lives. 
If the social norms approach is to continue, politicians, health 
care workers, parents, educators and the public-at-large must be 
made aware of its success and potential.  
 
The purpose of this resource guide is to provide practitioners 
who are implementing social norms projects with resources and 
advice on generating news coverage and shifting the public 
debate when it comes to issues of health and safety. 
 
In press relations, “the frame” that a story is given is of key 
importance because this generally establishes the tone of public 
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discourse.  Unfortunately, the way in which alcohol, tobacco, 
and drug use are typically presented or framed by the press is 
contrary to the social norms approach.  The predominance of 
majority healthy behavior is downplayed, if it is even 
mentioned at all.  Instead, atypical unhealthy behaviors are 
highlighted, public health “crises” are featured and “scare 
tactics” become the chosen method of attempting to change 
behavior. 
 
The social norms field recognizes the need to create a new 
frame for public health issues—i.e., one that is based upon 
sound social science, accuracy in reporting and positive 
messages.  In our relations with the press, therefore, we need 
continually to stress the positive attitudes and healthy behaviors 
that are the norm for a whole range of issues regarding health 
and safety.   
 
Our efforts to promote the work that we do must become 
stronger, more sophisticated and more proactive. By creating 
our own coverage, we can foster an alternative frame to public 
health issues—one that is based upon an accurate portrayal of 
the norms.  Of course, this needs to be done without minimizing 
the seriousness of certain troubling issues, such as alcohol 
abuse or underage drinking.  Long-existing frames are difficult 
to alter, but they can be changed by the collective effort of a 
well-organized group of advocates.  
 
“The Main Frame: Strategies for Generating Social Norms 
News” is intended to be an ongoing collection of the efforts of 
social norms interventions to create press coverage. As projects 
receive more coverage, the guide will grow and undergo 
revisions to reflect the successes and challenges encountered. In 
this way, it can serve as a compendium of the experiences 
members of social norms projects have in creating press 
coverage.   
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What is Social Norms Theory?  
 
Social norms theory states that much of people’s behavior is 
influenced by their perception of how other members of their 
social group behave. According to social norms theory, people 
tend to misperceive, i.e., exaggerate, the negative health 
behavior of their peers. If people think harmful behavior is 
typical, they are more likely to engage in that type of behavior.  
 
All too often, perceptions are incorrect. If unhealthy behavior is 
perceived to be the standard in a social group, the social urge to 
conform will negatively affect overall behavior of group 
members. Alternatively, by educating a group about healthy 
behavior that is in fact the usual practice among their peers, 
behavior can be affected in a positive manner.  
 
Social norms is an environmental approach that seeks to impact 
social and cultural environments as the way to then influence 
individuals. It has been widely applied using social marketing 
techniques. Normative messages are designed for delivery 
using various media and promotion strategies in order to 
effectively reach a target population and promote its accurate 
norms of health and safety.   
 
Social norms theory has also been successfully applied through 
other strategies such as curriculum infusion, creating press 
coverage, policy development, and small group interventions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Relevant references: 6, 7, 10, 11, 16, 18, 29, 32,42, 67, 68, 70, 72



 
The Main Frame: Strategies for Generating Social Norms News  ©2002 

 
6

How Can Social Norms Practitioners 
Use the Press?  
 
The press often construct a “frame” of significant social health 
problems and their solutions and therefore influence public 
conversations and perceptions.  Typically, the focus is on 
problems and extreme behaviors and misperceptions of true 
norms are then reinforced.  
 
The strategy of this guide places the emphasis on reshaping the 
frame of the debate, i.e., changing the very context in which the 
issue is discussed. For example, social norms practitioners of 
college drinking projects would strive to replace traditional 
themes found in news coverage with more accurate ones. The 
“everybody’s doing it” and “students are out of control” themes 
would shift to the more positive and accurate themes 
highlighting the majority norms of healthy behavior.   
 
The goal, in this example, is to change the way college drinking 
is framed by the press. To be successful, this change requires 
that social norms practitioners be able to make their points 
cogently and directly. This guide seeks to translate the 
theoretical precepts into easy-to-use examples and advice. In 
doing so, it allows practitioners to more efficiently educate the 
press and the public about social norms projects. 
 
The Main Frame guide builds on the existing techniques used 
to create news. It incorporates the principles of social norms 
into the practical realities of generating coverage and working 
with the press.  
 
 
 
Relevant references:  19, 28, 51, 72 
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How to Use This Guide 
 
The materials in this guide are intended to be used for both 
reactive and proactive efforts. 
 
It is important to be ready to react when the press calls. As 
such, the guide includes materials to help practitioners when 
they are contacted regarding stories they did not initiate, e.g., 
another group’s study or a campus tragedy. It is especially 
critical for social norms advocates to get their perspective 
across to a reporter who may be unfamiliar with the field.  
Reporters are typically intrigued by this new and refreshing 
approach to social issues as they too are frequently tired of the 
“if it bleeds it leads,” negativity all to often associated with 
press. 
 
Talking points are numbered so that they can be easily 
referenced. You may want to keep track of which points are 
most useful to you and how people responded to them. 
 
These materials are also designed to assist practitioners in the 
sometimes-intimidating task of taking that first step to approach 
members of the press and generate coverage. The talking points 
can be used to construct press releases and op-eds. Examples of 
each are also provided. 
 
In short, this guide can be used in several ways: 
 

• to help your project develop an overall strategy to 
generate press coverage,  

• to create a complete project-specific press kit,  
• to generate one-time news events such as a news 

conference or op-ed, and  
• to respond to requests from the press, 
• to counteract skewed and off-balanced coverage of health 

issues. 
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Key Concepts of  
Social Norms 

Misperceptions of 
norms reinforce 

negative behavior 

Social norms uses 
multi-faceted 

intervention strategies 

Social norms is an 
environmental 

approach 

Social norms is a 
science-based 

method 

Social norms is 
community based  

1 

4 

5 

6 

Accurate perceptions 
increase healthy 

behavior 

3

2

This graphic lists the key concepts of 
social norms. Each of these concepts is 
listed with supporting talking points in 
the following pages. 
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Creating the Social Norms Frame:  

Key Concepts 
 
 
1. Misperceptions of norms reinforce negative 
behavior 
Widespread misperceptions of norms can contribute to an increase in 
negative behavior. 
 
2. Accurate perceptions increase healthy behavior 
Communicating accurate information about the prevalence of healthy 
behavior can lead to more healthy behavior. We must create environments 
that consistently communicate the truth about health as the norm instead 
of highlighting the individuals who make poor choices. 
 
3. Social norms uses multi-faceted intervention 
strategies 
Social norms uses multi-faceted intervention strategies for varying levels 
of intervention that include policy, media, curriculum, small group 
intervention and treatment. 
 
4. Social norms is community based  
Social norms is founded on a bottom-up, community-based approach that 
relies on the strength of positive attitudes, beliefs and behaviors of the 
group. 
 
5. Social norms is a science-based method 
The importance of public health efforts demands that we use an effective 
and accountable science-based strategy like social norms. 
 
6. Social norms is an environmental approach  
Social norms is an environmental approach that does not focus simply on 
individuals. Rather, it strives to change the perceptions that a group has 
about itself, thereby positively influencing individual behavior. 
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Talking Points 
 
This section presents talking points for each of the key concepts of the 
social norms frame. 

 
1.   Misperceptions of norms reinforce negative 

behavior 
Widespread misperceptions of norms can contribute to an increase 
in negative behavior. 

 
 

1. a. People’s perceptions regarding the prevalence of unhealthy 
behaviors often diverge from reality. 
 
1. b. The foundation of the social norms approach is that 
misperceptions of the prevalence of negative behavior can lead to 
more negative behavior. For example, if a young person believes 
that most of his or her peers drink heavily at parties, then he or she 
will be more likely to do so. Social norms projects have shown 
repeatedly that the pressure to engage in high-risk drinking is 
reduced when the true norm of moderation and safety is known. 

 
1. c. Generally, we exaggerate negative or harmful behaviors, e.g., 
heavy drinking, and underestimate the positive behaviors, e.g., 
using designated drivers or wearing seat belts. 
 
1. d. Misperceptions of norms are widespread. They exist in junior 
and senior high schools, college students, statewide with adults, 
parents, and among different demographic groups. 
 
1. e. Over-emphasizing the negative consequences of a behavior 
only exacerbates misperceptions about the prevalence of that 
behavior. 

 
1. f. Even well-intentioned prevention efforts can cause more harm 
than good if they reinforce negative misperceptions of true health 
norms. 
 
1. g. Approaches which are built upon worry, fear, or shame distort 
perceptions and increase harm and risk.  
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1. h. Ample data exist regarding the harm-producing effects caused 
by reinforcing misperceptions of true norms. 
 
1. i. The assumption that over emphasis of negative consequences 
will result in positive behavioral changes has not been 
demonstrated. 
 
1. j. While an understanding of the consequences of negative 
behavior is beneficial, this knowledge alone does not necessarily 
effect long term change. 

 
1. k. Prevention programs and media campaigns that fail to 
measure their impact upon misperceptions of norms must be 
challenged to do so. 
 
1. l. Since misperceptions are widespread, a level of skepticism 
should be expected when efforts are being made to correct these 
inaccuracies. One should not be discouraged by this skepticism.  
 

 
 
Relevant references: 3, 4,36, 49, 51, 55, 65, 76, 78, 80 
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2.   Accurate perceptions increase healthy behavior 
Communicating accurate information about the prevalence of 
healthy behavior can lead to more healthy behavior. We must 
create environments that consistently communicate the truth about 
health as the norm instead of only highlighting the individuals who 
make poor choices. 

 
 

2. a. Promoting already existing healthy norms (attitudes and 
behavior) can foster positive changes in attitudes and behavior. 

 
2. b. Social norms theory contends that much of our behavior is 
influenced by how we “think” other members of our social groups 
think and behave and that our beliefs about what others do are 
often incorrect. Social norms marketing promotes positive, 
protective factors that already exist in the majority of a group. 

 
2. c. Correcting misperceptions with social norms strategies 
empowers the majority who already have positive attitudes and 
behaviors to continue their healthy lifestyles and impact the 
minority who are not. 
 
2. d. Perceptions of norms can be more powerful influences on 
behavior than actual norms. 
 
2. e. We need to create a “virtuous cycle” that allows the norm of 
healthy behavior to lead to even more healthy behavior. 

 
2. f. A social norm is not what should be done, but what is already 
the standard behavior or attitude of the majority of the group. 
 
2. g.  The social norms model is creating a paradigm shift in the 
field of health promotion based upon promoting healthy behavior 
to achieve positive outcomes. 
 
2. h.  If we want health we need to promote health. 

 
2. i.  Social norms builds upon what is healthy and is working to 
address that which is not. 
 
2. j. Promoting positive norms is one of the best ways to impact 
the behaviors of people who are outside of the norm. 

 
Relevant references: 1, 2, 5, 7, 10, 15, 18, 31, 32, 35, 49, 83 
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3.   Social norms uses multi-faceted intervention 
strategies 
Social norms uses multi-faceted intervention strategies for varying 
levels of intervention that include policy, media, curriculum, small 
group intervention and treatment. 
 

 
3. a. Social norms marketing is one of the most effective tools for 
impacting the perceptions of large scale populations. It can be 
applied to numerous intervention strategies. 
 
3. b. Education and legislation are not enough to solve our 
problems. A necessary component to an overall public health 
framework is the communication of the reality of healthy norms. 
 
3. c. Social norms is an effective science-based methodology that 
can guide comprehensive environmental approaches to prevention.  
 
3. d. Successful social norms projects use multiple intervention 
strategies and operate in environments where there is an absence of 
competing negative messages. 
 
3. e. The focus of social norms projects can range from primary 
prevention to intervention. 
 
3. f. Social norms has been found to be highly effective for 
impacting high-risk behaviors such as heavy alcohol use. 
 
3. g. Social norms has been successfully used in multi-media such 
as television, radio, newspapers and billboards. 
 
3. h. Electronic media can be an innovative component of a multi-
faceted social norms intervention. 

 
3. i. One of the most potentially effective components of a multi-
faceted approach is infusing accurate portrayals of social norms 
into school curricula. 
 
3. j. Accurate portrayal of social norms can be used to help 
reinforce the need for intervention and treatment in individuals by 
shattering the myth that extreme substance abuse is typical. 
 
3. k. Accurate norms can provide a context for news coverage on 
all issues—even the most tragic. 
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3. l. Norms, attitudes and beliefs can be used to lend support to 
changes in policy. 
 
3. m. For many public policy issues, a strong majority norm exists 
for increased laws and policies. 
 
3. n. An awareness of true norms can remove obstacles to policy 
development. 
 
3. o. Small group interventions based upon social norms have 
proven effective at changing both attitudes and behaviors. 

 
 
 
Relevant references: 7, 12, 16, 18, 28, 29, 35, 42, 47, 54, 64, 70, 72 
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4.   Social norms is community based  
Social norms is founded on a bottom-up, community-based 
approach that relies on the strength of positive attitudes, beliefs 
and behaviors of the group. 

 
4. a.. Social norms is built on an asset-based model that joins with 
a community to celebrate and promote its positive features. 
 
4. b. Social norms is a groundbreaking approach that spreads 
positive messages that empowers people to continue making 
healthy decisions 
 
4. c. We must recognize and build upon the power of a community 
or group and their healthy choices. 
 
4. d. We should focus on the majority of the people within a target 
group who practice health and safety rather than over-emphasizing 
the few who do not. 
 
4. e. Social norms can build community pride by catching people 
doing things right and thanking them for it. 
 
4. f. Prevention efforts should focus on joining with, not fighting 
against, the group. 
 
4. g. Social norms works with a community or target population 
such as youth without going to war against them. 
 
4. h. Shifting the public conversation to talk about the strengths 
and good things going on in our communities motivates and 
empowers us to do more of the same. 
 
4. i. Policy, media, and other interventions must grow from within 
a community and not be imposed upon them from outside. 
 
4. j. This positive, inclusive community-based strategy is not only 
a refreshing change, but also an effective strategy for keeping 
people healthy. 

 
4. k. The public is tired of top-down government programs 
manufacturing the next health crisis as a way to justify changes in 
health policy. Communities are invested in things that they help 
create. 
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4. l. Social norms recognizes that the power of our country is in 
our people and our communities. 
 
 
 

 
Relevant references: 5, 7, 10, 12, 15, 16, 29, 31, 32, 41, 70, 72 
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5.   Social norms is a science-based method 
The importance of public health efforts demands that we use an 
effective and accountable science-based strategy like social norms. 

 
5. a. The public deserves to know how much money is being spent 
on programs and the evidence of their effectiveness. 
 
5. b. A science-based approach such as social norms is the best 
way to ensure that the public is getting its money’s worth. 
 
5. c. Built upon a strong foundation of research, social norms 
projects produce data and track their impact on the public. 
 
5. d. Science-based methods allow the public to determine if 
projects are making a positive difference. 
 
5. e. Science-based methods can result in year-to-year comparisons 
of project success and the capacity to track behavior over multiple 
years. 
 
5. f. When investing in our children’s future, we need to go with 
what works—with effective, outcome-based prevention practices.  
 
5. g. Public health issues demand long-term, comprehensive 
solutions based upon the positive foundation of the social norms 
approach. But we must also demonstrate short-term impacts. 
 
5. h. We have a commitment to treat the public’s hard-earned 
money in a way that gets them the best returns for their 
investments as demonstrated with social norms interventions. 
 
5. i. This effective, science-based approach can demonstrate that 
fewer college students are drinking heavily, which in turn reduces 
the rate of alcohol-related problems on campuses. 
 
5. j. Prevention programs which operate without attention to their 
impact on perceptions of norms are ignoring one of the most 
powerful tools of social science. 
 
5. k. The public deserves accountability to the highest standards 
and rigors of science. Social norms meets these standards. 
 

Relevant references: 10, 16, 18, 28, 29, 35, 64, 70, 72
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6.   Social norms is an environmental approach  
Social norms is an environmental approach that does not focus 
simply on individuals. Rather, it strives to change the perceptions 
that a group has about itself, thereby positively influencing 
individual behavior. 

 
 6. a. We cannot continue using traditional, individual education 
approaches, while expecting them to somehow impact the social 
environment.   

 
6. b. Social norms reshapes the entire cultural environment which 
in turn impacts individual attitudes and behaviors.  
 
6. c. An environmental approach based on the framework of social 
norms allows people to celebrate what is healthy. 

 
6. d. We must build upon the normative protective factors that 
already exist in the environment. 
 
6. e. It is not enough to hang a few posters and expect to shift 
perceptions against a tsunami of negativity. We must shift the 
entire environment so that it reflects accurate norms. 
 
6. f. An environment which communicates clear messages about 
true health norms shouts, “Join us”  so we can become healthier. 
 
6. g. Positive environments produce positive people. 
 
6. h. Social norms includes strategies targeting policy and laws but 
goes beyond them to address the social context of attitudes and 
behaviors by reshaping misperceptions. 
 
6. i. Projects that focus solely on the individual ignore the political 
system’s responsibility to address the problem. 
 
6. j.  We must shift our focus from “youth at risk” to “youth living 
in risky environments” which are characterized by widespread 
misperceptions of norms. 
 
6. k.  We must challenge the term change social norms when in 
most cases the norm or majority behavior is healthy and what we 
really mean to say is that the norm should be strengthened. 

 
Relevant references: 6, 7, 16, 17, 70, 72 
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Writing Social Norms Press 
Releases 
 
Press releases are useful for communicating any special news such as: the 
implementation of a new social norms marketing campaign, a task force 
meeting open to the public, the release of data from a social norms project, 
or the start of a new school year.  
 
Any information that is newsworthy and that you would like the public to 
know about can be submitted to the media in the form of a press release. 
Communicating through a short pitch letter or a phone call prior to 
submission can be helpful in explaining to reporters why the event is 
newsworthy. 
 
Mondays and Tuesdays are often the slowest in terms of news, so it is a 
good strategy to release your press release or hold a press conference on 
these days. 
 
If possible, a press release should be no longer than one page. It should be 
written on your letterhead and headed with information in the following 
order: 
 

• FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE:  December 1, 2002 
(Avoid asking for the information to be held – it should be 
available for immediate release) 

• CONTACT:  Jane American, 555-5555, Student Drinking Task 
Force Chairperson  
(Make sure this person will be available when the press release 
goes out. Your project will lose credibility if the press cannot reach 
a contact.) 

• HEADLINE:   
This should reflect the main point you are tying to convey. It must 
be as clear and as short as possible. The print should be bold and in 
all capital letters. 

• LOCATION:   
The location where the story originated is printed in bold capital 
letters and followed immediately by the text of the press release. 
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE   CONTACT:  Jane American,  

555-5555 
December 1, 2002  DUI Task Force,  

Chairperson 
 

YOUR SOCIAL NORMS HEADING 
GOES HERE 

 
YOUR CITY – Leading sentence and paragraph. 
 

• Lead Sentence& Lead Paragraph 
The lead sentence lists who, what, where, why, how, and when. 
The release should begin with the most important information—
new data, the kick-off of a new campaign, the start of a new school 
year, an important anniversary.  
 

• Body Paragraphs 
These paragraphs provide additional information. Paraphrase the 
main point you are trying to make or offer new perspectives with 
quotes. Try to get quotes from significant people outside of your 
project. Some people will allow you to draft their quote for them 
and simply approve it.  
 
Provide background information to assist reporters with 
understanding the context of your news. Be prepared for some of 
this information to be deleted from the version of the story that 
appears in the press. 

 
• Last Paragraph 

End with a one-sentence description of your organization or 
project and do not summarize your press release. When you are 
finished, end with the journalism symbols # # # or  -30- to denote 
the end of the release. 
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A Sample Press Release 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE CONTACT: Donna M. Pinkham 
#02-34       Press Secretary 
       (717) 783-8864 
  
  
 (HARRISBURG)  July 8  -- Over 300 of the nation’s leading social 

norms researchers, theorists and practitioners will meet in Philadelphia for 

the 2002 National Conference on the Social Norms Model, July 10-12 

at the Hyatt Regency Philadelphia at Penn’s Landing. 

The Social Norms Approach, which attempts to dispel myths about 

human social behavior, has been widely recognized as a proven way of 

preventing binge drinking by young people.  When surveyed, most college 

students will overestimate the amount of alcohol their peers drink.  New 

social norms marketing projects reinforce the fact that most college 

students do not drink heavily.  In doing so, these projects help to relieve 

pressure on young people to drink and may lead them to abstain from 

alcohol altogether.   

Last year, The New York Times named the social norms approach 

as “one of the ideas that shook the world in 2001.”  Many schools have 

seen dramatic reductions in the rate of heavy drinking after using social 

norms marketing.  At the University of Arizona at Tucson, heavy drinking 

dropped 28 percent in five years when a social norms campaign was 

conducted. At Hobart and William and Smith Colleges, it dropped 40% in 

four years.  The social norms approach is also being used in college and 

high school settings to reduce tobacco use, improve academic 

performance, to promote sexual responsibility and to reduce violence 

against women.    

 Malcolm Gladwell, a writer for the New Yorker and author of the 

best-selling book The Tipping Point, will give the keynote address at noon 

on Thursday, July 11th.  Gladwell’s book is a provocative investigation 
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into the ways in which significant change can seem to happen overnight, 

and he will discuss his notion of positive “social epidemics” for the field 

of social norms. 

The conference is organized and hosted by the BACCHUS and 

GAMMA Peer Education Network and the National Social Norms 

Resource Center with financial and technical assistance from the 

Pennsylvania Liquor Control Board. 

For more information or a complete conference schedule, visit 

http://www.bacchusgamma.org/socialnorms.asp  

 

 

# # # 
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Writing Social Norms Op-Eds  
 
In general, an op-ed (opinion editorial) explores an opinion about a 
particular issue and should provoke public debate. The best op-eds, and 
the ones that are most likely to be printed, are those that add new 
information to existing debates and frame issues in an innovative way. Op-
eds written with a social norms perspective are especially suitable for this 
approach.  
 
The following are general tips and guidelines to use when writing and 
submitting a social norms op-ed: 
 
Length 
Op-eds are typically 600 to 700 words long. Check with a newspaper’s 
policy before you submit an op-ed.   
 
Main message 
Try to discuss only one main message per op-ed. Do not try to explain all 
the viewpoints that surround an issue. State your main social norms 
message in the first paragraph and begin the op-ed with an attention 
grabbing sentence. You must engage readers immediately.  
 
Clear Communication 
Newspapers have a diverse audience. Your op-ed should be as clearly 
written as possible and avoid technical terms or acronyms with which the 
general public may not be familiar. Advance new ideas in a logical 
manner without being overly argumentative. Make sure that all statistics 
that you use are stated in a positive manner, for example, “70% of teens 
are tobacco free” not “30% of teens use tobacco.” 
 
Submission 
Submit your op-ed double spaced with a title and a photograph of the 
author. Include a paragraph of 25 words or less at the end that gives 
information about the author (name, title, employer, and any experience 
that is relevant to his or her expertise on this topic).  
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A Sample Op-Ed 
 

 
Montanans are ready for a 0.08 BAC law 
by Jeff Linkenbach 
[printed in the Billings Gazette 5/28/02 and Bozeman Chronicle 6/18/02] 
 
Recent coverage of proposed changes in Montana’s DUI law has raised 
the question of whether Montanans really support changes or whether 
political and financial pressure from the federal government has propelled 
change to the forefront. Discussion has also centered on using the law to 
influence social change — in this case, increasing the public’s support for 
stricter DUI regulations and reducing the occurrence of drinking and 
driving among Montanans. 
 
But the debate over stricter DUI laws misses an important point. An 
alternative scenario exists. What if the social change has already occurred, 
but it is the law that lags behind? 
   
A recent editorial suggests letting the public decide on the proposed 
change from a 0.10 Blood Alcohol Content (BAC) legal limit to 0.08. The 
Montana Social Norms Project, a health promotion and education project 
at Montana State University, has already researched this very question. 
Preliminary results indicate that there is already strong support for a 0.08 
law. More than two-thirds of young adults support the change from 0.10 to 
0.08, according to a November 2001 survey of 1,000 Montanans aged 21 
to 34. 
 
Interestingly, this survey also reveals a misperception regarding others’ 
support for this change. While the majority of young adults in Montana 
support the change, they do not believe their “peers” feel the same way. 
The same 1,000 respondents reported believing that, on average, only a 
third of 21- to 34-year-old Montanans would support changing the legal 
limit to 0.08. There is a nearly opposite relationship between what people 
support and what they think their peers support. 
 
This type of misperception occurs with behavior as well. For example, the 
same survey revealed that while a large majority of Montana young adults, 
4 out of 5, do not drink and drive, more than 90% of respondents believe 
that the average Montanan their age does.  

 
The overall conclusion from this research is that although there is a 
misperception that drinking and driving is “normal” in Montana, the 
evidence indicates it is not. Further, despite a perceived resistance to stricter 
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DUI laws, it appears there is strong support for them among the very 
segment of the population most likely to drink and drive — young adults. 
Older adults are likely to support the change as well because previous 
research shows that older segments of the population are more apt to support 
stricter laws in general. 
 
Uncovering misperceptions helps explain how people might think there is 
widespread opposition to changing the legal BAC to 0.08. But when the 
reality of the healthy behavior that most of us engage in is made clear, 
suddenly the context surrounding these issues is altered. An accurate 
understanding of Montanans’ beliefs and behaviors removes an assumed 
opposition and clears the path to establishing laws that accurately reflect the 
will of the public. 
 
By realizing that these extreme negative behaviors are unacceptable and not 
as prevalent as we may think, we alter how we address these issues. Our 
efforts to implement prevention campaigns, to create useful policy and to 
form accurate opinions can benefit from the power of the majority who 
practice healthy, positive behaviors and who want our laws to reflect the 
same. 
 
Any amount of impaired driving is a serious problem that affects us all. One 
of the most powerful tools we have to address this concern is an 
understanding that the majority of Montanans support a strong response to 
drinking and driving. 
 
We must set the record straight by replacing the misperception that 
Montanans do not support stricter DUI measures with the reality that most 
of us want to prevent drinking and driving. 
 
Drinking and driving in Montana is a serious problem. Setting the legal 
BAC at 0.08 has saved lives in other states, and it will in Montana as well. 
It is a law we should implement not to comply with a federal mandate or 
to change the culture of Montana, but because it would reflect the true 
behavior and the will of the people. Our culture is already there. 
Montanans are ready for a 0.08 law. 
 
Jeff Linkenbach, Ed.D., is the director of the Montana Social Norms 
Project, home of the MOST of Us® Campaigns, and an assistant research 
professor in the Department of Health and Human Development at 
Montana State University. 
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Ten Tips for Getting a Social Norms 
Perspective into Press Coverage 

 
 
1. Social Norms is “New” 
Remember that reporters always look for something new. 
Show them how the social norms approach is a new and 
different method of health promotion. 
 
 
2. Reverse the Ratio 
When approached with negative statistics, reframe them as 
positive and mention the “healthy majority” and the need to 
increase its size. For example,  a 2% usage of 
methamphetamine by a population of youth can be reversed 
to be stated that 98% of youth are methamphetamine free. 
 
 
3. Give Credit and Thanks 
Rather than placing blame for negative behavior, give 
credit to the public for engaging in healthy behavior and 
supporting each other. Offer thanks to those who help 
others make healthy decisions, e.g., parents, the school 
administration, counselors, law enforcement. 
 
 
4. Start General, Finish Specific 
When commenting on behavior, begin with a general 
statement gets the point across cogently—for example, 
“The majority of our students engage in healthy behavior.” 
Then, offer a follow-up statement with specifics on the 
target audience and a statistic—“Eighty percent of our 
college students drink moderately or not at all.” 
 
 
5. Highlight Positive Trends 
Focusing on increases in healthy behavior over time helps 
make the point that the majority of people are making 
positive choices. Stories initiated by a crisis or tragedy are 
especially apt to exaggerate the context surrounding the 
event, so they can benefit from a reminder that the event 
was extreme and out of the norm.  
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6. Piggyback on Other Events 
Use events that are likely to receive coverage to serve as a 
starting point for your news. Tailor a press release to 
coincide with events such as the first day of school, spring 
break, St. Patrick’s Day, or New Year’s. Anticipate the 
release of national reports to provide a local perspective 
that may reinforce positive findings or counter negative 
conclusions. 
 
7. Share Norms About a Variety of Health 
Issues 
This often “raises your stock” with the press and allows 
you to share the relationship between health issues while 
you reinforce norms. 

 
8. Scan the News 
Sometimes a new movie, or speaker or special interest story 
that “every one is talking about” will provide an 
opportunity for you to expose the positive norms of the 
majority as context for the “hot topic.” 
 
9.Provide “Media Friendly” Graphics 
Well-prepared pie charts, bar graphs, and examples of 
social norms marketing materials are visually appealing 
and offer an alternative way of communicating with your 
audience about norms. 

 
10. Write a Letter to the Editor 
Norms can be exposed through short, non-judgmental 
letters that can clarify information or reframe information 
in a normative context. 
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Tips for Shifting Attitudes with a 
Member of the Press 

 
 
Social norms practitioners often interact with 
representatives of the press during or after critical 
incidents. For example, if an alcohol-related accident or 
death occurs on a campus or in a community, a social 
norms practitioner might be called by the local press to 
respond to the incident and explain what the university will 
do to prevent such tragedies in the future.   
 
Similarly, local press might contact a social norms 
practitioner to elicit responses to the publication of data 
that focuses on extreme harmful alcohol-related behaviors 
of college students. Although not in response to a crisis, 
media attention to campus prevention efforts predictably 
increases at the beginning of each new academic year or 
before spring break occurs.   

 
These moments in time are extraordinary opportunities to 
reframe the discussion of who college students are and 
what kinds of prevention strategies work. However, when 
the interaction between social norms practitioners and 
representatives of the media is crisis-driven, the challenge 
to positively focus and frame the issue under discussion is 
substantial.   
 
The practitioner has two tasks to address: The first task is 
to cognitively reframe the focus of the discussion from a 
crisis or catastrophe orientation to one of health and hope. 
Second, the practitioner faces the personal, and sometimes 
emotional, job of shifting a potential adversary to an ally—
of moving the conversation from a confrontational tone to 
one of dialogue and understanding.   
 
The Key Concepts and Talking Points provide the social 
norms practitioner with the content needed to incorporate 
social norms theory into their media coverage. The 
following suggestions are a “process guide” on how to 
approach an interaction with a representative of the press 
and achieve a more accurate portrayal of target audiences 
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and the work that we do to keep them whole and healthy. 
These suggestions are not a “formula” but rather a way of 
thinking about the interaction with press representatives. 

 
 
 

1.  Listen to and reflect the seriousness of 
the catalyzing event or data.  
 
An essential ingredient to minimizing confrontation in 
the interview is listening to the media’s frame or 
interpretation of the event or data. Acknowledging the 
seriousness of the particular catalyzing event or data 
does not mean that you agree that the event is 
normative or that the data represent all of the target 
population. 

 
 
2. Determine in advance what you can 

sincerely agree with.  
 

For example, we can all agree that reducing alcohol-
related injuries or deaths among college students is a 
shared goal. We can agree to the seriousness of the 
catalyzing event or data while, at the same time, we 
introduce the idea that a relationship exists between 
“how we talk about tragedies (or data) like this” and our 
ability to prevent future tragedies or to reduce 
prevalence.   

 
 

3. Affirm the media’s attention.   
 

Acknowledge that public awareness of the issue is 
important and that the media serves the community by 
reporting on such events or data. Simultaneously, 
include in this affirmation additional statements about 
the significance of the media’s role in accurately 
portraying the issue. Continue to build the bridge to the 
press representative as a potential part of the solution. 
Assist press representatives in seeing that what they 
choose to report and how they report are not without 
consequence. 
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4. Differentiate the seriousness of the 

precipitating event or report from the 
prevalence of the event or data.  

 
One effective strategy for clarifying this typical 
confusion is a “double-sided reflection” which 
paraphrases the interviewer’s concerns, and goes on to 
present the social norms re-frame. For example, 
consider this double-sided response:  “On the one hand, 
we, like you, are very concerned about _____, but, on 
the other hand, it is important to acknowledge ______.”  
Statements such as this provide the foundation to state 
and re-state the Key Concepts and Talking Points that 
the social norms practitioner wants to emphasize. 

 
 

5. Explain (educate) about normative data 
or the social norms approach.  

  
Proceed slowly, stopping frequently to ask for the 
interviewer’s understanding of what you are saying.  
Use every opportunity to reiterate the Key Concepts 
and Talking Points about the social norms approach 
that are outlined in the pages of this guide. 

 
 
6. Roll with resistance. 
 

Avoid argumentation about the normative data or the 
social norms approach. If the press representative does 
not accept the veracity of the data or the approach you 
offer, acknowledge how challenging it is to understand 
a completely new way of looking at college student 
drinking, or other issues. Remember that this could be 
the first time the press representative has heard the 
“other side” of the college student drinking story. One 
approach that social norms practitioners can use to 
decrease their own defensiveness is to approach the 
press representative with respect—as a person who is 
“teachable and reachable.” 
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7. Shift from the pessimism of the 

precipitating event or data to the 
optimism of strategies that support health 
and offer a hopeful view of our youth. 

   
Keep your eyes on the prize of the “hopeful ending.”  
No matter how dire the precipitating event or data, see 
it first and foremost as an opportunity to shift the 
perspective of one person—the press representative—
who can, in turn, shift the perspectives of many others.  
Affirm the interviewer’s budding interest in or 
understanding of the social norms approach and 
recognize his or her perspective on social norms as an 
important step. 

 
 
8. Offer to follow-up with more information 

or another interview about this 
“innovative, effective prevention 
strategy.”   

 
Accept that the precipitating event or data may be the 
focus of the story that gets written or broadcast.  
Celebrate the incremental steps the press representative 
makes in accurately portraying the target population or 
the social norms approach. Follow-up with an offer to 
do another interview that highlights the social norms 
approach or to write a guest editorial that focuses on the 
“healthy majority” of the target population. 
 

9. Be prepared to offer corroboration.   
 

Often reporters will seek verification or will want to 
expand their stories to include information about other 
public health projects that are using a social norms 
approach. Be prepared to provide such information.



Social Norms Works:   
A Few Examples of the Power of Social 
Norms Interventions 

 
 
 

Alcohol 
 

The social norms marketing approach has been and continues to be 
used most frequently to address heavy episodic alcohol 
consumption and related harm. By now, a number of colleges and 
universities, ranging from large, public institutions to small, 
private colleges, have achieved significant reductions in heavy 
episodic alcohol consumption after consistently promoting positive 
social norms. Recently, a number of secondary schools have begun 
to explore the use of the social norms approach as well. 
 
Here is just a sampling of the successful social norms marketing 
interventions currently underway across the country. All of these 
projects have documented significant reductions. 

 
 

Alcohol: The Effective Use of Social Norms Marketing 
 
                         Reductions in self- 
    Institution                     reported high-risk drinking          

Northern Illinois University 44% reduction over 10 years 
Hobart and William Smith Colleges 40% reduction over 4 years 
University of Arizona 29% reduction over 3 years 
University of Missouri at Columbia 21% reduction over 2 years 
Western Washington University 20% reduction over 3 years 
Rowan University 20% reduction over 2 years 
DeKalb County Partnership:  
DeKalb & Sycamore Illinois High Schools 

14% reduction over 2 years 

University of Arizona, Sorority Campaign 12% reduction over 3 years 
 
 

While most widely known under the guise of campus-wide, social 
norms marketing projects, the social norms approach has also been 
used successfully with small groups. These interventions have 
generally targeted segments of the population that are known to be 
at higher risk, such as Greeks, athletes, and first-year students. The 
following projects have demonstrated some success in correcting 
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students' misperceptions of the norms and in reducing high-risk 
drinking. 

 
Alcohol: Social Norms with Small Groups 

 
University of Washington The Greeks 200 Project 
Washington State University Small-Group Norm-Challenging Model 
University of Rhode Island Interactive Social Norms Correction for 

First-Year Students 
University of South Carolina PAN: The Perception of Alcohol Norms  
 
 
 

Tobacco 
 
While the social norms approach has been most widely and 
effectively used to reduce heavy episodic alcohol consumption and 
related harm, it is now being successfully employed in 
interventions targeting tobacco use in university, high school, and 
community-wide settings. A number of projects are now reporting 
success in correcting misperceptions of the norms of tobacco use, 
with a consequent reduction in smoking rates or the rates of 
initiation.  

 
 

Montana: MOST of Us Are Tobacco Free 
A Seven County Social Norms Campaign 

41% reduction in first-time 
smoking rate after an 8 
month media campaign 

DeKalb County Partnership:  
DeKalb & Sycamore Illinois High Schools 

34% reduction in the 
number of students 
reporting the use of 
tobacco in the last 30 days 

University of Wisconsin Oshkosh 
You Know You Want To… 

33% reduction in smoking 
rates 

 
Other health and safety issues are also in various stages of evaluation. 
 
 
 
Relevant references: 11, 16, 18, 24, 31, 32, 33, 39, 46, 48, 54, 57, 58, 59, 61, 70 
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Talking Points: National Surveys 
Support Social Norms 
 
NIAAA Report Encourages Use of Social Norms 
The use of social norms in addressing college drinking is of such promise 
that the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism lists it twice 
in its report “A Call to Action.” First, “norms clarification” is noted as an 
effective strategy that targets individual drinkers. Second, the report cites 
social norms marketing as a promising strategy worthy of continued 
evaluation. It also notes that social norms marketing is a strategy 
applicable to the student population as a whole. 
 
 
Harvard Study Confirms that Most College Students Drink 
Moderately 
Findings from the four Harvard School of Public Health College Alcohol 
Study Surveys (1993, 1997, 1999, and 2001) confirm that most students 
drink moderately, if at all. The studies, conducted by Henry Weschler, 
PhD, consistently reveal that about 3 out of 5 students are moderate 
drinkers or abstainers, and that serious consequences as a result of alcohol 
consumption are uncommon. [from www.socialnorm.org] 

 
Monitoring the Future Survey Reports that Most College Students 
Drink Moderately  
Results from the Monitoring the Future survey of college students and 
adults from 1975-2001 show that 59% of college students drink 
moderately or not at all. This percentage is an increase from 1980 when 
the percentage was 56%. The surveys show decreases in the amount of 
drinking by college students since the 1980s. 
 
 
CDC’s Youth Risk Behavior Survey Finds that Most High School 
Students Do Not Smoke Cigarettes 
Findings from the 2001 Youth Risk Behavior Survey confirm that most 
students are not current smokers. Results from the 2001 survey show that 
75.1% of high school students reported that they are not current smokers 
(smoked cigarettes during the past month). Analysis of the data from 
1991-2001 found that although cigarette smoking rates increased among 
US high school students during most of the 1990s, they have declined 
significantly since 1997. 
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Stats 
 
Lifetime smoking:    70.4% in 1999 
           63.9% in 2001 
 
Current smoking:  27.5% in 1991 
    36.4% in 1997 
    28.5% in 2001 
 
Current frequent smoking: 12.7% in 1991 
    16.7% in 1997 
    16.8% in 1999 
    13.8% in 2001 
 
Monitoring the Future Survey Reports that Most 12th Graders Do Not 
Use Marijuana 
Results from the Monitoring the Future survey of high school students in 
2001 show that 63% of high school seniors reported no past year 
marijuana use. In the 27 years that the MTF study has collected data, past 
year prevalence rates for self-reported marijuana use by seniors peaked at 
50.8% in 1979 and declined to a low of 21.9% in 1992. Since then, it 
reached a relative maximum of 38.5% in 1997 and is now at 37% in 2001. 
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Talking Points: Responding to          
Critical Questions about Social Norms 

 
 

1. Question: Has research found social norms programs to be 
effective? 
 
Response: Yes. The popularity of the social norms approach is 
gaining momentum because there is strong scientific support 
demonstrating its effectiveness in areas as diverse as high-risk 
drinking, seat belt use, and tobacco use prevention. While many 
health promotion efforts cite increased pubic awareness as an 
indicator of effectiveness, the key to being successful is 
demonstrating statistically significant behavioral change, which 
social norms projects across the country have documented. 

 
 

2. Question: Do misperceptions exist? 
 

Response: Misperceptions have been reported in over thirty 
studies published in peer-review journal articles for alcohol, 
cigarette smoking and other drug use, driving while intoxicated 
and driving with someone who is intoxicated, and in populations of 
adults, college students, and high-school students. 

 
 
3. Question: Is there a such a thing as a “typical” person? 
 
Response: While there may in fact be no such thing as a “typical 
person” from a statistical point of view, psychologically people do 
hold a picture of what they believe is typical among their peers. 
Due to the greater strength of local group norms some groups may 
in fact be more effectively reached through tailored interventions 
focusing on in-group norms, but this does not mean that correcting 
the misperceptions of norms on a larger scale is ineffective.  
 

 
4. Question: Does social norms impact the highest risk groups? 
 
Response: Yes, for example the social norms approach has been 
found to be effective with impacting heavy drinkers as well as 
moderate drinkers. Research demonstrates that students 
misperceive the drinking norms of their peer groups no matter how 
unhealthy or extreme these group norms actually are, and that even 
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in extreme drinking cultures protective behaviors exist that can be 
strengthened.  

 
 

5. Question: What if there is no underlying healthy norm? 
 

Response: If healthy behavior is not the norm, social norms 
campaign messages can focus on healthy attitudes, protective 
factors or values that are the norm. 

 
 

6. Question: Does social norms minimize the problem? 
 
Response: No. The statistics used in social norms projects reflect 
what is occurring, not what should be occurring. Acknowledging 
and reinforcing the healthy behavior of the majority does not 
dismiss the seriousness of a public health issue. For example, if 
anyone drives while intoxicated or engages in harmful drinking, it 
is a dangerous problem. 

 
 
7. Question: Does social norms promote conformity? 
 
Response: No.  The use of social norms is meant to encourage 
critical thinking and create a dialogue about actual versus 
perceived behavior and attitudes. Social norms projects provide 
accurate information for people to use and evaluate when making 
judgments about how to conduct their own lives. 

 
 
8. Question: What is the reaction to social norms messages? 
 
Response: Reactions to social norms messages are often mixed.  
Many people will be relieved that their own attitudes and behaviors 
are similar to that of their peers.  For others, a level of disbelief of 
social norms messages is expected. Skepticism is also evidence of 
the misperceptions the messages are attempting to alter. After 
repeated exposure to messages, people’s perceptions begin to 
change and their disbelief of the statistics diminishes. 
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9. Question: Who funds social norms programs? 
 
Response: Most social norms programs are funded by state, local 
or federal government agencies. When social norms practitioners 
cite their funding sources, it ads credibility to their efforts. 

 
 
 
 
Relevant references: 10, 69 (many responses were taken from 10 with permission) 
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Example of a News Article Discussing 
Social Norms           

Schools' strategy: Debunk image  

By J.J. Jensen 
Seattle Times staff reporter  Wednesday, September 25, 2002 

(Copyright 2002 Seattle Times Company. Used with permission.) 

College administrators in this state don't shy from admitting that underage drinking is 
among their top priorities.  

But they'd like to break the stereotype that college is just one big beer bong after another 
or resembles chug-a-lug, boozefest movies like "Animal House" and "Road Trip."  

In fact, dispelling that stereotype among students themselves is their major strategy in 
tackling drinking. Several colleges, including University of Washington, Western 
Washington University, Central Washington University and Washington State 
University, have active campaigns to do just that.  

Says Holly Wilker, assistant to the vice president for student affairs at UW: "Some 
people feel others are drinking more, so they should drink more. The 'Social Norms' 
campaign educates students as to what their peers really are doing."  

Through information gathered in campus surveys, statistics are touted on posters and in 
college newspapers. For example, in The Daily at the UW, advertisements say more than 
85 percent of students drink 0-4 drinks when they do drink; advertisements at Western 
show students stop at three or fewer drinks, if they drink at all.  

Also part of the campaign:  

• Small group schmoozes: Counselors get together small groups in residence halls, 
classrooms, fraternities and sororities, and among athletic teams, and talk up responsible 
drinking and the everybody's-not-doing-it mantra.  

• More substance-free events: Universities also are increasing the number of substance-
free events, such as concerts, comedy nights and poetry readings, on Thursday, Friday 
and Saturday nights to provide more alternatives to drinking. They also are extending 
event hours to early in the morning.  

"You can have a wonderful event, but if it's over at 10, students are going to find other 
things to do," said WSU's John Miller, director of prevention research.  

Schools admit that pushing their message is tougher with students who live off campus 
— which is also where most parties occur. At WSU, to deter underage drinking at house 
parties, students face double-whammy penalties. The university gets copies of police 
reports, so students can suffer consequences both with the police and university.  

At other schools, usually it is the local police who deal with off-campus students.  
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It is the intent of the authors that this guide be a continual work in 
progress. Subsequent editions of the guide will be created 

periodically as new materials are added. Readers are encouraged to 
submit comments, suggestions, and examples of their press-related 

efforts (e.g., op-eds, press releases). Please send your input to 
mail@mostofus.org or visit www.mostofus.org. For additional 

social norms resources visit www.socialnorm.org. 
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