
 

 

Ask Minnesota Prevention Resource Center (MPRC) July 18, 2018 

What do social norms have to do with substance abuse? 

CONTEXT 

A social norm is a shared attitude of what ought to be done and not done in society. Norms exist about almost all 
human behaviors. Norms have been studied by researchers of many disciplines, dating back as early as the 1930s 
(Sherif, 1936). The implications of social norms on substance abuse, including misperception of norms, has also 
been widely studied since Perkins and Berkowitz’s (1986) publication. 

It is common for substance abuse prevention professionals and community coalitions to identify their community’s 
attitude as apathetic or in support of underage drinking and other drug use. There is a vast amount of published 
research about this topic and its implications on youth substance use. This document highlights the main concepts 
MPRC found. 

ASK MPRC RESPONSE 

Peer norms may be the strongest social norm influence on individual drinking behavior. A review of studies 
on drinking norms for college students found peer norms to be consistently stronger than norms of parents, faculty, 
and resident advisors (Perkins, 2002). 

Social norms about substance use are commonly misperceived. Many recent studies have found these 
misperceptions to be associated with personal use (Kilmer et al, 2006; Neighbors et al, 2006, Wambeam et al, 
2014). This phenomenon has been studied in the context of collegiate Greek systems (Larimer et al, 2004), social 
networking sites (Litt & Stock, 2011), and group identity (Neighbors et al, 2010; Lewis et al, 2010) to name a few.  

Contrarily, the authors of a 2015 review of 70 studies on social norm related alcohol-use interventions concluded, 
“…no substantive meaningful benefits are associated with social norms interventions for prevention of alcohol 
misuse among college/university students (Foxcroft et al, 2015).” 

Social norms are intertwined with community and organizational policies, and the enforcement of those 
policies. Norms develop in communities and organizations, which reinforce a sense of belonging and acceptance 
for their members. When formal policies or rules are established in these social structures, norms have influence.  

Policies which are in strong conflict with existing social norms may be less likely to be followed. Adopting policies 
which gradually change social norms over time may be more successful than a policy in extreme opposition to the 
current norm (Acemoglu & Jackson, 2017). Community policies may also have success in creating change if social 
norms are either: 1) used to informally enforce a new policy by community members, or 2) addressed directly in the 
change created by the policy (Rachlinski, 1999; Sunstein, 1996).  
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Ask Minnesota Prevention Resource Center 

The Minnesota Prevention Resource Center (MPRC) works to enhance the capacity of 
substance abuse prevention professionals in Minnesota. MPRC often receives research 

questions and prepares in-depth answers.  Many of these questions, such as the one 
found above, deserve to be shared widely, and are published as part of this series. 

Do you have a question for MPRC? Email info@mnprc.org or call 651-646-3005. 
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