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Assignment 1: voting opens 
tomorrow
Submission due tonight 11:59pm on 
Gradescope and our meme voting 
website
Votes due Friday 11:59pm, link on Ed
Top vote-earners get extra credit as 
an alternative form of virality
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Sections start this week
Section assignments have been sent out

Check the room and not just time, since some sections are running 
simultaneously
Waitlist on Ed if you want to request a section change

Reading for first section due Wednesday 11:59pm
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Project proposal + prototype
Due next Wednesday: form a team, pick a project, prototype it!
We will be introducing piggyback prototyping on Thursday
Projects are with others in your discussion section
For finding teammates:

Sign up for section together
Meet in section this week
Thread in Ed
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Last time: bustling spaces
Eyes on street: bustling spaces and ghost towns
Contribution pyramid: what does it mean if you say you want 100 
active contributors?
Intrinsic and extrinsic motivators, how to design for them, and how 
extrinsic motivators crowd out intrinsic motivators
Social loafing
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In a field experiment in Sweden, Mellström and Johannesson 
(2008) found that in blood donation, offering money actually 
reduced donations among women. But giving them the option to 
donate that money to charity reversed the effect.

0.5% extra credit 
for examples 
relevant to recent 
or upcoming 
lectures. Submit on 
Ed under the “Extra 
Credit” category

Attendance

“Motivation Crowding” example submitted by Elena C. Kopstein 
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r/roastme

r/toastme

A Tale of  
Two Subreddits
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r/roastme

r/toastme

Why?
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Airbnb

Couchsurfing

← value the home
value the relationship →
[Jung et al. 2016]

Why?
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What makes the interactions on Snapchat and Instagram so different?



[1 min]
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NormsDesign

Design influences the norms. Norms influence how people use the design.
It’s reciprocal: a socio-technical system.



Today: designing norms
How do norms form on social computing systems?
Why do norms have an effect on the system and the people in it?
How can design help support pro-social norms that the community 
wants to be true of itself?
Outline

Presentation of self 
Norms: how we intuit them, and how they shape our behavior 
How to design norms 
Dangers
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We are different 
people when we are 
in different spaces 
[Goffman 1959]

We do not have a static set of behaviors that 
we perform in every environment.
Like actors, we change our behavior to guide 
the impressions that people form of us. 
So, our behaviors change as we enter different 
social environments. 14



We are different 
people when we are 
in different spaces 
[Goffman 1959]

Michael in CS 278
Michael with Ph.D. students
Michael with family
Michael with friends

15

teacher
advisor
dad
?



We are different 
people when we are 
in different spaces 
[Goffman 1959]
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Instagram: 
public 
performance

Finsta: private 
performance 

for close friends

[Xiao et al. 2020]

same person



We are different 
people when we are 
in different spaces 
[Goffman 1959]

So if our behavior is malleable to the social 
surrounding, how is the design of the social 
computing system influencing that behavior?
Are you creating a dive bar or a wine bar?
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Norms



What are norms?
The informal rules that govern behavior in groups and societies 
[Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy]
Example norms:

Keep the door open to your dorm room when you’re around
Help, not mock, people who are struggling with assignments
Smile politely when [student performance group] swings by for 
a surprise performance while you’re grinding for a deadline

How do you know if something’s a norm? Breaching experiment.
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We intuit norms quickly.

20

Try it. Five seconds per social computing system.



4chan /b/
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We intuit norms quickly.



Sina Weibo
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We intuit norms quickly.



9gag
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We intuit norms quickly.



Ravelry
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We intuit norms quickly.



We notice signals quickly 
[Metaxa et al. 2018; Cheryan et al. 2009]

Intent to enroll

Gender 
neutral

Stereotypical

Men Women



Descriptive norms
We are influenced by what we see as common behavior in the 
environment. These are known as descriptive norms: norms that 
describe common behavior.
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If a site is full of risqué selfies, you’re more likely 
to post risqué selfies there [Chang et al. 2016]

! ! ! ! !

!



Is it the norms or 
the people?  
[Rajadesingan, Resnick and Budak 2020]

Are community norms influenced more by who 
joins, or by what behaviors are on display?
Comparing people before and after they joined 56 
political subreddits with different levels of toxicity: 
it’s the norms. People match toxicity levels with 
their first post in the community, differing from 
their prior behavior in other political subreddits.
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r/uncensorednews
r/ShitPoliticsSays
r/EnoughTrumpSpam
r/ShitLiberalsSay
r/esist
r/PoliticalHumor
r/worldpolitics
r/hillaryclinton
r/Conservative
r/WayOfTheBern
r/MarchForScience
r/neoliberal
r/socialism
r/PoliticalDiscussion
r/Republican
r/Economics
r/neutralnews
r/Ask_Politics

more 
toxic

less 
toxic



Is it the norms or 
the people?  
[Ricart-Huguet and Paluck 2020]

How much are our behavior and attitudes influenced 
by the norms of the people around us?
Natural experiment: randomization into university 
dorms that have starkly different cultures
Result: influence is weakest for individual outcomes 
(e.g., grades, personality), and strongest for 
interpersonal outcomes (e.g., trust, activism). Effects 
are strengthened if it’s part of the dorm’s daily life, 
and can last long past college. 28

Afrostone

Lumbox

“Calm” 
“Humble” 

“Disciplined”

“Noisy” 
“Stubborn”  
“Outgoing”
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Positive comments Negative comments
Result: 35% antisocial comments Result: 47% antisocial comments 

(Relative increase of one third 
compared to the 35% baseline)[Cheng et al. 2017]



Taking these together…

A substantial amount of the good and the bad that we see online 
can be attributed to the norms that are established in that space. 30



Why?
Recall: social proof, from our Going Viral lecture

When uncertain about appropriate behavior, we look to others’ behavior 
as a kind of proof of what is appropriate
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Injunctive norms
We are also influenced by what we believe to be expected, even if 
we don’t see it. These are known as injunctive norms: norms that 
describe what you should or should not do.
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Subreddit rules: /r/roastme OSS Contributor Covenant: used 
by Linux, git, Node.js, React…



When do norms influence?
Norms don’t influence us at all times: it’s principally when they’re 
made salient [Cialdini 1991]
Participants receive an unwanted paper ad on their car windshield. 
They see someone either walk by or litter. Measure: % who littered

Person walks by
Person litters

Littered 
environment

%
 lit

te
re

d

30%

60%

When the littered norm was 
made salient by the litterer, 
people reinforced it.



Hidden rules on Reddit 
[Chandrasekharan et al. 2018]
No misogynistic slurs, no racist or homophobic content, no personal 
attacks, no porn, no criticizing moderators

→ Macro-norms that are shared across nearly every subreddit

No meme low-effort posts, no “thanks!”-only replies, no inappropriate 
humor (in serious spaces), no personal anecdotes (in science spaces)

→ Meso-norms that are shared across clusters of subreddits

No offering commerce tips, no diet advice, no high-school science 
theories

→ Micro-norms that are unique to specific subreddits 34

(What gets moderated out?)



How design influences 
norm formation



Making norms salient
Randomized experiment on Reddit’s r/science, stickying a rules post 
at the top of a random subset of the threads
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Name consequences

Name the behavior

Establish legitimacy

Newcomers 8% more compliant (ok.) but 80% more likely to post 
(wow!) [Matias 2019]



Making norms salient

Both of these are the community visibly enforcing injunctive norms.
It (should) have the effect of making those norms salient, and thus 
encouraging more behavior in line with the norms.
But, it could also have the effective of making clear a descriptive 
norm of people creating bad posts, which would increase them! 37

Mods removing posts Downvotes hiding posts



Step one: think critically about the norms that the members of your 
community will want. Have conversations about them.
Don’t just let the norms emerge. Be purposeful and thoughtful.
Norms that emerge without design are often poisonous.
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Curate a community early
How did Stack Overflow create a set of norms 
around answers to technical questions?

What happened? By the time the site launched publicly, it was full 
of positive examples of technical questions 
answered helpfully and succinctly, which set the 
expectation

The founders launched in a small private beta 
with 500 enthusiastic community members for 
three months before opening to everyone

Closed beta



Curate a community early
How did Stack Overflow create a set of norms 
around answers to technical questions?

What happened? Users learn what kinds of questions and 
answers are valued before they can vote

Legitimate peripheral participation [Lave and 
Wenger 1991]: new members begin with low-
risk tasks while they absorb norms. On Stack 
Overflow, new users cannot up/downvote, edit 
questions and answers — only ask and answer

New user 
training wheels



But this is hard to scale…

Why? More to 
come when we 
discuss growth and 
anti-social behavior.



Defaults influence norms
The default on Instagram is a public account. 
What if you want to make your Instagram account private?
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Defaults influence norms
Very few users change defaults: only 5% of Microsoft Word users in 
one study had ever changed any settings [Spool 2011]; only 19% 
changed the default public calendar setting [Palen 1999]
Think about the defaults you encounter in social computing systems

Who do you share with by default on Facebook? 
What’s the default sort order of posts? 
What’s the default skin color of emoji?
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Identity influences norms
Should we use real names? Pseudonyms? Be anonymous? This is a 
classic, old question in the field. What do you think? [1min]
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Identity influences norms
Should we use real names? Pseudonyms? Be anonymous? This is a 
classic, old question in the field. What do you think? [1min]

Anonymous environments create greater disinhibition, which results in 
more trolling, negative affect, antisocial behavior, and conformity to norms 
[Kiesler et al. 2012; Huang and Li 2016]
On the other hand, anonymity can foster stronger group identity [Ren, 
Kraut, and Kiesler 2012], more creativity [Jessup, Connolly, and Galegher 
1990], and engagement across political divides [Combs et al. 2023]

Overall, anonymity increases conformance to group norms [Huang 
and Li 2016, Seering et al. 2018]
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Identity influences norms
Summary: anonymity and pseudonymity are 
playing with 🔥. But, real name requirements 
can put victims of abuse and others at risk.
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Culture influences norms
Norms are created as part of culture, which can also include 
answers to: Who is high status? What is valued to obtain status?
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Local culture impacts 
norms. For example, we are 
most influenced by social 
media content violating our 
local cultural values [Hsu et 
al. 2021]

PositiveNegative

Calm

Excited

US ideal affect

Japan ideal affect

US contagion
Japan contagion



Dangers



Once a norm is set, if the platform 
violates it, members revolt.
When Twitter (“Free the Bird!”, “Free 
Speech!”) starts banning links to other social 
media, the community revolts.

When Tumblr, considered a home for 
explorations of alternative sexuality, banned all 
NSFW content, the site plummeted.

When Digg, which advertised itself as a 
democratic space, didn’t stop groups that 
were vote fixing, members left and helped 
kickstart Reddit
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Facebook was only accessible to 
college students at first, so college-
bound teens left MySpace for 
Facebook. danah boyd [2011] 
identified this as a form of “white 
flight”.



Norms, taste, and status
So what’s going on with this behavior?
Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu [1979]: your aesthetic choices—the 
music you like, the clothes you wear, the food you enjoy—delineate 
your status in society
So what happens when people gravitate toward particular social 
computing systems with particular norms or designs?
We need to design norms. But those norms become exclusionary. 
What are we to do?
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Unintended consequences
Facebook’s design to connect people instead resulted in separation.
This reversal is not unique to Facebook — we’ll continue to cover it:

Twitter crowdsourced disinformation identification in 2021, but initially it 
was heavily used by political groups to flag their opponents’ tweets
SFUSD deployed an algorithm to more fairly assign students to schools, 
but it increased segregation: not all groups have access to information on 
how to navigate the algorithm [Robertson, Nguyen, and Salehi 2021]
Facebook opened up its API to great fanfare…but Cambridge Analytica.
Twitter empowers end user news via the Arab Spring…but fake news.
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Fights are often over 
norms, not topics
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Utilizing injunctive norms
Possible injunctive norm: we want to support inclusion. We will act 
in favor of those who do, and against those who don’t.
Would this work?
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Littered 
environment

Remember this study?

%
 lit

te
re

d

30%

60%
Model walks by
Model litters

Making the injunctive norm 
salient had the opposite—and 
desired—effect!

Clean 
environment



What makes the interactions on Snapchat and Instagram so different?

Designs encouraged different norms between the two platforms.



Summary
Norms: we take cues about how to behave from what’s around us

1. From signals in the designed environment: injunctive norms 
2. From peers in the lived environment: descriptive norms

…and we quickly learn these descriptive and injunctive norms.
So, if we think about how to fashion…

1. The designed environment (defaults, identity) 
2. The lived environment (visible behaviors)

Then we can help highlight the things the community wants to be 
true about itself, to help them make it true. 58
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