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About the Presenter

� Ph.D. in applied social psychology

� Academic position (professor)

� Senior Scientist, Action Research

� Numerous consulting, writing, and applied research projects
� Private: Southern California Edison (energy), Hewlett Foundation, Brookfield 

Zoo, EDCO Waste Management, Keep America Beautiful

� State: California Integrated Waste Management Board (used oil recycling, waste 
tires), TN, FL, TX

� Local and County: Napa, Madera, Los Angeles, San Diego
� Cities of San Diego, Vista, San Marcos, Escondido

� Federal: National Academy of Sciences, Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), 
Department of Justice,

� International: United Nations, London Zoological Society, World Wildlife 
Federation, Canadian Centre for Pollution Prevention



Fundamental Assumptions

1. Change is needed
2. Behavior matters

� A little psychology can go a long way

3.  Existing approaches have largely failed
� Education campaigns
� Price triggers and financial incentives
� Environmental messages
� Raising awareness



Normative Social Influence

Social norms--an individual’s beliefs about the 
common and accepted behavior in a 
specific situation.

1. Powerful influence on behavior
2. Formed using a variety of cues (social and 

otherwise)
3. Influence not limited to social contexts
4. Types of norms (injunctive and descriptive)



Social Validation

� Gawking (Milgram, Bickman, & Berkowitz, 1969)
� N=1 (4%)

� N=5 (18%)

� N=15 (40%)--stopping traffic!
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Social Validation

� Gawking (Milgram, Bickman, & Berkowitz, 1969)
� N=1 (4%)

� N=5 (18%)

� N=15 (40%)--stopping traffic!

� Seeing others not act (Latane & Darley, 1968)
� Smoke study

� Tip jars empty versus full

� Litter begets litter

� Substance use among teens



Awareness Campaigns

� Highlight the seriousness of the problem

� Often utilize incidence rates

� “Look at this big problem”

� Lurks the message that most other people are 
doing the undesirable behavior

� Potentially undermines our efforts to 
promote conservation



Social Norms
-- A constructive alternative

� Energy conservation--studies funded by Hewlett 
Foundation following the 2000 “energy crisis.”

� Statewide survey of Californians over 2 years 
(N~3000)

� Three primary reasons for conservation:
� Environmental Protection (biospheric)
� Social responsibility (altruistic)
� Self interest (egoistic)

� “In deciding to conserve energy, how important is it 
that saving energy …”



More Normative Social Influence
-- Household energy conservation

Note: These findings are based on a thesis by Jessica Nolan, with assistance from a team 
of CSUSM students, including: Matt Dorlaque, Dulce Contreras, Veronica Bresiño, 
Monica Tinajera, Nigel Hartfield, Leezel Nazareno, Ron Tilos and Christina Wade.
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More Normative Social Influence
-- Household energy conservation

� Experiment to test effectiveness of various messages
� Sample: 1207 households in San Marcos.
� Experimental conditions: 

� environmental, 
� financial, 
� social responsibility,
� Information,
� descriptive norms

� Delivered on doorhangers to households for 4 consecutive 
weeks.

� Door-to-door interviews with household residents, meter 
readings of electricity consumption.







Results based on an ANCOVA using baseline consumption as a covariate.Pairwise 
comparisons show descriptive norms to be significantly lower than all other conditions.

Nolan, J., Schultz, P. W., Cialdini, R. B., Griskevicius, V., & Goldstein, N. (2008). Normative social influence is 
underdetected. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 34, 913-923. 

Results:
Average daily household energy consumption during the intervention



Results based on oneway ANOVA. Pairwise comparisons show descriptive norms to be 
significantly lower than environmental and social responsibility.

Nolan, J., Schultz, P. W., Cialdini, R. B., Griskevicius, V., & Goldstein, N. (2008). Normative social influence is 
underdetected. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 34, 913-923.  

Results:
Q: “How much did the information on these doorhangers motivate 
you to conserve energy?”1 (not at all) to 4 (extremely)



Normative Social Influence

� Our Results (constructive):
� Can cause behavior
� Not perceived as motivational
� Apply to both private and public behavior

� Problems in Application (destructive)
� Can serve as an anchor for folks already doing 

the behavior
� Implemented incorrectly (awareness campaigns)



Normative Feedback
-Reconstructive

� Participants: 290 households with visible utility 
meters

� Distributed individual feedback and normative 
feedback to households for two consecutive weeks

� Conditions:
� Usage level (above or below

neighborhood average)

� Emoticon 

(positive or negative ☺)



Energy Conservation:  How Do You Measure Up?  
Recently, researchers from Cal State San Marcos were in your neighborhood collecting information about energy consumption.  Here is what we found out about households in  Discovery Hills: 

 

Electricity Consumption January 8-16, 2004  
Your household used: 

Similar households in your neighborhood used:  

kWh  

 

kWh  Details about our measures: The results reported above are 
specific to your home and similar homes in your neighborhood, 
and were collected by researchers at CSUSM. Kilowatt Hours 
(kWh) are the units used to measure electricity consumption.  
Last week, your household consumed  MORE / LESS than other households in your neighborhood.    

 

Here are some good ways to reduce your home energy consumption:  

• Turn off the heat at night • Turn off the TV when you leave the room • Install energy saving light bulbs  

Address:_____________________________________  
This information has been provided to you because someone in your household 
completed a survey on home energy use over the summer.  Please direct questions 
or comments to Jessica Nolan at CSUSM: 760.750.3022. 

Energy Conservation:  
How Do You Measure Up? 
 
Recently, researchers from Cal State San 
Marcos were in your neighborhood collecting 
information about energy consumption.  Here 
is what we found out about households in  
the Woodland Park area: 
 

Electricity Consumption 
January 16-29, 2004 

 
Your household used: 

Similar households in 
your neighborhood used: 

 
kWh 

 

 
kWh 

 
Details about our measures: The results reported above are 
specific to your home and similar homes in your neighborhood, 
and were collected by researchers at CSUSM. Kilowatt Hours 
(kWh) are the units used to measure electricity consumption. 
 
Last week, your household consumed  
MORE / LESS than other households 
in your neighborhood.   
 

 

Here are some good ways to reduce your home 
energy consumption: 
 

• Wear extra layers of 
clothing instead of using 
heat 

• Turn off unnecessary lights 
• Turn off your computer when not in use 

 

Address:_____________________________________  
This information has been provided to you because someone in your household 
completed a survey on home energy use over the summer.  Please direct questions 
or comments to Jessica Nolan at CSUSM: 760.750.3022. 



Normative Social Influence
- Results
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Conclusions

� Normative beliefs can strongly influence behavior
� Constructive: Normative messages can be used 

as a tool to change behavior
� Destructive: We should be reconsider “awareness 

campaigns.”
� Reconstructive: We need to be careful in the 

application
� Important interface between basic researchers and 

applied interventions



Norms Messages
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Survey Results



Field Implementation at a local 
Beach Resort

Note: My appreciation to the team of CSUSM students who worked on this 
experiment: Azar Khazian, Michelle Hynan, Joy Francisco, Christine Jarvis, and 
Jenny Tabanico.



Old Message:



Different Rooms



Hotel Study
-- New Message



Social Norm Messages



Intervention Implementation

• Study focused on 132 condo units (separate studies of hotel)

• Randomly assigned rooms to experimental (N=102) or control 
(N=30)

• Total of 794 guest “stays” were analyzed (each stay = 1 week)

• Number of towels taken from the room (continuous up to 4)



Results
Number of towels taken out of the room on the first towel replacement day. 

F(1,792)=13.40; p<.001). A 25% reduction in the number of towels used!

Note: Data also tested in HLM with participant “nested”within room. ICC=.07; 
At level 2, treatment effect ( γ01=-.57, t(142.14)=-3.25, p<.001)

Schultz, P. W., Khazian, A., & Zaleski, A. (2008). Using normative social influence to 
promote conservation among hotel guests. Social Influence, 3, 4-23. 


