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Overview
Assessing Social Norms

Using findings for program design and implementation

Social Norms Exploration Tool Exercises in Practice

Overview of social norms concepts: a recap



Learning Objectives

ASSESSING SOCIAL NORMS 

During this session, participants will: 

1. Practice using the social norms exploration tool for gathering community-level information to 

identify reference groups and assess norms that influence behaviors. 

2. Reflect briefly on how to integrate norms assessment findings into new or ongoing projects. 



Agenda

10 min

Welcome back! Review of today’s programme

Recap: What are 

social norms? What is their relation to behavior?

• Introduction of today’s session and housekeeping

• Presentation of last sessions’ highlights

• Discussion on lingering questions from first session

10 min SNET Introduction
• Introduce the SNET

• Introduce group work

30 min
Social Norms Exploration Tool and practice using

participatory exercises to learn about norms

• Brief overview presentation of the SNET

• Breakout rooms to practice using one of the 3 

participatory tools.

10 min Break

20 min SNET debrief
• Plenary discussion on process and reflections on future 

use

15 min Using Findings to Take Action
• Plenary reflection on how to adjust programmes based

on norms findings

15 min Closing
• Key takeaways and next steps



What are social norms?
What is their relation to behavior? 

WHY SOCIAL NORMS MATTER 



Social Norms

Social norms are the often implicit, informal rules that most 

people accept and abide by. They are influenced by belief systems, 

perceptions of what others expect and do, and sometimes by 

perceived rewards and sanctions.

DEFINITION

Norms are embedded in formal and informal institutions and 

produced and reproduced through social interaction. 

- ALIGN, Overseas Development Institute



Social Norms Are…

• What people in a group believe is a typical (what others do) and appropriate 

(what others expect me to do) behavior

• Often defined in relation to a reference group

DEFINITION



Types of Social Norms

Perceptions of what others 

expect me to do
Perceptions of what others do

DESCRIPTIVE NORMS INJUNCTIVE NORMS

“If I don’t wash my hands before 

preparing food, my mother-in-law 

will criticize me”

“Most people in my community 

don’t wash their hands after 

coughing or sneezing”



Social norms are passed on and 
enforced by reference groups:

Those who matter to an individual in a specific 

situation

DEFINITION



Adapted from CARE, 2017 & Chung & Rimal, 2016

TERM DEFINITION

Behavior What I do

Attitude & Belief What I prefer / what I know

Social 

and 

Gender 

Norms

Descriptive Norm What I think others do 

Injunctive Norm What I think others will approve/disapprove of me doing

Reference Group

People whose opinions matter to me (for A particular 

behavior or context) 

People who reward or sanction me for my behavior



Social Norms 
Exploration Tool

Engages with communities in participatory learning 

to identify and assess influence of social norms

ASSESSING SOCIAL NORMS 



What is the SNET?

• Participatory, learning and action tool that guides a 

rapid “social norm exploration”.

• Allows for rapid identification of reference groups 

and social norms influencing behaviors.

• Offers guidance on how to use the information in 

program design, strategy adjustment, and evaluation.

DEFINITION



Who, how, and when 
to use the SNET?

• Who is it for: For use by project planners and implementers, especially 

focused on community-based programming.

• What does it include: Provides basic information and templates for 

guidance and use in social norm exploration.

• When is it used: Easily integrated into different phases of new or existing 

programs.

SOCIAL NORMS EXPLORATION TOOL



Learning through participation
The SNET Approach…

Uses a variety of 

participatory and visual 

methods in interview and 

group discussion formats 

for learning about and 

engaging with 

communities.

Enables the sharing of 

insights with analysis 

providing a catalyst for 

the community to act on 

what is uncovered within 

a setting. 

Provides the basis of the 

SNET from start to finish 

and builds capacity in 

staff as a result. 

✔ ✔ ✔



ASSESSMENT 

ACTIVITY 

SNET 

ACTIVITIES
MAIN PURPOSE

IDENTIFY 

REFERENCE 

GROUPS
My Social Networks

Explore which people are influential by providing guidance, 

information, advice or support on a specific issue. 

EXPLORE 

NORMS

The Five Whys 

Explore the social norms that influence the behavior of interest, 

learn which may be most influential, and understand the extent 

norms are influencing behaviors and consequences (sanctions) 

of not following a norm

Problem Tree Analysis

Same as above (the 5 Whys), but this exercise can identify both 

social and non-social causes of behavior in more specificity in 

real-time. 

Vignettes

Same as above (the 5 Whys and the Problem Tree), but this 

activity can also reveal more context and nuanced analysis with 

good probing

The SNET Assesses Norms in Two of the Five Phases



Problem

Tree

Five Why’s

Vignettes



Let’s Try!

• ASSESSING SOCIAL NORMS 

• Social Norms Exploration Tool Exercises 
in Practice…



Social Norms 
Assessment using 
SNET

CASE STUDY

Tulonge Afya, 

Tanzania



Program 
Foundation
In Tanzania, health outcomes, including reproductive 
health, are disproportionately worse for women and 
youth…
• Household decision-making, including for health 

decisions like family planning, is seen as the role of 
men

• Married women are expected to have many children
• Unmarried men and women are not expected to be 

sexually active
• Family planning is seen as inappropriate for young, 

unmarried women to use

CASE STUDY



Using the SNET

• The Tulonge Afya team used the SNET to unpack 
social norms preventing the uptake of family planning 
across priority regions

• Through the SNET process, the team gained important 
insights on reference groups and prevalent FP-related 
social norms for key groups in both adult and youth 
cohorts

• The findings from the SNET enabled Tulonge Afya to 
identify social norms inhibiting uptake of priority FP 
behaviors

• The project now plans to deepen its family planning 
implementation and develop new approaches and 
materials to address these norms

TULONGE AFYA



Scope of the SNE
The key groups and behaviors explored by Tuloge Afya included: 

1. Adults (NAWEZA) 18 – 49 years

- Use of modern contraceptive methods

- Discussion of family planning with partners

- Seeking healthcare for post-partum family planning options

- Use of modern contraception post-live birth for 24 months

2. Youth (SITETEREKI) 15 – 24 years

- Use of modern contraceptive methods

- Delay first pregnancies and space future pregnancies

- Correct and consistent use of condoms

3. Health workers

- FP Counselling on range of post-partum FP options available 

- Provide quality, confidential and non-judgmental RH services to youth

TULONGE AFYA



1. In your group, select one of the behaviors of interest 

from the case study and ask, ‘why does this happen’. 

2. For each explanation that emerges, ask ‘why again’ five 

times, diving deeper into each explanation given (you’ll 

do this for each first ‘why’ you listed).

3. For all the factors that emerged, circle any that are 

norms-focused.

4. Once selected, have a discussion of each of the circle's 

norms-focused factors. Why do these happen? Are 

there positive or negative sanctions for complying?

Five Whys
GROUP WORK BREAKOUT ACTIVITY 1 – FIVE WHYS 



Problem Tree
1. In your group, select one of the behaviors of interest from 

your program

2. Based on your selected behavior: Draw a tree at center of a 

flipchart. Under the tree (roots), list factors that may influence 

this behavior

3. For all the factors that emerged, circle any that are norms-

focused.

4. Once selected, have a discussion of each of the 

circle's norms-focused factors. Why do these happen? 

Are there positive or negative sanctions for complying?

GROUP WORK OPTION TWO



1. Identify a facilitator for the focus group discussion. The 

rest of the group are participants in a discussion and 

can keep notes on what they learn.

2. The facilitator will share the story and ask the question 

prompts. Participants should respond as if they are 

members of the community.

3. For all the factors that emerged, name those that 

are norms-focused.

4. Once selected, have a discussion of each of the norms-

focused factors. Why do these happen? Are there 

positive or negative sanctions for complying?

Vignettes 

GROUP WORK BREAKOUT ACTIVITY 2 VIGNETTE



For the following exercise, please imagine that you are a community member who is taking part in a Social Norms Exploration 

(using the SNET). Prior to doing this exercise, the team carrying out the SNET has identified peers as a key group which has an 

influence on the target group – young people.

Sabi, a 17-year-old girl and Justice, an 18-year-old boy, live about 2km outside Dar-Es-Salaam in Tanzania. They 

have known each other for a couple of years and have been dating for the last month. Sabi thinks that the 

relationship is starting to get serious. Justice has started bringing up sex frequently.

Sabi thinks she might be ready to have sex for the first time. But she worries that she might get pregnant if 

she does. She has heard about condoms but isn't sure how they work, and she’s too embarrassed to ask 

Justice about them. Sabi also worries that Justice will no longer be interested in her if she doesn’t agree to 

have sex.

After an afternoon out with Justice, Sabi meets up with her two best friends. She feeling really worried about 

the situation. Sabi’s friends see that something is up and ask her what’s wrong.

1. Have you heard of such situations in your neighborhood? Are they common or uncommon?

2. What would Sabi’s friends advise her to do?

3. Would she talk to someone else afterwards / Who? What might they say to her?

4. The next day, Sabi meets Justice again, what do you think she would do?

Vignette: Sabi and Justice



Final Reflection 
Questions…

PLENARY

1. What surprised you about your work 

assessing norms? Any ‘aha’ moments?

2. What do you see as different between 

these approaches and other formative 

assessments you may have done/be 

doing? 

3. How might you integrate these 

approaches or norms-focused questions 

in your formative assessments?



What’s next for the norms assessment? 

Focus in on the 

normative findings and 

factors unpack them to 

know types or norms or 

understand sanctions and 

rewards. 

Generate a short list of 

findings (a short report) 

on your assessment to 

inform further program 

action to come. 

COMPILE FOCUS GENERATE

Compile your identified or 

generated information and 

review across. If collecting 

primary data, you’ll want to 

identify similarities and 

differences across sites, or 

groups of people.



Using Findings to 
Take Action

for program design and implementation

ASSESSING SOCIAL NORMS 



• What are your 
program objectives?

Consideration 1

• What are the key 
findings gleaned from 
the norms 
assessment?

Consideration 2
• What are the program 

adjustments that can be 
made based on the 
norms assessment 
findings?

Consideration 3

What’s Next for your Norms Assessment? 

Considerations Central to Adjusting your Program 





Are we doing enough in our TOCs 

and programme planning to shift 

social norms?

What do we need to change or do 

differently?



Final Reflections

ASSESSING SOCIAL NORMS 



Key Takeaways

ASSESSING SOCIAL NORMS

• Existing formative assessment approaches may overlook norms. If shifting norms is 

important to your program, completing a norms assessment is a must.

• It’s important to understand how norms influence program behaviors.

• Norms assessments answer, for as given context: (1) what the relevant norms are, (2) 

who the reference groups are, (3) why people comply with norms, and (4) which norms 

are the most important

• Not all norms assessments are perfect! It’s better to have some well-informed 

information than nothing at all. Do what you can but ensure findings are used.

• A number of resources on norms assessments exist, including the Social Norms 

Exploration Tool

http://irh.org/social-norms-exploration


ASSESSING SOCIAL NORMS

Resources 
• Social Norms Exploration Tool (2020). Institute for Reproductive Health, Georgetown University, under

the Passages Project and Learning Collaborative.

• SNAP /Stefanik, L., Hwang, T. (2017). Applying Theory to Practice: CARE’s Journey Piloting Social

Norms Measures for Gender Programming. Copyright 2017 Cooperative for Assistance and Relief

Everywhere, Inc. (CARE). social-norms/

• Desk review: Changing social norms: The development of a global M&E framework—Prepared for the

social norms measurement meeting 15-16 December, 2016, UNICEF, New York.

• Mackie, G., Moneti, F., Shakya, H., & Denny, E. (2015). What are Social Norms? How are They

Measured?. University of California, San Diego, California, US: UNICEF

• What is Participatory Learning and Action (PLA): An Introduction Sarah Thomas,

• Ben Cislaghi and Lori Heise. 2016. Measuring Gender-related Social Norms: Report of a Meeting,

Baltimore Maryland, June 14-15, 2016. Learning Group on Social Norms and Gender-based Violence of

the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine


