
 

What Would You Do?: Breaking Social Norms Project 
Psych and English 12, Fall 2018 - Naymark and Stoll  

Driving Questions: 
What are social norms and why do we honor social norms? 
How are we directly and indirectly persuaded to follow social norms? 
What can we learn about human behavior by breaking social norms? 
 
Overview: 

A social norm is a rule that dictates how a person should act in a given group or society. Social 
norms can be as simple as shaking hands with someone when you meet them or stopping your car at 
a red light. Social norms can be understood as a group custom or habit. Most of the time they are 
subconscious — people do them without even realizing it. Sometimes, you only become aware that a 
social norm exists after someone breaks one (cutting in line, for example).  So what might happen if 
we intentionally break them? 

This project focuses on social norms, unwritten rules that guide social behavior. In this project, 
you and your group will discuss the norms that affect your lives, the situations in which these norms 
are in effect, the ways in which they are enforced or communicated, and how and why they may have 
originated. Then, you are encouraged to observe and break minor social norms and report on your 
experiences.  

Each group will select a minor social norm and publicly violate it for this project. You will be 
asked to take data on others reactions as well as your own thoughts and feelings and then report back 
to the class with a detailed presentation of your groups findings.  
 
Deliverables, Deadlines & Design Process 

Phase 1: Social Experiment Planning 
English & Psychology Concepts:  
● Research and learn about accepted social norms, 

conformity and societal influence 
● Gain understanding about rhetoric and persuasion, and 

about how society subtly persuades us to follow norms 
● Developing a hypothesis of what it would be like to break a 

widely accepted social norm 
Group Deliverables 
● Class survey rotations.……….…Due in Eng 9/10, 9/11 
● Hypothesis approval…..……….. Due in Psych 9/12, 9/13  

 
Care: Researching social norms 
Conceptualize: Experiment 

ideas, audience, locations, etc. 
Create: Hypothesis, class survey 

& draft plans 
Critique: Analyze survey results 

& feedback on hypothesis 

Requirements for Hypothesis: 
●  Research about existing social norm 
●  Suggested plan for breaking norm (including possible pitfalls and consequences) 
●  Hypothesis statement 

 



 

Phase 2: Experimentation & Action Research 
English & Psychology Concepts:  
● Experiment planning & Research Methods 

○ Data Collection (Quantitative) and Reflection 
(Qualitative) 

○ Audience & Sampling 
○ Location Planning and Logistics 

● Hypothesis applications and testing 
● Reporting and logging evidence from experiment 

Group Deliverables 
● Experiment on Location...……..*Determined by groups* 
● Initial Evidence Report ....………Due in Psych 9/24, 9/25 

Care: Researching audience and 
location 

Conceptualize: Finalize plans and 
roles 

Create: Test hypothesis by 
experimenting in the field; 
gathering evidence 

Critique: Feedback from audience 
and reflection 

Requirements for Evidence Report: 
● Updated plan for breaking norm including: intended sample/audience, location, times, etc.   
● Observation Log of each trial: specific, raw data gathered including actual sample size, countable 

data, observed reactions, recorded reactions statements and behavior, self-reporting 
● Raw photo or video evidence of norm breaking experiment 
● Individual reflections and analysis of data based on participation as: 

○ Confederate / Actor 
○ Observer / Filmer 
○ Facilitator / Data Collector 

 

Phase 3: Analysis & Presentation of Findings 

English & Psychology Concepts:  
● Data analysis and reporting 
● Presentation skills and expectations for 

communicating project process 
Group Deliverables 
● Presentation…………… Due in Eng and Psych 

For Naymark & Stoll 10/1, 10/2 
● Group Evaluation …....… Due in Eng 10/1, 10/2 

Care: Reconnecting to feedback and initial 
planning 

Conceptualize: Gather evidence, analyze 
data and visualize/digitize results 

Create: Finalize presentation materials 
Critique: Presentation for Neymark and 

Stoll 

Requirements for Presentation: 
● Comparison between hypothesis for breaking norm and actual outcome 
● Evidence (digital and/or tangible) gathered organized into charts, tables, graphs, and/or 

infographics 
● Edited photo or video evidence of norm breaking experiment 
● Individual reflections and analysis of data based on participation as: 

○ Project Director 
○ Tech Manager 
○ Experiment Producer 
○ Lead Analyst 
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Group Roles:  
Project Director  Tech Manager 

Suggested Skills/Strengths: organizational skills, 
scheduling, working well with others, 
communication skills, writing/editing skill, 
accountability 
Deliverables:  
● Writing & Editing Script 
● Solidifying Roles & Delegating Tasks 
● Submitting Work on the Group’s Behalf 

Suggested Skills/Strengths: responsible, timely, 
tech-savvy, organized, solution oriented, actively 
follows-up with group members 
Deliverables:  
● Managing Tech Materials  
● Collecting Visual Evidence 
● Creating & Managing Slideshow 

Lead Analyst  Experiment Producer 

Suggested Skills/Strengths: artistic/design skills, 
critical thinking skills, being detail oriented, being 
comfortable with graphs/charts/visuals 
Deliverables:  
● Collecting & Interpreting Data 
● Setup of Variable/Sampling 
● Finalizing Visuals & Displays 

Suggested Skills/Strengths: strong writing skills, 
navigation skills, logistical skills, out-of-the-box 
thinker, knowledge of the city 
Deliverables:  
● Summarizing Research (Past) 
● Experiment Planning 
● Finding Appropriate Audience & Location 

Scouting 
● Coaching Players / Confederates 

 
Planning Resources: 
Social Norm Categories: 
Want to come up with something completely 
original, but don’t know where to start? 
Consider these!  

Specific Examples and Suggestions: 
Looking for specific norms to break that have 
been tried or suggested? Try these! If planned 
properly, these are sure to be approved. 

● Behavior Conformity 
● Aesthetic Expression 
● Introductions / Interactions 
● Public Disruption 
● Language  
● Location Based (Elevators. Bathrooms, etc.) 
● Overtly or Excessively Positive Actions 

● Smiling / Shaking Excessively 
● Dressing (over-dress/under-dress; 

backwards) 
● Personal Space (too much, or too little) 
● Public Spaces / Interaction (ask for things; be 

too loud or too quiet) 
● Eating (chewing with your mouth open) 
● Holding the Door for Too Long 
● Wiping your hand on someone else 
● Asking for a hug from a stranger 
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Ethics and Legality 
Please be bold, but also be considerate of others and don’t take unnecessary risks. You don’t 

need to be offensive or rude to generate responses by breaking a social norm; indeed, the most 
interesting results often happen when the rule seems trivial and yet generates reactions from others. 
For example, although there is little or no reason to do so, virtually everyone faces the door when 
riding in an elevator. Experiment with this social norm on your own by facing the back or side walls in 
a shared elevator. Even this minor social transgression is likely to produce stares and comments. 

After projects have been approved in Phase 1, all groups will be signing a ethics contract 
affirming that they will only conduct experimentations that has been approved. 
Dos: 

● DO challenge normal behavior 
● DO be safe, kind and patient 
● DO have fun! 

 

Don’ts: 
● Don’t break the law 
● Don’t be offensive, vulgar, or 

mean-spirited 
● Don’t play pranks or practical jokes 

Glossary 
Norms 
Body Language:  is a type of nonverbal 
communication in which physical behavior, as 
opposed to words, are used to express or convey 
information. Such behavior includes facial 
expressions, body posture, gestures, eye 
movement, touch and the use of space. 
Descriptive Norms: depicts what happens 
Injunctive Norms: describes what we think 
should happen 
Prescriptive norms: unwritten rules that are 
understood and followed by society and indicate 
what we should do 

Proscriptive norms: society's unwritten rules 
about what one should not do 
Proxemics: personal space 
Script:  is a specific kind of social norm that 
prescribes how a given social interaction should 
proceed. 
Social Norms: are informal understandings that 
govern the behavior of members of a society. 
Norms are regarded as collective representations of 
acceptable group conduct as well as individual 
perceptions of particular group conduct.  

 
Ethics 
Confidentiality: Participants, and the data gained 
from them must be kept anonymous unless they 
give their full consent. 
Debrief: After the research is over the participant 
should be able to discuss the procedure and the 
findings with the researcher. 
Deception: This is where participants are misled 
or wrongly informed about the aims of the 
research. Participants must be deceived as little as 
possible, and any deception must not cause distress.  

Informed Consent: Whenever possible 
investigators should obtain the consent of 
participants 
Protection of Participants: Researchers must 
ensure that those taking part in research will not be 
caused distress. They must be protected from 
physical and mental harm. This means you must not 
embarrass, frighten, offend or harm participants. 
Withdrawal from an Investigation: Participants 
should be able to leave a study at any time if they 
feel uncomfortable. They should also be allowed to 
withdraw their data.  
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Social Influence 
Cognitive dissonance - Unpleasant feeling of 
anxiety created when simultaneously holding two 
contradictory ideas 
Confederates - Stooges or pseudo-participants 
Conformity - Changing what we do think or say in 
response to others 
Locus of control - Extent to which individuals 
believe they can control events in their lives 
Milgram paradigm - Experimental procedure for 
measuring obedience rates 

Obedience - Complying with the demands of an 
authority figure 
Fundamental Attribution Error: people tend to 
(unduly) emphasize the agent's internal 
characteristics (character or intention), rather than 
external factors, in explaining other people's 
behavior.  
Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison Experiment: 
psychology experiment that illustrates the power of 
social roles in relation to conformity. 

 
Research Methods 
Confounding Variables: Variable(s) that have 
affected the results (DV), apart from the IV.  
Convenience sample: people who are easy to 
reach. 
Correlation: A measure of the extent to which 
two variables are related. 
Dependent Variable: Variable the experimenter 
measures. This is the outcome (i.e. result) of a 
study. 
Experimenter Effects: These are the ways that 
the experimenter can accidentally influence the 
participant through their appearance or behavior. 
Field Experiment: These are conducted in the 
everyday (i.e. natural) environment of the 
participants but the situations are still artificially set 
up. 
Independent Variable: Variable the 
experimenter manipulates (i.e. changes) – assumed 
to have a direct effect on the dependent variable. 
Observations: is one method for collecting 
research data. It involves watching a participant and 
recording relevant behavior for later analysis.  
Observer bias:  (also called experimenter bias or 
research bias) is the tendency to see what we 
expect to see, or what we want to see. When a 
researcher studies a certain group, they usually 
come to an experiment with prior knowledge and 
subjective feelings about the group being studied. 

Operational definition: A statement of the 
activities or operations which are needed to 
measure that concept in practice (or, in the case of 
an independent variable, a statement of the activities 
or operations which are needed to manipulate that 
variable in practice).  
Qualitative Research: Research has come to be 
defined as research whose findings are not arrived 
at by statistical or other quantitative procedures. 
Qualitative research is often said to be naturalistic. 
That is, its goal is to understand behaviour in a 
natural setting. 
Quantitative Research: Statistical and 
mathematical modeling of psychological processes 
and the mathematical analysis of psychological data. 
Random Allocation: Randomly allocating 
participants to independent variable conditions 
means that all participants should have an equal 
chance of taking part in each condition. The 
principle of random allocation is to avoid bias in the 
way the experiment is carried out and to limit the 
effects of participant variables. 
Survey: A survey is a data collection tool used to 
gather information about individuals. Surveys are 
commonly used in psychology research to collect 
self-report data from study participants. 
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Parent Letter / Consent Form 
 

Dear Parent, 

Your child will be participating in a psychology research project involving social norms in 12th grade 
Psychology and English classes during September 2018.  

This group project focuses on social norms: unwritten rules that guide social behavior. Students will 
discuss the norms that affect their lives, the situations in which these norms are in effect, the ways in 
which they are enforced or communicated, and how and why they may have originated. Then, in 
groups, they are encouraged to observe and break minor social norms in an ethical, physically 
harmless, and psychologically harmless manner and report on their experiences. The activity is thus a 
good introduction to the topic of psychology. 

Participant Rights 

● Student groups may decide to study a social norm that requires them to interact with the 
general public. If this is a concern to you or your child or if you have questions, please contact 
the psychology teacher, Erin Naymark at enaymark@davincischools.org, as soon as possible.  

● Special accomodations can and will be made to ensure that all students are able to participate in 
the project at a level that they feel comfortable with.  

Ethics and Accountability 

● Your student’s job as a researcher is to make sure that their research follows strict ethical and                                 
accountability standards. They will always follow the ethical guidelines as demonstrated to them                         
in class. They will analyze findings for bias and be scientific in their processes. 

Questions about the study 

If you have questions about this study, please contact the teacher, Erin Naymark, at the following email 
address: enaymark@davincischools.org  

 

My signature means that I agree to have my child participate in this project. 

Student’s Printed Name: ______________________________________ 

Guardian’s Printed Name: ______________________________________ 

Guardian’s Signature/Consent: ______________________________________ Date: ___/___/___ 
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