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Why do people enforce norms?

• Norms: Rules, about which there is some 
degree of consensus, that are socially 
enforced.



  

Why do people enforce norms?

• Standard Answer
– The target behavior causes harm

• Variation
– The human brain is upset by behaviors that 

cause harm



  

• My answer:

– Social relations



  

Social Factors Contributing to Norm 
Enforcement

• Benefits Magnified through Social 
Relations

• Metanorms

• Metanorm Expectations



  

Insight 1: Social Relations Magnify 
the Benefits of Sanctioning

• Benefits of sanctioning
– Gain that occurs when the harmful behavior 

stops



  

Benefits Magnified

• The benefits of sanctioning

are magnified by

• The dependence of group members
(value of relationship and what one can 
get through it)



  

Benefits Magnified

• Implications
– Sanctioning is higher in groups in which 

people are interdependent
– Interdependence leads people to enforce 

norms they do not prefer



  

Norms Game

• 4 person social dilemma game with many 
rounds

• On each round
– One person can donate to the group pot
– Then, all four get to exchange (give points to 

others)



  

Norms Game

• Manipulate
– Benefits of Sanctioning (2 vs 6)

(Consequences of Behavior)
– Dependence (1:1 vs 1:2)

• Measure
– Sanctioning



  

Norms Game Results

• Interdependence and benefits interact to 
affect sanctioning

• Interdependence leads people to enforce 
norms they do not prefer



  

Insight 2: Metanorms

• People consider the reactions of others

• Metanorms: A particular kind of norm that 
regulates sanctioning



  

Metanorms

• Interdependence increases metanorm 
enforcement

• Metanorm enforcement increases 
sanctioning



  

Metanorms Game

• Four person game, many rounds

• On each round
– Computer simulated thief
– Victim could punish the thief
– Opportunities to exchange



  

Metanorms Game

• Manipulate
– Interdependence (1:1 vs 1:3)

– Benefits of Sanctioning (3 vs 9)
– Costs of Sanctioning (4 vs 10 vs 20)

• Measure
– Metanorm Enforcement
– Sanctioning



  

Metanorms Game Results

• Interdependence increases metanorm 
enforcement

• The costs of sanctioning increase metanorm 
enforcement

• Metanorm enforcement increases sanctioning
• Metanorms lead people to sanction even when 

the costs of doing so outweigh the benefits both 
to the individual and to the entire group



  

Insight 3: 
Metanorm Expectations

• What to sanction?
– What behaviors do you think others want to 

see sanctioned?



  

Metanorm Expectations: 
What to Sanction

• Harm caused by behavior

• Typicality of behavior

• Meaning of behavior



  

X-W Choice

I X W

J X W

K X W

L X W

M X W

N X W

O (subject) X W

P X W



  

Expectations Game

I J K L M N O
subject

P

Actors make choice between X and W

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

    Actors react to others’ choices

      <<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<



  

Metanorm Expectations

• Punishment can come before rules. 

• Punishment can be inconsistent with 
people’s beliefs.



  

Metanorm Expectations

• Why sanction?

• What to sanction?
– Characteristics of behavior
– Characteristics of the human brain
– Characteristics of social relationships

• Within groups

• Across groups



  

Conclusion

• Social relations and metanorms are key
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