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Maybe the best introduction for this dissertation is a simple trip to your local 

supermarket. What seems like an uninteresting everyday task is in the light of this 

dissertation a journey in the field of social norms. We namely live in a world of rules, 

standards and regulations, and on this trip you will encounter dozens. For example, you 

are not allowed to park your car in front of the store. You have to use the right door to 

enter the store. You have to use a shopping cart. You are not allowed to smoke, drink or 

start eating that delicious looking croissant, you just picked up from the shelf. It is not 

appropriate to jump the queue or litter the plastic bag of the croissant on the pavement. 

Whereas it is the appropriate behavior to help the man who just dropped all his groceries. 

You have to walk on the pavement. You are not allowed to jaywalk. When you finally 

reach your car and loaded the groceries, you have to make the whole trip again because 

you have to return the shopping cart. All these norms, i.e. rules of behavior tell us which 

behavior is commonly approved or disapproved in a certain setting. Norms are 

inseparable to life in social contexts. They are in a sense the glue of our society, as they 

regulate people’s pursuit of personal needs and desires and in doing so prevent conflicts 

and chaos (Sherif 1936/ 1965). Social norms in the strict sense are defined as: “rules and 

standards that are understood by members of a group, and that guide and/or constrain 

human behavior without the force of laws” (Cialdini & Trost, 1998, p. 152). In this 

dissertation I use a broader definition of (social) norms namely the behavior generally 

considered (in)appropriate, this refers to all legitimate rules, including laws, rules by 

8
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private companies and also pro-social norms such as helping someone in need. These 

norms can be as general as “thou shalt not steal” or as specific as “no reading while 

eating at the kitchen table” (a norm in the household where I grew up). Norms can be 

transsituational (Reno, Cialdini, & Kallgren, 1993) and extend to all or many settings, 

like being polite to others, but they can also be limited to a certain setting (Aarts, & 

Dijksterhuis, 2003). For example, talking out loud is a norm violation in a library but 

very appropriate while having a party.   

Although norm-conforming behavior is in the best interest of others and the community 

as a whole, it is often not in the best interest of the individual it self.  It is much easier to 

litter a soda can than carry the can with you to the next trashcan 4 blocks away. Although 

it varies greatly across settings and situations whether people conform to norms, there is 

no question that people’s behavior is often guided by social norms (e.g. Cialdini & Trost, 

1998). So why do we conform to social norms? Violating social norms is often associated 

with sanctions, whereas norm-conforming behavior is associated with approval and 

reward. There is no denying that the forecast of a sanction for transgressions can induce 

norm conforming behavior. In Singapore the police officer on every street corner and the 

prospect of a fine up to $2000 will probably scare you into not littering. These sanctions 

and rewards can also be informal, the classical work on conformity points to the human 

desire to be liked (or not to be disliked) by others, as one of the mechanisms that drives 

conformity to group norms (Deutch and Gerard, 1955). It is clear this mechanism can be 

influential, it influences men into wearing a tie and woman into waxing there legs. Asch 

(1956) for example showed that people when seated in a group are likely to follow the 

answer given by the rest of the group even when it is clear (to them) that this answer is 
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false. Although considerations of costs and benefits can spark norm-conforming 

behavior, they are neither able to solely explain the influence of norms on behavior nor 

the variance in this influence. For many norms the costs of transgression are low or even 

absent, nevertheless people tent to conform to them. Littering or not returning your 

shopping cart is not likely to get fined or be met by open disapproval by other people, so 

their costs are low (if we don’t take Singapore into account). But the majority of people 

does not litter anyway, even when other people are absent and there is no chance of 

getting fined. Apparently, it is not (merely) anticipated sanctions that determine norm 

conformity. What is going on? We know from prior research (Cialdini, Kallgren & Reno, 

1990) that social norms need to be activated to influence behavior.  This even applies to 

personal norms, i.e. rules or standards for one’s own behavior (Kallgren, Reno, & 

Cialdini, 2000).  As norm conformity differs across settings, the environment seems to 

play an important role in the activation and deactivation of norms. How exactly does this 

work? What does it depend on?  This dissertation explores these issues, using a theory 

that specifically focuses on the environmental influences on the (de)activation of norms: 

goal-framing theory. 

 

The goal-framing theory (Lindenberg & Steg, 2007) states that the influence of norms on 

people’s behavior is determined by the goal they pursue. Goals influence how one 

perceives, evaluates and behaves (in) a setting and what one is sensitive to in that 

situation. The theory distinguishes three overarching goals: hedonic, gain and normative 

goals. People, pursuing a gain goal focus on guarding and improving their recourses. 

People pursuing a hedonic goal are mainly focused on guarding and improving the way 

10
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they feel right now (short-term perspective). A normative goal on the other hand focuses 

people at what is generally considered appropriate. All three goals may be influential at a 

given time but the relative weight of their influence differs across situations. One of the 

three overarching goals is focal at a given moment, with the other two goals in the 

cognitive background. With regard to the focal goal, one is particularly attentive and 

sensitive to information that pertains to this goal. Thus, people for whom the normative 

goal is focal, will be especially attending and sensitive to information concerning norms 

in a situation.  Changes in the degree of activation of a goal can make a goal from the 

background become focal and vice-versa. Thus, as goals can conflict, the weakening of 

one goal will make another goal (or both other goals) relatively more influential. 

Therefore the weakening of the normative goal makes hedonic and/ or gain goals more 

influential, thereby inhibiting the influence of norms in general. Conversely, 

strengthening the normative goal enhances the influence of norms on behavior.  

The normative goal is a priori the weakest of the three; therefore its strength relies (more 

than the other goals) on (external) support, especially on the behavior of other people. So 

what happens when a setting reveals lack of support for a norm? In the public realm, 

there are often cues that others violated a certain norm, such as litter on the streets, 

graffiti on the walls, bicycles and cars parked where this is not allowed. According to the 

theory such negative “norm-support cues” should weaken the general normative goal to 

act appropriately and thus inhibit the influence of norms. This effect should hold for the 

weakening of a norm that corresponds to the observed norm violation. For example, 

seeing others throw trash on the ground, should make it more likely that one does not 

keep to the anti-littering norm oneself. However, there should be an even more interesting 
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phenomenon to be observed: if others show disrespect for one norm, one’s general goal to 

keep to norms becomes weaker (less activated) and thus one should also be less likely to 

follow another, quite unrelated, norm: a cross-norm inhibition effect. If this is correct, 

then norm violations will have a tendency to spread from one norm to other norms. This 

is only a prediction from goal-framing theory. Is there empirical support for this effect? 

Are we for example more likely to litter, ignore prohibition signs or even steal in a setting 

sprayed with graffiti? These and related questions will be pursued in this dissertation with 

the help of experiments, many of which are field experiments with a high ecological 

validity: experiments in the public realm. 

 

 The logic that links the different experiments and explains their sequence is the 

following. First, we1 address norms that pertain to the maintenance of public order, such 

as the anti-littering norm. In a series of studies (chapter 2), we focus on the cross-norm 

inhibition effect in the public realm. Would this effect hold for various kinds of rules, as 

the theory predicted? We vary the kinds of rules that one observed being transgressed 

from social norms to police ordinances, to private rules and federal laws. We also vary 

the rules one is willing to violate from anti-littering to trespassing to stealing. 

 

Since one might be sanctioned financially or socially for littering or stealing, the question 

is whether the activation of norms is due to the idea that where norms are violated by 

others, norms are not enforced and therefore one can violate them with impunity.  This 

would not be an effect of norm (de)activation, as  described earlier. To rule out a guess on 
                                                
1 I use the term “we” and not “I” throughout the remainder of the dissertation, when I refer to the authors, 
as the research described being the product of a collaboration with my promoters: Siegwart Lindenberg and 
Linda Steg.   

12
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law enforcement as the mechanism behind an increase in norm violating behavior in these 

settings, we look in chapter 3 at norms that are not associated with sanctions when 

violated: pro-social norms. Although helping a stranger who dropped something or return 

an item that somebody lost is considered appropriate behavior, you will not get 

sanctioned for not acting accordingly. Are these pro-social helping norms also inhibited 

in settings with negative norm support cues? Are we less likely to help someone in a 

littered setting? If this is true it could explain why in public places helpfulness towards 

strangers in public places varies so much across settings (Levine, Martinez, Sorenson, 

1994).  

In public places we are not only confronted with cues that signal disrespect for norms, 

fortunately there are also cues clearly signaling respect or care for norms or disapproval 

of norm violating behavior (i.e. positive-norm support cues). There is that shop owner 

who sweeps the pavement of the street his shop is situated on. The person walking in 

front of you who almost took the left door in the supermarket but turns around to take the 

appropriate entrance. If negative norm-support cues like litter inhibit the influence of 

norms, will positive norm-support cues than induce norm conforming behavior, by 

strengthening the normative goal? Will observing a positive norm-support cue like 

someone sweeping the streets reinforce the influence of norms (like being helpful to 

strangers). We address the inhibition and the reinforcement of pro-social norm influence 

in chapter 3. 

The presence of people in general can make social norms more salient, but some people 

can be expected to be especially influential in this respect: significant others. Significant 

others are people whose normative expectations matter for the individual (see Ajzen 
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1991).  The (psychological) presence of these significant others can be expected to 

activate the norms that are perceived to be endorsed by these significant others (Stapel, 

Joly & Lindenberg, 2010). Thinking about a significant other will activate the norms they 

are associated with (Chaiken, 1980; Fitzsimons & Bargh, 2003).  In doing so the 

normative expectations of significant others influence how people evaluate or behave (in) 

certain settings. For example, merely thinking about your parents might make you sit up 

strait or eat with knife and fork. In this dissertation we reason that higher-ups (in e.g. 

companies) are also likely to make certain norms (e.g. company norms) more salient. 

Thinking of your boss might induce you to clean your workspace as company rules 

command. So what happens when a higher up violates the norm he or she makes salient? 

What if the managers steal company money? The higher-ups are than the negative-norm 

support cue for the norm they them selves make salient.  Does this enhanced norm 

salience also make the corresponding negative-norm support cue more salient and 

therefore more influential?  Does the norm-violating behavior of higher-ups inhibit the 

influence of norms to a greater extent than when the norm violators are people with less 

status in the company? These questions are addressed in chapter 4. 

Significant others make norms (and their violation) particularly salient. Another way of 

making them salient is by means of prohibition signs. Such signs are often placed in a 

setting where a particular norm is frequently violated. Is this a wise approach or will 

placing a prohibition sign also make the negative norm-support cues more salient and 

thereby more influential? We address this possible reversal effect of prohibition signs in 

chapter 5. 

 

14
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In sum, in this dissertation I study the inhibition effects of negative norm support cues on 

norm-conformity and the norm reinforcement effects of positive norm-support cues. I 

also investigate whether the influence of norm-support cues is enhanced when the 

corresponding norm is made salient. The main focus lies on the cross-norm inhibition 

effect. The general framework through out the dissertation is the goal framing theory. The 

four empirical chapters take the form of four separate papers. Chapter 2 is already 

published (Keizer, Lindenberg & Steg, 2008) chapters 3 and 5 are both under review and 

chapter 4 will be submitted in the near future. As the chapters are separate papers there 

will be some overlap in the theoretical reasoning. 
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Imagine that the neighborhood you are living in is covered with graffiti, litter, and 

unreturned shopping carts. Would this reality cause you to litter more, trespass, or even 

steal? A thesis known as the broken windows theory suggests that signs of disorderly and 

petty criminal behavior trigger more disorderly and petty criminal behavior, thus causing 

the behavior to spread. This may cause neighborhoods to decay and the quality of life of 

its inhabitants to deteriorate. For a city government, this may be a vital policy issue. But 

does disorder really spread in neighborhoods? So far there has not been strong empirical 

support, and it is not clear what constitutes disorder and what may make it spread. We 

generated hypotheses about the spread of disorder and tested them in six field 

experiments. We found that, when people observe that others violated a certain social 

norm or legitimate rule, they are more likely to violate other norms or rules, which causes 

disorder to spread. 

 

In the mid-1990s, the mayor of New York and his police commissioner adopted a 

“Quality of life campaign.” Attention was focused on fighting signs of disorder and petty 

crime. Graffiti was removed, streets were swept, and signs of vandalism were cleared. 

This initiative was based on the broken windows theory (BWT) of Wilson and Kelling 

(1982). The BWT suggests that signs of disorder like broken windows, litter, and graffiti 

induce other (types of) disorder and petty crime (Gladwell, 2000). It was thought that 

18
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removing these signs of disorder would take away an important trigger of disorderly and 

petty criminal behavior. After the introduction of the campaign, petty crime rates in New 

York dropped. Since then, approaches based on the BWT have become popular and have 

been adopted worldwide (e.g., in various cities in the United States, Great Britain, 

Netherlands, Indonesia, and South Africa). 

BWT may be very popular, but it is also highly controversial. So far, it lacks empirical 

support, and it fails to specify what constitutes disorder. Studies aimed to test the BWT 

(Skogan, 1990; Kelling & Cole, 1996; Kelling & Sousa, 2001; Sampson & Raudenbush, 

1999) have provided mixed results at best. The National Research Council (NRC, 2004) 

concluded that the re- search did not provide strong support for the BWT. There is also 

little evidence that broken window policing contributed to the sharp decrease in petty 

crime in New York (Harcourt, 1998; Eck & Maquire, 2000; Harcourt & Ludwig, 2006). 

Moreover, to our knowledge, research on the BWT has so far been correlational, so 

conclusions about causality are shaky (Sampson & Raudenbush, 1999; Harcourt, 1998). 

The BWT suggests that a setting with disorder triggers disorderly and petty criminal 

behavior, but it might be the other way around or both may be caused by a third variable. 

Furthermore, the BWT gives no insight into what is and what is not a condition of 

disorder that will spread. Because the BWT forms the backbone of many cities’ defense 

against the growing threat of disorder and petty crime, these shortcomings need to be 

addressed. 

In the present study, we conducted six field experiments that address these issues. Our 

first step was to conceptualize a disorderly setting in such a way that we can link it to a 

process of spreading norm violations. Social norms refer either to the perception of 

common (dis)approval of a particular kind of behavior (injunctive norm) or to a particular 
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behavior common in a setting (descriptive norm) (Cialdini, Kallgren & Reno, 1990; 

Cialdini, Kallgren & Reno, 1991; Cialdini, 1993; Codol, 1975; Marques, Abrams, Paez, 

& Martinez-Taboada, 1998; Shaffer, 1983). Injunctive norms affect behavior because 

they provide information about which behavior is most appropriate in a given situation 

(e.g., Chaiken, Giner-Sorolla & Chen, 1996; Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Deutsch & Gerard, 

1955). For example, the antilitter norm is a widely held injunctive norm (e.g., Berkowitz, 

1972; Bickman, 1972). The extent to which an injunctive norm affects behavior depends 

on how much the norm is on people’s mind (Reno, Cialdini & Kallgren, 1993; Schwartz 

& Fleishman, 1978). For example, an antilitter norm will be more on people’s minds 

when they see someone picking up a piece of litter (which shows disapprovement of 

littering) (Cialdini, et al., 1991) or simply see a norm stated on a sign (Cialdini, 

2003;Winter, et al., 2000). Descriptive norms affect behavior because they provide 

information about which behavior is most common in a given situation. For example, a 

littered setting shows that it is common to litter and will therefore enhance littering 

(Cialdini, et al., 1990; Krauss, Freedman, & Whitcup, 1978; Finnie, 1973). Similar to 

injunctive norms, the more conspicuous the descriptive norm, the more strongly it 

influences behavior. For example, the probability that a participant litters in a littered 

setting is enhanced when a lot of litter is present or when the participant watches 

someone littering (Cialdini, et al., 1990). Injunctive and descriptive norms can be in 

conflict, as for ex- ample in a setting where it is common to litter even though littering is 

commonly disapproved of. Thus, settings described in BWT as disorderly (e.g., a littered 

setting) can be conceptualized as settings in which descriptive and injunctive norms are in 

conflict. The next question then is how behavior is influenced by such a setting. 

Injunctive-norm information in a persuasive message is more effective when 

20
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accompanied by descriptive norm information that is in alignment rather than in conflict 

with that message (Cialdini, 2003; Cialdini, et al., 2006; Rimal, Lapinski, Cook & Real, 

2005; Schultz, Khazian & Zaleski, 2008). For example, a sign drawing attention to the 

antilitter norm is more influential in reducing littering when placed in a non littered 

setting than when it is placed in a prelittered setting (Reiter & Samuel, 1980). Thus, a 

setting with graffiti, described by the BWT as a setting showing disorder, can cause the 

spraying of graffiti because it inhibits the injunctive anti graffiti norm. In honor of the 

individual who first described this process, we call this the Cialdini effect. The important 

question for the BWT is whether or not it also causes disorderly (or petty criminal) 

behavior in general. The question we will address is the following: Do more people litter 

or even steal in a setting where the anti-graffiti norm (injunctive norm) is in conflict with 

the descriptive norm (setting shows it is common to spray graffiti)? 

The Cialdini effect has its basis in people’s tendency to reason “if a lot of people are 

doing this, it’s probably a wise thing to do” and to do what they observe others are doing 

(Cialdini, 2007) However, we believe that there is another, goal-driven mechanism at 

work as well, which is particularly important for the spread of disorder. Much conformity 

to injunctive norms is the result of people pursuing the goal to act appropriately. 

However, people can also pursue a hedonic goal directed at feeling better right now or a 

gain goal directed at guarding and improving one’s resources. All three goals can be in 

conflict, and the weakening of one is likely to bring another goal to the fore (Lindenberg 

& Steg, 2007). In a given situation, the goal to act appropriately is weakened when 

people observe that others seemingly did (or do) not pursue the goal to act appropriately. 

In turn, a weakening of this goal strengthens conflicting hedonic and gain goals. For 

example, when people observe that others have painted graffiti where it should not have 
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been painted, they actually observe inappropriate behavior. This, we predict, weakens 

their concern for appropriateness and strengthens the goal to do what makes them feel 

good (for example, by being lazy and throwing paper on the street) or the goal to gain 

resources (say by stealing). Thus people don’t necessarily copy the inappropriate 

behavior they observe but let concerns other than appropriateness take center stage. In 

this way, one norm violation fosters violations of other norms, and disorder spreads from 

one kind of inappropriate behavior to other kinds. We call this the cross- norm inhibition 

effect. An important implication of this “goal-framing” theory for the BWT is that the 

effect should not be limited to social norms in the strict sense of the word but would also 

apply to all sorts of legitimate rules, such as laws, police ordinances, or even legitimate 

rules established by private companies. 

To test this theory, we conducted controlled field experiments in common public spaces 

(see also attached supporting material), that is, in locations where ordinary “broken 

window” kind of disorder could be observed. 

Participants were people in the public space judged to be 18 years or older. There were no 

signs in any of the studies that they were aware of being observed by the experimenter. 

We distinguished between a contextual norm (which the participant witnessed having 

been violated) and a target norm (a violation committed by the participant). What we 

manipulated were the indications that the contextual norm was being violated. What we 

observed as a dependent variable was the relative number of individuals who then 

violated the target norm, which was inconvenient or costly to follow in this situation. We 

predicted that disorder (violation of contextual norm) would spread (violation of target 

norm). To study the robustness of this cross-norm inhibition effect, we conducted six 

different studies. For ease of description, let us call the situation in which the contextual 

22
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norm is violated (i.e., inappropriate behavior by others is being displayed) the disorder 

condition and the one in which it is not violated the order condition. Other factors 

possibly influencing the results were kept constant between conditions (no signs of other 

norm or rule violations, same weather conditions, and same period of the day). A 

confederate posted out of sight observed whether participants did or did not violate the 

target norm. Gender was coded at first but turned out not to have any impact on the 

results and was dropped in later experiments. The arrangements in all experiments were 

such that it was virtually impossible for people not to notice the violations of injunctive 

norms (such as graffiti, wrongly parked bicycles, and firecrackers). 

In study 1, the setting was an alley in Groningen located in a shopping area and 

commonly used to park bicycles. In the order condition, the walls of the alley were clean 

(Fig. 1A), whereas in the disorder condition they were covered with graffiti (Fig. 1B). A 

standard prohibition sign (a round red sign with a round white center) with the text 

“Graffiti” pointed out the disapproved behavior. The sign was highly noticeable, and 

every subject entering the setting at least glanced at it. Participants (N = 77 in each 

condition) were all people who came to collect their parked bi- cycles. In their absence, a 

flyer with an elastic band had been attached to the handlebar of their bicycle. The flyer 

was white and thus very noticeable. It read: “We wish everybody happy holidays,” signed 

with the name of a nonexistent sportswear shop. The flyer had to be removed by the 

participant to easily use the handlebar. Because there were no trashcans in the alley, “not 

littering” meant taking the flyer with them. We counted throwing the flyer on the ground 

or hanging it on another bicycle as littering. 

The cross-norm inhibition effect of violating the anti-graffiti norm on littering was quite 

substantial. Of the participants in the order condition (non-graffiti), 33% littered 
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compared with 69% of the participants in the disorder condition (graffiti on the walls). 

The difference is highly significant (χ²(1, 154) = 20.367, P < 0.001). In Groningen, 

littering is generally tolerated by the police so that the effect could not be explained by 

 

 

Fig. 1a (Left)     Fig. 1b (Right) 

 

a guess on law enforcement, such as “if people haven’t been caught painting graffiti, I 

will not be caught dropping paper.” 

We designed the next studies to include a variety of norms in order to address two 

questions. We wanted to determine whether the cross- norm inhibition effect was 

restricted to generally accepted social norms or whether, as expected by the goal-framing 

theory, it also extended to local ordinances by the police or even to normative requests set 

up by private companies. We also wanted to determine how far the influence would go. 

In other words, would a norm violation just affect relatively light infractions, such as 

littering, or would it go so far as to affect the willingness to violate such serious norms as 

“thou shalt not steal”? 

24
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For study 2, we used a police ordinance as a contextual norm and “no trespassing” (as 

ordered by the police) as the target norm in the setting of a car park. Thus, both 

contextual and target norms were not general social norms but rules set up by the local 

police for a particular local situation. A temporary fence (set up by us) closed off the 

main entrance for people who came to pick up their car, but a gap of about 50 cm was left 

open in the fence (Fig. 2; on next page). We attached two signs to the temporary fence 

just 60 cm apart and directly next to the gap. The right sign (our contextual norm) 

indicated that it was prohibited to lock bicycles to the fence. The left sign (our target 

norm) made clear that it was prohibited to use this entrance and that people had to use an 

alternative entrance to the car park, which required walking a 200-m detour. In the order 

condition, four bicycles standing 1 m before the fence were ostensibly not locked to the 

fence. In the disorder condition, four bicycles were locked to the fence for everyone to 

see. The dependent variable was whether pedestrians conformed to the “no throughway” 

sign (the target norm) and walked the 200-m detour to the temporary entrance that was 

pointed out by the sign. Violating the “no throughway” ordinance meant stepping through 

the gap in the fence. Subjects (N = 44 in the order condition and N = 49 in the disorder 

condition) were all people who came to collect their car from the car park. A group of 

people approaching the fence was counted as one subject. 
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Fig. 2. 

 

Again there was a clear cross-norm inhibition effect. Of the participants in the order 

condition (where bicycles were not locked to the fence), 27% stepped through the gap in 

the fence, com- pared with 82% of the participants in the disorder condition (where the 

bicycles were attached to the fence). The difference is significant (χ²(1, 93) = 27.791, P < 

0.001). 

Would this also hold for a rule set by a private company that is not enforced with 

sanctions? In study 3, a parking garage adjacent to a supermarket and health club was 

used in which the con- textual norm established by the private company is to return 

shopping carts to the supermarket after loading groceries into one’s car. A very visible 
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sticker with the text: “please return your shopping carts” attached to the entrance doors of 

the parking garage focused attention on this normative request (Fig. 3; on the next page). 

In the order condition, the garage was clear of shopping carts that were not returned. In 

the disorder condition, there were four unreturned shopping carts standing around in 

disarray. The (unreturned) carts used in the disorder condition had no coin deposit 

system, so people were not financially encouraged to return them. To discourage people 

who just arrived from using the shopping carts and thus removing the disorder, we 

smeared the handlebars of the carts with petroleum jelly. Participants (N = 60 in each 

condition) were visitors of the supermarket and a health club who came to collect their 

car from the multilevel parking garage. Only people not using a shopping cart were 

included. The target norm was the anti-litter norm, already used in study 1. The 

dependent variable was whether or not participants who returned to their car littered a 

flyer (the same flyer as used in study 1) that was placed under the driver’s side 

windshield wiper of their parked car. The results show that even with this private request, 

a considerable cross-norm inhibition effect could be observed. Of the participants in the 

condition without shopping carts, 30% littered the flyer, compared with 58% of the 

participants in the condition for which unreturned shopping carts were present. The 

difference is significant (χ²(1, 120) = 9.766, P = 0.002). 
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Fig. 3.   

 

Is disorder only linked to visual cues of norm violation? Would the cross-norm inhibition 

effect be of any influence when the contextual norm was merely audible? In our fourth 

study, we focused on a national law as a contextual norm. In Netherlands it is prohibited 

by law (with a €60 fine) to set off fireworks in the weeks before New Year’s Eve. We 

wanted to find out, 2 weeks be- fore New Year’s Day, whether an offense against this 

national law would induce people to litter. In contrast to studies 1 to 3, the contextual 

norm was not made conspicuous (say by a sign stating the law). The law about fireworks 

is well known, and its violation itself would immediately make the law salient in people’s 

mind. The setting we used was a bicycle shed located near a busy train station. The 
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subjects (N = 50 in the order condition and N = 46 in the disorder condition) were all 

people who came to collect their parked bicycle. In the order condition, there was no 

sound of fireworks. In the disorder condition, we set off firecrackers (well within hearing 

distance of the participants but out of sight to prevent any visual cues). We observed 

whether participants littered a flyer (the same flyer as used in studies 1 and 3) attached to 

the handlebar of their bicycle. Of the subjects in the order condition (no fireworks set 

off), 52% littered the flyer compared with 80% of the subjects that heard fireworks being 

set off as they entered the bicycle shed. The difference is significant (χ²(1,96) = 8.587, P 

= 0.003). 

For studies 5 and 6, the target norm was stealing, and we examined whether an envelope, 

visibly containing a €5 note and hanging out of a mailbox, would be stolen more often if 

a con- textual norm was violated. The white (addressed) window envelope sticking out of 

a mailbox (situated in Groningen) was very noticeable for every- one approaching the 

mailbox, and it was clearly visible that the envelope contained a €5 note (Fig. 4). The 

participants were all people who singly passed the mailbox on foot (and the few who 

actually posted a letter). We conducted a baseline order condition (N = 71) in which the 

mailbox was not covered with graffiti and the ground around the mailbox was clean. We 

then conducted two disorder conditions: one in which the mailbox was covered with 

graffiti without litter on the ground (N = 60, study 5) and one in which there was no 

graffiti on the mailbox but the space around the mailbox was littered (N = 72, study 6). 

The circumstances of all three conditions in term of period of the day and weather were 

held constant. The dependent variable was whether or not people would steal the 

envelope. Leaving the envelope or pushing it into the mailbox was considered not 

stealing. Opening the envelope or taking it was considered stealing. Thus, we compared  
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Fig. 4 . 

two disorder conditions to the baseline condition. The study 5 results were quite dramatic. 

Of the participants in the baseline order condition (no graffiti, no littering), 13% stole the 

envelope compared with 27% of the subjects in the graffiti disorder condition. The 

difference is significant (χ²(1, 131) = 4.122, P = 0.035). 

The results of study 5 proved to be robust. Compared with the baseline order condition 

(in which 13% stole the envelope), 25% of the subjects in study 6 stole the envelope in 

the litter disorder condition. The difference is again significant (χ²(1, 143) = 3.545, P = 

0.047). It is highly unlikely that this effect is due to a guess about the likelihood of law 

enforcement triggered by littering. People are not likely to infer a low likelihood of law 

enforcement against stealing from the fact that people littered the street, because in 

Groningen littering is generally tolerated by the police whereas stealing is not. The most 
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likely interpretation of these results is, as before, that one disorder (graffiti or littering) 

actually fostered a new disorder (stealing) by weakening the goal of acting appropriately. 

Our conclusion is that, as a certain norm- violating behavior becomes more common, it 

will negatively influence conformity to other norms and rules. The effect was not limited 

to social norms but also applied to police ordinances and even to legitimate requests 

established by private companies. The mere presence of graffiti more than doubled the 

number of people littering and stealing. There is a clear message for policy- makers and 

police officers: Early disorder diagnosis and intervention are of vital importance when 

fighting the spread of disorder. Signs of inappropriate behavior like graffiti or broken 

windows lead to other inappropriate behavior (e.g., litter or stealing), which in turn 

results in the inhibition of other norms (i.e., a general weakening of the goal to act 

appropriately). So once disorder has spread, merely fixing the broken windows or 

removing the graffiti may not be sufficient anymore. An effective intervention should 

now address the goal to act appropriately on all fronts. 
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Supporting Material for 

 

The Spreading of Disorder 

 

 

 

Materials and Method 

 

We conducted six different studies, each as a field experiment with people who did not 

know that they were observed. In the following, we repeat the description of each study 

given in the Science article and add aspects of relevance that were not covered in the 

article.  

 

Study1 .The setting was an alley in Groningen located in a shopping area and commonly 

used to park bicycles (Fig. 1). A standard prohibition sign (a round red sign with a round 

white center) with the text “Graffiti”, pointed out the disapproved behavior (see Fig. 1A 

and 1B). The sign was highly noticeable and every subject entering the setting at least 

glanced at it. Subjects (N=77 in each condition) were all people who came to collect their 

parked bicycle. In their absence a flyer with an elastic band had been attached to the 

handlebar of their bicycle. The flyer was white and thus very noticeable. It read: “We 

wish everybody happy holidays”, signed with the name of a non-existing sportswear 

shop. The flyer had to be removed by the subjects to easily use the handlebar. As there 

were no trashcans in the alley, ‘not littering’ meant taking the flyer with them. We 

counted throwing the flyer on the ground or hanging it on another bicycle as littering.  
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Additional information: for the order condition, we painted the wall during the night so 

that the next day (when the order condition was conducted) there would be no graffiti. 

For the disorder condition, we applied graffiti to the wall during the night for the disorder 

condition the following day. The graffiti consisted out of simple tags as the more 

elaborated ‘pieces’ might be perceived as art instead of norm violations. In the order and 

disorder conditions, we also attached a large symbolic sign prohibiting graffiti. We 

attached it in such a way that it was clearly visible for people who came to pick up their 

bicycle (within 3 meters of the sign). Although only the bicycles parked within 3 meters 

were used in the experiment, all the bicycles in the alley were ‘flyered’ after they were 

parked this to avoid that that the subjects felt frustrated because they received a flyer 

whereas others did not. When people littered, it was inconspicuously picked up right 

away because we wanted to avoid simple norm violation effects (descriptive norm effect 

a la Cialdini) and concentrate on the cross-norm inhibition effect.  For both experimental 

conditions, the same weather conditions applied: cloudy skies. During rain showers the 

experiment was stopped. After a rain shower every flyer was replaced with a dry one, as 

taking a wet flyer would possibly be seen as more of burden. We also conducted the 

experiments during the same period of the day: from 1 pm until 5 pm.  

 

Study 2.We used a police ordinance as a contextual norm and “no trespassing” (as 

ordered by the police) as target norm in the setting of a car park. Thus, both contextual 

and target norms were not general social norms but rules set up by the local police for a 

particular local situation. A temporary fence (set up by us) closed off the main entrance 

for people who came to pick up their car, but a gap of about 50 cm was left open in the 
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fence (Fig. 2). We attached two signs to the temporary fence just 60 cm apart and directly 

next to the gap. The right sign (our contextual norm) indicated that it was prohibited to 

lock bicycles to the fence. The left sign (our target norm) made clear that it was 

prohibited to use this entrance and that people had to use an alternative entrance to the car 

park which required walking a 200m detour. In the order condition, four bicycles 

standing 1 meter before the fence were ostensibly not locked to the fence. 

In the disorder condition, four bicycles were locked to the fence for everyone to see. The 

dependent variable was whether pedestrians conformed to the “no throughway” sign (the 

target norm) and walked the 200m detour to the temporary entrance that was pointed out 

by the sign. Violating the “no throughway” ordinance meant stepping through the gap in 

the fence. Subjects (N=44 in the order condition, N=49 in the disorder condition) were all 

people who came to collect their car from the car park. A group of people approaching 

the fence was counted as 1 subject.  

 

Additional information. We placed the provisional fences to block the main entrance. The 

gap we left was small enough to give the impression that the entrance was really closed 

off, but it was also big enough (ca. 50cm) for people to get through if they so decided. 

The signs we attached to the fence were very noticeable and clear in their content. For the 

disorder condition, we clearly showed a violation of the contextual norm by using large 

conspicuous chain locks, with which the bikes were tied to the fence. The purpose of the 

chain lock was clearly to lock the bicycle to an object as each bike had another smaller 

lock not suited for that purpose.  In the order condition, the same locks were used but 

now the chain lock (other than it was indented for), was only locked to the front wheel 

and not to the fence. To make this more conspicuous the bicycles were parked 1 meter 
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before the fence. Again the same weather conditions applied throughout (cloudy skies), 

and the two experimental conditions  were conducted during the same period of the day 

from 3 pm to 5.30 pm. During time frame the blocked pathway was almost solely used as 

an entrance.  

 

Study 3. Would this also hold for a rule set by a private company that is not enforced with 

sanctions? A parking garage adjacent to a supermarket and health club was used in which 

the contextual norm established by the private company is to return shopping carts to the 

supermarket after loading groceries into one’s car. A very visible sticker with the text: 

“please return your shopping carts” attached to the entrance doors of the parking garage 

focused attention on this normative “request” (Fig. 3). In the order condition, the garage 

was clear of shopping carts that were not returned. In the disorder condition, there were 

four unreturned shopping carts standing around in disarray. The (unreturned) carts used in 

the disorder condition had no coin deposit system, so people were not financially 

encouraged to return them. To discourage people who just arrived from using the 

shopping carts and thus removing the disorder, we smeared the handlebars of the carts 

with Vaseline. Subjects (N=60 in each condition) were visitors of the supermarket and 

health club who came to collect their car from the multilevel parking garage. Only people 

not using a shopping cart were included. The target norm was the anti-litter norm, already 

used in Study 1. The dependent variable was whether or not subjects who returned to 

their car littered a flyer (the same flyer as used in Study 1) that was placed under the 

driver’s side windshield wiper of their parked car.  
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Additional information:. In order to prevent arriving people from taking the disarrayed 

carts with them, we smeared Vaseline on the handlebars which without exception made 

people leave the carts alone. When people came with shopping carts to collect their car, 

they were not counted in the either experimental condition. When people littered, it was 

again  inconspicuously picked up right away (see Study 1). The experiments were 

conducted during the same period of the day: 1 pm until 4.30 pm. Since it was indoors, 

weather conditions might not pay a role. However, for the odd chance that people act 

differently when they come into the garage from sunny or cloudy skies (or even rain), we 

again took pains to keep weather conditions constant (cloudy skies). 

  

Study 4. Is disorder only linked to visual cues of norm violation? Would the cross-norm 

inhibition effect be of any influence when the contextual norm was merely audible? In 

our fourth study, we focused on a national law as a contextual norm. In the Netherlands it 

is prohibited by law (with a €60 fine) to set off fireworks in the weeks before New Year’s 

Eve. We wanted to find out, 2weeks before New Year’s Day, whether an 

offence against this national law would induce people to litter. In contrast to Studies 1-3, 

the contextual norm was not made conspicuous (say by a sign stating the law). The law 

about fireworks is well-known and its violation itself would immediately make the law 

salient in people’s mind. The setting we used was a bicycle shed located near a busy train 

station. The subjects (N=50 in the order condition, N=46 in the disorder condition) were 

all people who came to collect their parked bicycle. In the order condition, there was no 

sound of fireworks. In the disorder condition, we set off fire crackers (well within hearing 

distance of the subjects, but out of sight to prevent any visual cues). We observed 
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whether subjects littered a flyer (the same flyer as used in Studies 1 and 3) attached to the 

handlebar of their bicycle.  

 

Additional information:  The firecrackers we used were clearly audible but not deafening. 

The impression we wanted to give is that people just around the corner were having fun 

doing something against the law. We wanted the subjects to have the idea that several 

people were lighting firecrackers. So the firecrackers were thrown in several directions, 

to make the noise come from all sides. When people littered, it was again  

inconspicuously picked up right away (see Study 1). Again, weather conditions (cloudy 

skies) and period of the day were kept constant in both experimental conditions: 12.30 

PM until 15.30 PM. 

  

Studies 5 and 6. Here, the target norm was stealing and we examined whether an 

envelope, visibly containing a €5 note and hanging out of a mailbox, would be stolen 

more often if a contextual norm was violated. The white (addressed) window envelope 

sticking out of a mailbox (situated in Groningen) was very noticeable for everyone 

approaching the mailbox and it was clearly visible that the envelope contained a €5 note 

(Fig. 4). The subjects were all people who singly passed the mailbox on foot (and the few 

who actually posted a letter). We conducted a baseline order condition (N=71) in which 

the mailbox was not covered with graffiti and the ground around the mailbox was clean. 

We then conducted two disorder conditions: one in which the mailbox was covered with 

graffiti without litter on the ground (N=60, Study 5) and one in which there was no 

graffiti on the mailbox, but where the space around the mailbox was littered (N=72, 

Study 6). The circumstances of all three conditions in term of period of the day and 

Keizer_PROEF (all).ps Front - 19     T1 -    Black CyanMagenta Yellow



Chapter 2 

38 

weather were held constant. The dependent variable was whether or not people would 

steal the envelope. Leaving the envelope or pushing it into the mailbox was considered 

not stealing. Opening the envelope or taking it was considered stealing. Thus we 

compared two disorder conditions to the baseline condition.  

 

Additional information: The €5 note that could be seen peeking through the window of 

the envelop. We took pains to make sure that the envelope and its window with the €5 

note was clearly visible not just for the few people who came to post a letter, but to the 

people who walked by. This could be achieved by using fairly large envelopes and a 

mailbox at a narrow sidewalk. Again, weather conditions (cloudy skies) and period of the 

day (early afternoon) were kept constant in all experimental conditions. A pilot 

observation of this mailbox showed us that in the early afternoon, the chances are highest 

that people walk by singly and without people directly behind them. During this period (1 

PM till 4 PM) very few people came to post a letter.  In experiment 6, the disorder 

conditions consisted of trash that did not just contain paper but also orange peels, 

cigarette butts, and empty cans.
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Chapter 3 

 

Helpfulness in public places: Why does it 

vary and how can it be increased?
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Would you help a stranger who dropped groceries or lost something? The quality of life 

in public places depends much on people’s kindness and willingness to help.  Helpfulness 

differs greatly across settings, but little is known about the mechanisms generating these 

differences, and effective ways to stimulate pro-social behavior in the streets. Recent 

research on the broken window theory showed that cues of disrespect for norms, like 

litter and graffiti, can cause norm-violating behavior to spread. We hypothesize that such 

cues also inhibit pro-social behavior, as they weaken people’s goal to act appropriately. 

Therefore, we predict that removing cues of disrespect for norms increases pro-social 

behavior. This mechanism also implies that cues clearly signaling respect for norms (like 

someone sweeping litter from the streets) makes pro-social behavior in public places even 

more likely. Five field experiments demonstrate that the predicted effects are robust and 

surprisingly large and show the potential of ‘norm-support cues’ as (low cost) targets for 

interventions to improve quality of life in public places. 

 

Although it is appropriate behavior (i.e. the norm) to be kind and helpful towards 

strangers just about everywhere, research shows that such kindness greatly depends on 

the city you are in (Levine, 2003).  For example New York and Los Angles are 

particularly low when it comes to pro-social behavior. Some theories explain differences 

in pro-social behavior, focusing on different types of people (Camerer & Fehr, 2006; 

Gintis, Bowles, Boyd, & Fehr, 2003), the internalization of norms and moral identity 
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(Aquino & Reed, 2002), or on the effects of incentives (Andreoni, 1995; Fehr, 2004; Fehr 

& Fischbacher, 2004). While providing much insight, these theories cannot account for 

the variability of pro-social behavior in public places, as in public space, various people 

are present, who are often strangers to each other, with no real encounters, and no or 

limited chances for reciprocity. Levine, who studied this variability in many countries, 

concluded that for the public space, it is most likely subtle differences across situations 

that make people more or less pro-social (Levine, 2003). But what exactly would these 

subtle differences be? Levine himself pointed at the possible influence of population size 

and density. New York and Los Angles are indeed both big and crowded. He however 

finds no correlation between city size or density and helpfulness for other cities in the 

world (Levine, Martinez, Brase & Sorenson, 1994). Research by Latané (1981) suggests 

that seeing other people who don’t help inhibits one’s own impulse to help (i.e. bystander 

effect). Extensive work by Cialdini (Cialdini, Kallgren & Reno, 1990) shows that when 

other people’s behavior is (made) salient, people indeed tend to imitate this behavior, 

even if that behavior is considered inappropriate (i.e. against a norm).  

On the basis of goal-framing theory and recent research (Keizer, Lindenberg & Steg, 

2008), we suggest that next to imitation effects there is an even broader mechanism at 

work: a cross-norm effect, in which observed conformity or respect for one norm (i.e. 

norm support) affects conformity to other norms. Such a mechanism explains how respect 

or disrespect for norms can spread from one norm to others. Goal framing theory 

(Lindenberg & Steg, 2007) predicts that cues revealing disrespect for a norm (e.g. litter, 

graffiti) weakens the influence of norms in general in favor of hedonic or gain goals, as 

they weaken the relative weight of people’s general goal to act appropriately (the so-
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called cross-norm inhibition effect). This also explains how the “broken window” effect 

(Kelling & Coles, 1996) may come about. A series of field experiments testing 

predictions from goal-framing theory (Keizer, et al., 2008) demonstrated this effect and 

its considerable strength, showing that cues signaling disrespect for norms can induce 

other norm violations like littering, trespassing and even stealing. But what about pro-

social behavior like kindness and helpfulness towards strangers? As pro-social behavior 

is generally considered to be appropriate behavior, the predictions from goal-framing 

theory on cross-norm effects should also hold for pro-social behavior, even in both 

directions: Disrespect by others for one norm will reduce the influence of pro-social 

norms (cross-norm inhibition effect), whereas observing others’ respect for a particular 

norm will strengthen the influence of pro-social norms (cross-norm reinforcement effect).  

Do these predictions hold up? Would seeing a vandalized bicycle make people indeed 

less likely to help? Would something so simple as a person sweeping the streets (i.e. 

displaying care about the anti-littering norm) make people more likely to help somebody?  

We designed a series of 5 (between subjects) field experiments to test cross-norm effects 

on pro-social norms in both directions (i.e. inhibition and reinforcement effects). The 

experiments were carefully constructed in such a manner that we could eliminate other 

factors (like anticipated rewards for helping, possible bystander effects and individual 

differences) as possible causes for differences in helping behavior. In all experiments, we 

only focused on pedestrians who passed by without being accompanied by others. 

 

Research (Keizer, et al., 2008) showed that subjects were more likely to steal an envelope 

visibly containing 5 euro’s from a public mailbox when the setting around that mailbox 
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showed signs of norm violating behavior (i.e. graffiti or litter) than when these cues were 

absent. In our first study we wanted to find out whether such cues would also make 

people less likely to act pro-socially, in this case to help an unknown person who’s mail 

apparently had fallen from a mailbox. We placed an envelope (no money inside) on the 

ground in front (approximately 1.5 m) of a mailbox in Groningen. The closed bright 

white envelope was very noticeable and the front (addressed and with a valid stamp) was 

facing up. Subjects were all pedestrians that singly passed the envelope within 3 meter. 

The dependent variable was whether or not subjects picked-up the envelope and put it in 

the mailbox (conforming to the helping norm).  

 

Fig. 1.  
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We conducted a baseline control condition (N=82) with no signs of norm violating 

behavior in the setting. Next, we manipulated the setting to show that others had violated 

a certain norm (N=81). This cue consisted of two bicycles that were clearly vandalized 

(e.g. bent wheels, twisted front fork; Fig. 1; on the previous page). We wanted to make 

sure that the vandalized bicycles and the letter weren’t in competition for attention. In 

other words that people did not see the letter because they were looking at the vandalized 

bicycles. Therefore we positioned the bicycles in such a manner that for everyone looking 

at the bicycles the envelope was in the line of sight. Both conditions were run during the 

same time of day (in the afternoon) and under the same weather conditions (no rain, 

partly cloudy). The results clearly showed a cross-norm inhibition effect: in the baseline 

conditions 26% of the subjects stopped to post the letter, compared to only 5% when the 

setting showed signs of norm violating behavior (i.e. vandalized bicycles). This 

difference is substantial and highly significant χ2(1, 163) = 13.409, p=.0003. 

 

Vandalizing bicycles is quite a severe norm violation, so we wondered whether the norm 

inhibition effect on the (same) helping norm would still hold if subjects observed a more 

subtle cue, i.e. signs of a less severe norm violation. We designed Study 2 to find out.  

Study 2 was conducted under the same circumstances and in the same setting as Study 1 

and our baseline condition. However, instead of vandalized bicycles we now placed a few 

garbage bags in the setting where it is prohibited to place garbage bags on the street (60 

Euro fine). We did not use litter as a cue to prevent that subjects mistakenly perceived the 

envelope on the ground as litter. Again we positioned the garbage bags in such a manner 

that the envelope was in line of sight for everyone looking at the garbage bags. The time 
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of day and the weather was similar to Study 1.The results support our findings in Study 1. 

Only 12% of the subjects (N=83) stopped to post the letter when there were garbage bags 

present, compared to 26% in the baseline condition. Again a substantial and significant 

difference χ2(1, 165) = 4.972, p=.0258.  

 

Both studies showed that the pro-social (helping) norm is likely to be inhibited by 

observing cues that others violated another norm. What if conforming to the pro-social 

norm would imply more effort than picking up and posting a letter? Will observing a lack 

of respect for a norm unrelated to helping still make a difference in helping if it costs 

more effort? We conducted Study 3 to find out.  

In Study 3, subjects encountered a fallen bicycle. Our setting was an alley commonly 

used by pedestrians (our subjects). When entering the alley, subjects in both the 

experimental condition (N=81) and control condition (N=79) were confronted with a 

parked bicycle that appeared to have fallen over. 
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Fig. 2.# 

 

Although the fallen bicycle was (slightly) inconvenient for everyone using the alley, 

subjects could easily walk around it (Fig. 2). In order to enhance the impression that the 

bicycle had fallen by accident rather than by a lack of care, we used a (woman’s) bicycle 

in good condition, equipped with a bicycle seat for a small child and a set of panniers 

containing a fresh flower bouquet. Conforming to the pro-social helping norm in this 

study took more effort than picking up and posting a letter (as in Studies 1 and 2). It 

implied picking up the fallen bicycle, which would be pro-social (i.e. helpful) towards the 

bicycle owner whose bicycle and flower bouquet ran the risk of getting damaged as well 

                                                
# For privacy reasons, the participant in the photograph is an actor 
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as towards other pedestrians, as it made walking through the alley more convenient. In 

our control condition no cues of norm violating behavior by others were present. As a 

(subtle) cue of disrespect for a norm, we again placed garbage bags in the alley. The 

experiment took place during the afternoon. The weather conditions were similar to our 

previous experiment: no rain and partly cloudy. The results of this study support the 

findings of Studies 1 and 2. In the control condition, 18% of the passersby conformed to 

the pro-social norm by picking up the fallen bicycle, compared to only 6% of the subjects 

in the experimental ‘garbage bags’ condition a large and significant effect χ2(1, 160) 

=5.097, p=.0240. 

 

Studies 1, 2 and 3 show that a cross-norm inhibition effect reduces the influence of a pro-

social helping norm when there are cues present that others show disrespect for a 

particular norm. For possible interventions the crucial question is: does it also work the 

other way around? Is there indeed a cross-norm reinforcement effect? Will observing 

cues that others respect a norm (e.g. the anti-litter norm) increase the influence of pro-

social norms on behavior? We designed Study 4 to find out. 

The setting of Study 4 was a sidewalk in the centre of Groningen. Subjects were people 

walking towards the city centre. Conforming to the pro-social norm implied helping 

someone (a confederate) picking up oranges that (s)he “accidentally” had dropped. The 

subjects saw someone (our confederate) on the side of the sidewalk holding a bicycle and 

at the same time trying to put some oranges into a bag. When the subject was at 

approximately 5 meter distance of this scene, the confederate ‘accidentally’ dropped the 

oranges. To pick up the oranges the confederate had to put the bicycle on its stand and 
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walk around it. We observed out of sight whether subjects stopped to help this 

confederate by picking up the oranges. We used confederates of both genders and noted 

the gender of the subjects, as these two variables (possibly in interaction) could influence 

helping behavior. The experiment stopped when pedestrians from the other direction 

entered the scene or when several participants at the same time entered the scene. Our 

manipulation, which took place approximately 10 meters away from the approaching 

subject and 20 meters away from our first (‘orange’) confederate, consisted of the 

behavior of a second confederate (alternatingly male and female). In our baseline control 

condition, this second confederate just walked by while holding a can of soda. In the 

experimental condition subjects saw and heard this confederate “accidentally” dropping a 

piece of litter (an empty soda can) (s)he was holding. Instead of walking on (which would 

be littering), this person stopped and picked up the empty can. By clearly conforming to 

the anti-litter norm, the confederate displayed respect for this norm. The experiment took 

place in the afternoon and weather conditions were similar in both conditions (no rain, 

partly cloudy). In the baseline control condition (N=50) where the confederate just 

walked by, 40% of the subjects stopped to help. However in the experimental ‘respect’ 

condition (N=56) 64% helped. The difference is sizable and significant (χ2(1, 106) = 

6.252, p=.0124) and shows that a cue signaling respect for the anti-littering norm has a 

cross-norm reinforcement effect on a pro-social (helping) norm. The sex of the 

confederates did not result in (significant) differences in helping behavior, nor did the 

interaction between sex of the subject and sex of the confederates.  

In Study 4 the cue consisted of someone conforming to a norm. There might, however, be 

an even stronger ‘respect’ cue, namely someone who takes the trouble to undo the 
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negative consequences of another person's norm violations, thereby clearly disapproving 

of the norm violating behavior (Cialdini, et al., 1990). We designed Study 5 to test 

whether observing such an active disapproval cue would result in an even larger cross-

norm reinforcement effect with regard to a pro-social norm. 

 

Fig. 3. * 

                                                
* For privacy reasons, the participant in the photograph is an actor 
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Study 5 was conducted under the same circumstances and in the same setting as Study 4, 

and thus we could use the same baseline condition. However now the subjects in the 

experimental condition saw our second confederate (again alternating male and female) 

sweeping the sidewalk (Fig. 3; on the previous page), thereby demonstratively undoing 

the negative consequences of other people’s littering and showing disapproval of their 

littering. The swept litter consisted of an empty soda can, making the disapproval both 

visible and audible. Similar to Study 4, neither the sex of the confederates nor the 

interaction between sex of the confederates and sex of subject influenced helping 

behavior. However the sweeping confederate had indeed an even more dramatic effect on 

helping behavior than the norm conforming confederate in Study 4. In this experimental 

condition (N=52), 83% of the participants helped, compared to 40% in the baseline 

control condition (N=50) where the confederate just walked by χ2(1, 102) = 19.673, 

p=.0001. Thus, seeing somebody sweep the sidewalk increased helping by more than 

100%. Again, this result strongly supports our cross-norm reinforcement hypothesis. 

 

General discussion 

The present studies show that pro-social behavior in public places is strongly influenced 

by norm support cues, subtle cues regarding the extent to which other people respect 

norms. An observed lack of respect results in a cross-norm inhibition effect which 

decreases the influence of pro-social norms (Studies 1, 2 and 3). The resulting decrease in 

pro-social behavior (compared to the baseline condition) was quite dramatic, ranging 

from 54 to 81 percent, revealing a strong “broken windows effect” (Kelling & Coles, 

1996) on pro-social behavior.  
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An important additional question was whether the cross-norm effect would also work in a 

positive direction. Would, for example, pro-social behavior in the streets increase simply 

by having somebody sweep the sidewalk? Our results allow us to answer this with an 

unequivocal yes. An orderly environment is not as enticing for pro-social behavior as an 

environment in which others show actively respect for a common norm, by helping to 

maintain the orderliness or, even better, by visibly undoing the negative consequences of 

others’ norm violations. The effects of this cross-norm reinforcement effect were quite 

dramatic, with helping behavior increasing between 60 and 108 percent compared to the 

baseline condition.  

After establishing the cross-norm inhibition effect for social norms in public places 

(Keizer, et al., 2008), our current research shows that this effect also holds for pro-social 

norms and that it operates in both directions, as goal-framing theory predicts. The results 

support the expectation that subtle cues of (dis)respect for a norm can (at least 

momentarily) decrease or increase the relative weight of the goal to act appropriately. 

The present studies clearly show the apparent power of these subtle cues on pro-social 

behavior in the streets. They not only leave us with this insight but also with a clear 

message that is important for policy makers. In the public space, pro-social behavior is 

vital for the quality of life. For once, it does not take expensive programs to intervene. 

For example, a clear piece of advice implied by our findings is “clean up and do so when 

people see it”. Demonstratively showing respect for norms can make a big difference. 

Recall that in the public space, one person armed with a broom was able to boost helping 

others in need by more than 100 percent. 
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In recent times, many employees learned that their CEO’s gave themselves huge bonuses 

while company rules prescribed all employees to be absolutely frugal with company money. 

In firms like Enron and Merrill Lynch executives were even involved in fraud.  Will this 

kind of behavior of higher-ups have negative effects on the behavior of lower echelons? It is 

often said that “higher-ups” should give a good example, implying that if they deviate 

from the norms, the negative effect on norm conformity for the rest may be even 

particularly strong. Is this true?  

Surely, there is an effect of the norm deviation of one on the norm deviation of others. 

For example, observing that others have littered makes people more likely to litter 

(Cialdini, Kallgren, & Reno, 1990). However, it is even more dramatic. Recent research 

(Keizer, Lindenberg, & Steg, 2008) revealed that people do not just imitate what others 

are doing. Upon observing others’ norm transgressions, people are likely not to follow 

other norms as well.  We call this a “cross-norm inhibition” effect, which is based on a 

shift in the relative weight of the goal to act appropriately (Lindenberg and Steg, 2007) 

Cues of lacking support for one norm (so-called negative norm-support cues) thus 

decrease the influence of other norms. 

 

This effect has been proven to be quite robust for every-day situations with norm 

violators who were not particularly distinguished (i.e. others in general: GO). In this 

research, we however were interested in a specific group of violators: higher-ups. Are 

54
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higher ups indeed the influential norm violators they are thought to be? Will a norm 

violation by a higher-up result in a stronger cross-norm inhibition effect than the same 

violation by groups with less status?  We know that there is a status effect on opinions 

(Asch, et al, 1938; Asch, 1940). But will there also be a status effect on the cross-norm 

inhibition effect? We believe there is such an effect that runs via the effect significant 

others have on the activation (and inhibition) of norms.  

 

Context specific significant others 

Based on goal framing theory we predict that making a norm salient will also make 

information regarding that norm more salient, including negative norm-support cues 

concerning this norm. The more salient these negative norm-support cues are the more 

influential they are and as a result the stronger the cross-norm inhibition effect is.  

Significant others (SO) are people (such as parents and friends) whose opinion (and 

normative expectations) matter more to the individual than those of generalized others 

(GO) (Ajzen, 1991). SO are an important source of support  for the goal to conform to a 

particular norm or even to norms in general (see Lindenberg 2008; Lindenberg, Joly, and 

Stapel in press). Significant others are special. Andersen and Cole (1990) even found out 

that representations of significant others in the mind are richer and better connected, and 

these features are more quickly retrieved than features of non-significant others. A norm 

violation by a SO is therfore expected to be more noticable and to weigh more heavily 

than the same violation by GO. As a result a norm violation by SO are expected to result 

in a stronger cross-norm inhibition effect than the same violation by GO. Based on goal 

framing theory we assume that making a norm salient will also make information 

Keizer_PROEF (all).ps Front - 28     T1 -    Black CyanMagenta Yellow



Chapter 4 

56 

regarding that norm more salient, including negative norm-support cues concerning this 

norm. The more salient these negative norm-support cues are the more influential they 

are and as a result the stronger the cross-norm inhibition effect is. The disrespect for a 

norm by SO (i.e. a negative norm support cue) is therefore more salient and as a result 

more influential than the disrespect displayed by GO.  In short the combined effects of 

the greater salience of the norm violating behavior and the greater reduction in norm 

support make that a norm violation by SO are assumed to result in a stronger cross-norm 

inhibition effect than the same violation by GO.  

 For employees, managers and supervisors are also likely to be SO. However, in 

contrast to such SO as parents, they are likely to be SO only with regard to a restricted set 

of norms: the company norms. For example the normative expectations of one’s manager 

are highly relevant for one’s actions within the company setting, but not for one’s choices 

and behavior outside that context. We shall therefore refer to this group of SO as context-

specific significant others (CSO). These CSO embody the norms that are relevant for the 

company they stand for, and the higher up they are, the more they are seen as standing for 

the norms of the whole (Homans, 1951; Ullrich, Christ, & Van Dick, 2009).  Therefore 

the higher the status of the CSO, the more important the CSO are as a source of norm 

support (for norms concerning that specific context). Besides CSO being a source of 

support for relevant context norms their (psychological) presence is also likely to make 

these norms more salient, as is the case with SO (Chaiken, 1980; Fitzsimons & Bargh, 

2003), which makes these norms more influential. Also the higher up the CSO the 

stronger this salience effect is expected to be.  Thus, executives are high status CSO, 

colleagues are lower status CSO, and GO are “people” in general, unrelated to the 
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specific context. However while the (psychological) presence of some SO can strengthen 

the goal to conform to norms in general (see Stapel et al. 2010), CSO are likely to make 

only context specific norms more salient. Thinking or seeing one’s boss is likely to make 

workplace norms more salient and strengthen the influence of these norms on one’s 

behavior. At the office, thinking about one’s boss is likely to make the companies clean 

desk policy more salient, but not likely to activate norms about, say, how to treat one’s 

children. So what if the boss violated a context specific company norm as was the case 

with Enron and Merrill Lynch? As CSO are a more important source of norm support for 

the relevant context norms than GO, their transgression will diminish the support for 

these norms more than the same violation by a GO, resulting in a stronger cross-norm 

inhibition effect. The cross-norm inhibition effect is further enhanced by the salience 

effect of the CSO, which makes the norm violating behavior more influential. As 

reasoned, we further expect that the higher up the transgressing CSO, the stronger the 

cross-norm inhibition effect on the context specific norms is.    

To summarize our expectations: First norm violations by SO will result in a stronger 

cross-norm inhibition effect than the same violation by GO (regardless of the context) 

(Hypothesis 1). Secondly, in the specific context, learning about a violation of a context-

specific norm by CSO will results in a stronger cross-norm inhibition effect in that 

context than the same violation by GO (Hypothesis 2). Thirdly, a violation of a context-

specific norm by a high status CSO will result in a stronger cross-norm inhibition effect 

in that context than the same violation by a lower status CSO (Hypothesis 3).  
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The Studies 

We conducted 4 studies to test our hypotheses. In the first study we test hypotheses 1 and 

2. In studies 2, 3 and 4 we investige the status effect on cross-norm inhibition and test 

hypothesis 3.  In all the studies, participants  learned a certain group of people had 

violated a norm (our context norm).  The composition of this group was manipulated.  

Subsequently, we measured or observed whether participants were more likely to violate 

another norm  (our target norm), which reveals the strength of the cross-norm inhibition 

effect.   

  

Study 1 

In this study, we distinguish between CSO, SO (good friends) and GO. The goal of Study 

1 was to test our hypothesis that violations of CSO would result in a strongest cross-norm 

inhibition effect because they are significant others for the observers in a setting of the 

observers. Friends are SO, but violating rules of their company (of which the observer of 

the violation is not a member) is predicted to result in a lower cross-norm inhibition 

effect. Finally, violations by GO in an unrelated company is predicted to create the lowest 

cross-norm inhibition effect. 

Procedure and Materials. Participants (N=86) were first year students who received 

course credits for their participation. They read a scenario describing an organizational 

setting. Participants were instructed  to imagine they were working for a company that 

produced pre-pealed potatoes. Their job was to peal the potatoes, and they were paid for 

the number of potatoes pealed. They read that  a new company rule (the target norm) 

instructs them to peal the potatoes thinner than before (leaving a thinner skin as residue). 
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The scenario made clear that pealing thin will take more time than pealing thick. Thus, 

conforming to this new rule would result in a decrease in income for the employee, 

whereas violating the new rule would be profitable for the employee. The subjects were 

then told that a group of people had violated another norm (the context norm). This group 

had paid a expensive private dinner with company money. We examined to what extent 

this information would influence subjects’ willingness to conform to the new target norm. 

Participants were asked to report how likely it would be that they would violate the 

pealing (target) norm in that context and peal the potatoes thicker than the rule required 

(the dependent variable). They reported their answer on a 7-point scale (1 -  not likely to 

7 - likely).  A within subject design was followed, that is, participants answered this 

question for 3 different groups of  (observed) norm violators (the independent variable): 

general others (GO), good friends (SO), and executives of the company (CSO). In the 

case of GO, they read that they overheard people on the street saying  that they paid a 

private dinner with money from the company they were working for. In the case of SO, 

they read that good friends had paid a private dinner with money from the company they 

were working for. In case of CSO, participants learned that executives of their (potato) 

company had paid a private dinner with money of the company. To rule out a possible 

fear of sanctions effect, we indicated in the scenario that the company was  not able to 

check whether an employee did or did not conform to the new pealing rule.  

 

Results and discussion.  

An one-way-repeated-measures ANOVA showed that whether the participants violated 

the target norm was influenced by the composition of the group violating the context 
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norm: F(1, 170) = 50.82 p<.01. The results of a post hoc comparison supports our 

hypothesis: participants were more likely to violate the target norm when  executives 

(CSO) (M = 5.4, SD = 1.57) or good friends (SO) (M = 3.9, SD = 1.67) violated the 

dinner (context) norm than when the group consisted of people in general (RO) (M = 3.4, 

SD = 1.62): F(1,85) =  53.18, p< .01. Also norm violating CSO were more influential in 

inducing a cross-norm inhibition effect than SO F(1,85) =  49.02, p< .01. This result 

supports our second hypothesis that within the relevant context a violation by CSO will 

induce a stronger cross-norm inhibition effect than the same violation by SO.  

This result is an indication that the strengthening effect of status on cross-norm 

inhibition indeed runs via the effect significant others have on the activation of norms. 

The higher-ups in this experiment where executives, high status CSO. GO, the low status 

group (or in this case no status group) were not CSO. Would our conclusion of the 

strengthening effect of status on cross-norm inhibition still hold when the low status 

group were low status CSO?  Would lower status colleagues also create a weaker cross-

norm inhibition effect than the higher-up executives? Studies 2, 3 and 4 were designed to 

test the hypothesis that an observed norm violation by  high status CSO will induce a 

stronger cross-norm inhibition effect that the same violation by lower status CSO  or GO. 

 

Study 2 

Procedure and Materials. A between subject design was followed. Participants (N= 57) 

were again first year students who received course credits for their participation. They 

were randomly assigned to two conditions. Participants in both conditions were instructed 

to imagine they were part of the scenario they were asked to read. The scenario used was 
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the same scenario as used in Study 1. This time the status of the CSO that violated the 

‘dinner’ norm was systematically varied. In condition 1 (N= 29), participants learned that 

other employees, representing low status CSO,  had violated the ‘dinner’ norm (context 

norm). The participants in condition 2 (N= 28) learned that their executives, the high 

status CSO, had violated the ‘dinner’ norm (context norm).   Participants in both 

conditions were asked to report how likely it would be that they would violate the target 

(pealing) norm after learning of the context (dinner) norm violation by the relevant CSO, 

on a 7-point scale (1 -  not likely, to 7 - likely). 

Results. The results support our  hypothesis. Participants in the high status CSO condition 

(executives violating the dinner norm) were significantly more likely to violate the 

pealing rule (target norm) (M = 4.9, SD = 1.49) than  the participants in low status CSO 

condition  (employees violating the dinner norm) (M = 4.1, SD = 2.0):  t(55) = 1.68, p < 

.05.   

 

Study 3 

In Study 3, we examined whether the conclusion of  Study 2 would still hold if we  used a 

within subject design, since that would show a more robust effect. Again, we tested the 

hypothesis that a norm violation by a high status CSO will induce a stronger cross-norm 

inhibition effect that the same violation by a lower status CSO.  

Procedure and Materials. We used the same materials and adopted the same procedure as 

used in Study 2. Participants (N = 93) were again first year students who received course 

credits for their participation. They were asked to report on a 7-point scale (1 -  not likely, 

to 7 - likely) how likely it would be that they would violate the target  norm (pealing rule) 
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in that context after learning of the violation of the context (‘dinner’) norm by a group of  

executives (high status CSO) and by fellow colleagues (low status CSO).  

Results and discussion.  Again, the data support our hypothesis and replicates the results 

of study 2. Participants were significantly more likely to violate the target norm when the 

contextual norm was violated by the  high status CSO (executives)  group (M = 5.0, SD = 

1.79)  compared to the low status (employees) group (M = 4.4, SD = 1.60): t(92) = 2.64, 

p = .01.  

 

Study 4 

Study 4 aimed to replicate the results found in Studies 2 and 3 in a field experiment using 

a different context and target norm. Participants (N= 161) were students that parked a 

bicycle in a bicycle store adjacent the University sport complex. Again, we  tested the 

hypothesis that an observed norm violation by a high status CSO will induce a stronger 

cross-norm inhibition effect that the same violation by a lower status CSO. 

Procedure and Materials. A flyer was attached to the handlebar of  the bicycles that were 

parked in the bicycle store by the participants. The flyer advertised for a new issue of the 

(fictitious) KNOW MAGAZINE by stating the headline of this issue. Participants read 

that the majority (80%) of a certain group of people committed plagiarism (context norm) 

when writing an article and that they could read more about it in the KNOW 

MAGAZINE. We followed a between subject design. In the high status CSO condition 

the flyer read that 80% of the professors committed plagiarism (Fig.2.; on page 64). 

Participants in the low status CSO condition read that 80% of the students committed 

plagiarism (Fig. 1; on page 64). To further focus attention on the specified group of norm 
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violators, the flyer showed (besides the text) in the high status CSO condition  a 

photograph of a professor dressed in toga, and in the low status CSO condition a student 

studying. In both photographs, a black bar was printed across the eyes of the CSO. This 

to make the person unrecognisable and to underline the fact that plagiarism is a (norm) 

violation. In small print the flyer read the text : “read all about it in KNOW” (“Weet” in 

Dutch). The magazine name was chosen because it is easy to remember, to avoid that 

participants would take the flyer to remember the magazine’s name. Assignment of the 

participants to one of  the two conditions depended on where they parked their bicycle. 

We attached a flyer with the low status CSO text to the bicycles in one parking aisle 

while we attached the high status CSO flyer to the bicycles in another, identical aisle. We 

observed the percentage of participants that violated the “do not litter” norm, our target 

norm. The flyer had to be removed by the subjects to easily use the handlebar. As there 

were no trashcans in the alley, ‘not littering’ meant taking the flyer with them. We 

counted throwing the flyer on the ground or hanging it on another bicycle as littering. The 

experiment took place on three different weekdays from 1600-1900 hour under the same 

weather conditions.  

Results and discussion. Again, the results support our hypothesis. 52% of the participants 

violated the target (litter) norm when the contextual (plagiarism) norm was violated by 

the  high status CSO (professor)  group, compared to 39% when the violators were a low 

status CSO (fellow students) : χ²(1,160)= 2.822, p < .05.   
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Fig. 1. (Left) Low status CSO. Flyer reads “Did you know that 80% of all students committes plagiarism 

when writing an article. “read all about it in KNOW” (“Weet” in Dutch) 

Fig.2. (Right)  Low status CSO. Flyer reads “Did you know that 80% of all professors committes 

plagiarism when writing an article. “read all about it in KNOW” (“Weet” in Dutch) 

 

General discussion  

Our  four studies show that the cross-norm inhibition effect strengthens when the status 

of an norm violator increases. The results support our hypothesis that a higher-up (a high 

status CSO) will induce a stronger cross-norm effect when violating a relevant context 

norm than the same violation by (low status) GO (study 1) or low status CSO (study 2, 3 

and 4). Similar to the higher-up CSO, the cross-norm inhibition effect was larger in 

comparison to that of GO when good friends, a group that is typically seen as significant 

De afbeelding kan niet worden weergegeven. Mogelijk is er onvoldoende geheugen beschikbaar om de afbeelding te openen of is de afbeelding beschadigd. Start de computer opnieuw op en open het bestand opnieuw. Als de afbeelding nog steeds wordt voorgesteld door een rode X, kunt u de afbeelding verwijderen en opnieuw invoegen.
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others were the norm violators but in an unrelated context (study 1).  This indicates that 

the increased effect of status on the cross-norm inhibition runs via the effect that 

significant others have on norm activation. The different studies reveal that  that the 

enhancing effect of status on cross-norm inhibition is quite robust. The effect is 

apparently  not merely limited to a lab setting but can influence behavior in an every day 

setting (study 4).This conclusion conveys a clear message for policymakers: Enforcing 

norm conformity of people in high status positions is essential, as they make the most 

influential violators.
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Before reading this article we would like you to stroll through your neighborhood. It is 

likely that you will encounter many prohibition signs, as well as traces of the norm 

violating behavior these signs are trying to reduce, like graffiti or litter. Based on goal 

framing theory and previous research, we argue that signs of (dis)respect of others for 

norms serve as norm-support cues which can weaken or strengthen the influence of 

norms. This norm-support mechanism implies that (traces of) norm violating behavior by 

others (i.e. negative norm-support cues) inhibit the influence of norms in general. We 

also hypothesize that making a known norm salient by means of a prohibition sign will 

not only focus people on this norm, but also on the (negative) norm-support cues in that 

particular situation, thereby enhancing the influence of these norm-support cues. 

Therefore, we expected that a prohibition sign placed in a setting with corresponding 

negative norm-support cues induces rather than reduces violations of the very same norm 

(i.e. same-norm reversal effect) and other norms (cross-norm reversal effect). We report 

results of eight field experiments that support the negative norm-support mechanism as 

well as the reversal effect of prohibition signs when cues show noncompliance. These 

findings are not only intriguing but they have important and clear practical implications.   

The goal-framing theory (Lindenberg & Steg, 2007) states that the influence of norms on 

people’s behavior is determined by the goals they pursue. Goals influence how one 

perceives, evaluates and behaves (in) a setting. The theory distinguishes three 

overarching goals: hedonic, gain and normative goals. People, pursuing a gain goal focus 
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on guarding and improving their recourses. People pursuing a hedonic goal are less future 

oriented and more focused at immediate gratification, that is they aim to “feel good right 

now”. A normative goal on the other hand focuses you at what is generally considered 

appropriate. Someone pursuing a normative goal is therefore sensitive to norms and 

information regarding norms. All three goals may be influential at a given time but the 

relative weight of their influence differs across situations. As goals can conflict, the 

weakening of one goal will make another goal (or both other goals) more influential. 

Therefore, the weakening of the normative goal makes hedonic and/ or gain goals more 

influential, thereby inhibiting the influence of norms in general. On the other hand, 

strengthening the normative goal enhances the influence of norms on behavior.  

     The normative goal is a priori the weakest of the three, therefore it’s strength relies, 

more than the other goals, on (external) support. Consequently, cues about other people’s 

respect or disrespect for norms and legitimate rules in general have a very strong 

influence on the relative strength of the normative goal. By weakening the normative 

goal, signs of disrespect for a norm like litter (i.e. negative norm-support cues) inhibit the 

influence of this norm (i.e. same-norm inhibition effect) but also of other norms (i.e. 

cross-norm inhibition effect; Keizer, Lindenberg & Steg, 2008). It is the cross-norm 

effect that differentiates the norm-support cue mechanism from descriptive norm 

influence (Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren, 1990;1991; Cialdini, 2007), which states that 

people tent to copy the behavior of others when it is ambiguous how one should act. The 

proposed mechanism of norm-support cues based on goal-framing theory implies for 

example that people are not only more likely to litter in a littered setting (Cialdini et al., 
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1990, 1991) but also in an unlittered setting with other signs of norm violating behavior 

like graffiti.  

Prohibition signs are often used to enhance norm conforming behavior in the public realm 

(see Winter et al., 2000). They are an important tool of regulating behavior by clearly 

stating which rule applies in the particular situation. Prohibition signs are often placed in 

settings where the behavior that is supposedly prohibited frequently occurs in order to 

make the norm particularly salient. But is it wise to place an anti-litter sign in a littered 

environment? Will negative norm-support cues in the vicinity of such a sign influence its 

effectiveness? Might the signs surrounded by these cues even work counter productively 

by increasing rather than decreasing rule-violating behavior? Based on goal-framing 

theory and the norm-support cue mechanism, we hypothesize that making a norm salient 

will not only focus people on that particular norm, but also on norm-support cues that 

setting, thereby making these cues more influential. We therefore expect that making a 

norm more salient by means of a prohibition sign in a setting with cues signaling that 

other people did not conform to this norm (i.e. negative norm-support cues) will not 

reduce but increase the number of people violating that norm (i.e. same-norm reversal 

effect). Moreover, as the mechanism behind this effect runs through the weakening of the 

goal to act appropriately, we expect that the reversal effect will also increase violations of 

other norms in that setting (i.e. cross-norm reversal effect). Placing a prohibition sign in a 

setting with negative norm-support cues regarding the norm made salient will strengthen 

the cross-norm inhibition effect, which results in more violations of other norms.  

In the present research we study the negative norm-support mechanism in a series of 

eight consecutive field experiments. We first test its predicted inhibition effect on norms. 
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Second, we test the hypothesized reversal effect of prohibition signs. Third we answer the 

question, whether placing a prohibition sign will induce norm conforming behavior in a 

setting where corresponding negative norm-support cues are absent. In the first four field 

experiments we study the same-norm inhibition and the same-norm reversal effect. We 

look at norm conforming behavior under conditions where prohibition signs and norm-

support cues target the behavior we observe. In the last four experiments we look at 

cross-norm inhibition effects, in which the observed behavior does not correspond with 

the behavior targeted with the prohibition sign and the negative norm-support cues. The 

question for this second set of experiments was whether we indeed find similar results 

under these cross-norm conditions.   

General Method 

We tested our hypotheses under the same conditions, using the same location and 

dependent variable to assure that we could compare (the results of) the different studies. 

The setting in all studies was an alley in Groningen, the Netherlands, located in a 

shopping area and commonly used to park bicycles. The participants were people who 

came to recollect their parked bicycle.  In their absence we attached a flyer to the 

handlebar of their bicycle. The flyer was white and thus very noticeable. It read, “We 

wish everybody happy holidays”, signed with the name of a non-existing sportswear 

shop. The flyer had to be removed by the subjects to easily use the handlebar. We wanted 

to find out whether (or not) people would conform to the anti-litter norm by not littering 

the flyer (our dependent variable). As there were no trashcans in the alley, ‘not littering’ 

meant taking the flyer with them. We counted throwing the flyer on the ground or 

hanging it on another bicycle as littering.   
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Study 1: Same-Norm Inhibition Effect 

In our first study we examined the norm-support mechanism in the absence of a 

prohibition sign.  The goal was to test our hypothesis that negative norm-support cues for 

a norm indeed result in the inhibition of the influence of this norm (i.e. same-norm 

inhibition). To do so, we first removed all litter and other signs of norm violating 

behavior (like graffiti) in the alley to create a baseline control condition (N=77).  For our 

experimental condition (N=75), we littered the alley with a few empty soda cans, flyers, 

plastic bags and candy wrappers. Based on the hypothesized norm-support mechanism 

and the findings of prior research (Cialdini et al., 1990), we expected that people are less 

likely to litter in our baseline “litter free” condition than in the littered condition. We used 

an one-tailed test (in this study and the other studies) as the norm-support mechanism

The 

results (Figure 1; on the next page) support this hypothesis: 53% of the people in the 

baseline condition conformed to the anti-litter norm compared to 39% in the experimental 

“littered” condition (χ2(1, 152) = 3.251, p=.036). Thus, people were 1.8 times more likely 

to violate the anti-litter norm when cues of disrespect for this norm (i.e. litter) were 

present.  
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Figure 1: Percentage of people that conformed to the anti-litter norm within the baseline (litter free) 

condition and the littered condition. 

 

Could an anti-litter (prohibition) sign present in the littered setting have prevented this 

increase in littering? The widespread assumption is that a prohibition sign in these 

situations would indeed reduce norm violating behavior. However, on the basis of goal-

framing theory, we hypothesized that placing a prohibition sign will not only make the 

(anti-litter) norm more salient, but also the negative norm-support cues (i.e. litter), 

thereby making them more influential. Is this really the case? Will placing a prohibition 

sign in these situations indeed result in a (same-norm) reversal effect? We designed Study 

2 to find out.  

  

Study 2: Same-Norm Reversal Effect (1) 

To test the hypothesized (same-norm) reversal effect, we pre-littered the alley to the same 

extent (and using the same items) as the experimental condition of Study 1. However this 

time we also attached an “anti-litter” prohibition sign (round red sign with white center) 
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to the alley wall. The sign was highly noticeable and every subject entering the setting at 

least glanced at it. As expected, the results show that the prohibition sign increased the 

negative influence of the litter present. In Study 1, 39% of the people conformed to the 

anti-litter norm in a littered setting (N=75). In the present study conducted in a similar 

setting but with the anti-litter norm made salient by the sign (N= 74) only 28% of the 

people conformed by not littering. Although quite substantial, the difference is marginally 

significant (χ2(1, 149) = 1.768, p=.092). Is the difference merely based on chance or is 

there a true (same-norm) reversal effect? Intrigued by this question and by the possible 

reversal effect of making a norm salient in a setting with negative norm-support cues, we 

decided to test the reversal effect using a larger sample to increase the power of the 

experiment.  

 

Study 3: Same-Norm Reversal Effect (2)  

In Study 3 we used the same procedure as in Study 2. We compared the percentage of 

people littering in a littered setting without a prohibition sign (N=150) to the percentage 

of people littering in a littered setting with an “anti-litter” prohibition sign present 

(N=150). The results (Figure 2; on the next page) indeed reveal a significant reversal 

effect: 38% of the participants conformed to the anti-liter norm in a littered setting 

without a prohibition sign, while 30% did so in a similar setting with the prohibition sign 

(χ2(1, 300) = 2.885, p=.045). Placing a prohibition sign made people 1.5 times more 

likely to litter in a littered setting. This reversal effect not only reveals the possible 

negative effect of prohibition signs, it also supports our hypothesis that a norm made 

salient enhances the influence of (negative) norm support cues in that setting. The 
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question now is whether a prohibition sign only increases norm violation or whether it 

can increase norm compliance in a setting when there are no corresponding negative 

norm-support cues present. We conducted a fourth study to find out.   

 

 

Figure 2: Percentage of people that conformed to the anti-litter norm within the littered condition and the 

littered condition with an anti-litter prohibition sign present. 

 

Study 4: The Positive Same-Norm Effect of Prohibition Sign 

In Study 4, we conducted an additional litter free condition with an anti-litter sign 

(N=74). In this condition 61% conformed to the anti-litter norm (Figure 3; on the next 

page). In our baseline “litter free” condition without a sign (N=77), 53% of the people 

conformed to the anti-litter norm (χ2(1, 151) = .881, p=.174). The difference suggests 

some positive effect of the sign itself, but it is not significant. Future research is needed to 

examine whether this is due to a lack of power and that prohibition signs can indeed 

generate a positive effect when negative norm-support cues are absent.   
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Figure 3: Percentage of people that conformed to the anti-litter norm within the baseline (litter free) 

condition and the litter free condition with an anti-litter prohibition sign present 

 

Discussion 

The results clearly show that prohibition signs indeed decrease norm-conforming 

behavior when negative norm-support cues are present in a setting. A comparison of the 

results from Study 3 and 4 show that in a setting with a prohibition “anti-litter” sign and 

no litter, 61% conformed to the anti-litter norm (Study 4), whereas this is only 30%  in a 

littered setting with a prohibition sign (see Study 3): χ2(1, 224) = 19.572, p=.000. In other 

words, the presence of litter made people 3.6 times more likely to litter in settings with a 

prohibition sign. This difference is more pronounced than the difference between the 

conditions without a sign, where 53% conformed to the norm when litter was absent 

(baseline condition) and only 39% conformed when litter was present (Study 3): χ2(1, 

227) = 3.996, p=.023. Thus in settings without the prohibition sign, people were 1.8 

times more likely to litter when litter was present compared to when litter was absent. 
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These results indeed suggest that cues of disrespect for a norm (by others) become more 

influential when this norm is made salient by a prohibition sign.  

 Would we observe similar results for cross-norm effects? We proposed that the influence 

of negative norm support cues is based on the weakening of the goal to act appropriately. 

This mechanism implies that negative norm-support cues regarding a particular norm also 

inhibit the influence of other norms (the so-called cross-norm inhibition effect). We 

therefore expect that making a norm salient by means of a prohibition sign in a setting 

where there are negative norm support cues regarding this norm will strengthen the cross-

norm inhibition effect. Is this really the case? To find out, we decided to replicate the first 

four studies on littering, but this time the negative norm-support cues and prohibition sign 

concern the anti-graffiti norm, whereas the observed norm-violating behavior concerns 

littering. Our first goal (i.e. Study 5) was to test the cross-norm inhibition effect in a 

setting with no prohibition sign present.   

  

 

Study 5: Cross-Norm Inhibition Effect 

For the experimental condition of Study 5 (N=77), the alley was cleaned of litter after 

which the walls were sprayed with graffiti. The graffiti was highly noticeable, and 

consisted out of several improvised tags in different colors. We compared the percentage 

of people littering in this condition to the percentage of people littering in our graffiti and 

litter free baseline condition (see Study 1; N=77).  The results (Figure 4; on the next 

page) indeed reveal the expected cross-norm inhibition effect: 53% conformed to the 

anti-litter norm in the baseline condition compared to 38% in the experimental “graffiti” 
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condition (χ2(1, 154) = .3.771, p=.026).  The result shows that the influence of one norm 

(in this case the anti-litter norm) is inhibited by cues signaling disrespect of people for 

another norm (in this case the anti-graffiti norm).  People were 1.9 times more likely to 

litter when these negative norm-support cues were present.  

  

 

Figure 4: Percentage of people that conformed to the anti-litter norm within the baseline (graffiti free) 

condition and graffiti condition. 

 

We found in Studies 2 and 3 that placing a prohibition sign in a setting with 

corresponding negative norm-support cues did not reduce but strengthen the same-norm 

inhibition effect. We hypothesized that placing a sign in these situations would not only 

result in a same-norm reversal effect, but also in a cross-norm reversal effect. Is this 

really the case? In a setting with graffiti, would an anti-graffiti prohibition sign as 

predicted enhance the cross-norm inhibition effect on the anti-litter norm, thereby 

increasing littering? We designed Study 6 to find out.   
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Study 6: Cross-Norm Reversal Effect (1) 

To test the cross-norm reversal effect we attached an “anti-graffiti” prohibition sign 

(round red sign with in the white center the text “Graffiti”) to the alley wall in the 

experimental “graffiti” condition. The sign was highly noticeable, every subject entering 

the setting at least glanced at it.  In this experimental condition (N=77),  31% of the 

participants conformed to the anti litter norm compared to 38% in a setting with graffiti 

and no sign (Study 1, N=77) (χ2(1, 154) = 0.719, p=.198).  Although not significant, the 

direction of the difference is in line with of our hypothesis. Thus, as in Study 3, we 

wanted to find out whether the results were based on lack of power or whether it takes a 

larger sample to show up. To find out we conducted Study 7.   

 

Study 7: Cross-Norm Reversal Effect (2)  

Study 7 is a repeat of Study 6 with a larger sample. We hypothesized that making a norm 

more salient (by means of a prohibition sign) in a setting where there are cues signaling 

disrespect for this norm will enhance the cross-norm inhibition effect, leading to a 

reversal effect. The results (Figure 5; on next page) indeed support this cross-norm 

reversal effect: 37% of the participants conformed to the anti-litter norm in the condition 

where only graffiti was present (N=148) compared to 28% in the condition where next to 

the graffiti an anti-graffiti sign was present (N=150): χ2(1, 298) = 2.848, p=.046. People 

were 1.5 times more likely to litter in the alley sprayed with graffiti if there was an anti-

graffiti sign present. This finding holds a disturbing message: placing a prohibition sign 

in a setting with signs that people do not respect the corresponding norm contributes to 
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the spread of norm-violating behavior. But does a prohibition sign have any positive 

impact at all? Would it reduce the cross-norm inhibition effect if there are no negative 

norm-support cues? We conducted a final study to address this question.  

  

Figure 5: Percentage of people that conformed to the anti-litter norm within graffiti condition and the 

graffiti condition with an anti-graffiti prohibition sign present. 

 

Study 8: The Positive Cross-Norm Effect of Prohibition Signs 

For Study 8, we again removed all the graffiti and placed the anti-graffiti sign in the alley 

(N=77). In this condition 68% conformed to the anti-litter norm. In our baseline “litter 

and graffiti free” condition without a sign (N=77), 53% of the people conformed to the 

anti-litter norm. In contrast to the study on the same-norm effect (Study 4), this difference 

is significant (χ2(1, 154) = 3.285, p=.035) (Figure 6; on next page). This suggests that 

placing a prohibition sign in an environment in which people seem to respect the 

particular norm will make this respect for norms more salient and make people more 

likely to conform to other norms.  
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Figure 6: Percentage of people that conformed to the anti-litter norm within the baseline (graffiti free) 

condition and the graffiti free condition with an anti-graffiti prohibition sign present. 

 

Discussion 

The results of the second set of experiments not only support the cross-norm inhibition 

effect but they also clearly show that the negative effect of prohibition signs when there is 

clear disrespect for a norm also results in cross-norm inhibition effects. A comparison of 

the results of Study 7 and 8 show that in a setting with a prohibition “anti-litter” sign and 

no graffiti (Study 8), 68% conformed to the anti-litter norm, whereas this is only 28% 

when graffiti is present as well (Study 7): χ2(1, 227) = 32.775, p=.000. Again, this 

difference is more pronounced than the difference between the graffiti and clean 

conditions in which we placed an anti-graffiti sign, where 53% conformed when graffiti 

was absent (baseline condition) and only 37% conformed when graffiti was present 

(Study 7): χ2(1, 225) = 5.357, p=.011. In other words, in settings with an anti-graffiti 

sign, the presence of graffiti made people 4.6 times more likely to litter, whereas without 

the anti-graffiti sign, people were 1.9 times more likely to litter when graffiti was present 
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compared to when it was absent. The results support the cross-norm inhibition effect, and 

show that cues of others’ disrespect for one norm reduces the likelihood of conformation 

to other norms. Similar to Studies 3 and 4, we found that cues of disrespect for a norm by 

others become more influential and result in a stronger cross-norm inhibition effect) 

when this norm is made salient by a prohibition sign. We also saw that when the 

environment indicates respect for the prohibition sign, it will increase the likelihood of 

conforming to other norms.  

  

 General discussion  

Prohibition signs belong to the general toolkit of influencing behavior in favor of a 

particular norm or rule. But are these signs always effective or do they sometimes even 

work counterproductively? Goal-framing theory allowed has concrete expectations about 

the workings of these signs and our general conclusion is that indeed prohibition signs do 

not always work as intended and sometimes even have a reversal effect. In the present 

research and in earlier studies (Keizer, et al., 2008), we could show that negative norm-

support cues, i.e. cues signaling other people’s disrespect for a norm, have a negative 

impact on conforming to that norm and even on conforming to other norms. Such cues 

seem to lower the strength of the goal to act appropriately. In this study, we could show 

that this effect is strengthened when prohibition signs make the corresponding norm more 

salient. By increasing the norm salience, prohibition signs in the public space make 

people more sensitive to information about norms and thus also more sensitive to the 

presence of negative norm-support cues. In other words, in a setting where many people 

do not follow the norm, it is wrong to believe that norm conformity can be increased by 
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making this norm extra salient with a prohibition sign. What the sign does is to weaken 

the goal to follow norms by making the negative norm-support cues more salient.  

This effect did not just hold for the norm that corresponds to the prohibition sign. As 

hypothesized, we could show that if you observe that people don’t show respect for the 

prohibition sign, you will also be likely to violate a completely different norm. This 

“cross-norm” effect makes norm violations spread, and prohibition signs can be an 

important factor in reinforcing this spread. 

There are signs that convey both a normative message and the message that many people 

do not follow the norm. For example, Schultz  and Tabanico (2009) showed that some 

signs, such as neighborhood watch signs, do not only admonish people to keep to the 

norms, but also convey the message that many violate a norm. In that case the sign 

automatically undermines its own effectiveness even without extra negative norm-support 

cues.  

The present research focuses on signs that make a known norm salient. However, 

prohibition signs are also used to inform people of what the rules in this specific situation 

are. Think of a “no-parking” sign. We don’t claim that placing such a sign will increase 

parking compared to the same setting without the sign, because people have not been 

aware of the specific rule before the sign was placed. Before placing the sign, parked cars 

were just parked cars, but only after placing the sign do they become negative-norm 

support cues.  A field experiment indeed showed that such violations of a “no-parking” 

norm communicated via a prohibition sign indeed sparked a cross-norm inhibition effect 

on another norm (“no-trespassing”) (Keizer, et al., 2008).  
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Our findings have important practical implications. Most importantly, prohibition signs 

are often used in public places in an attempt to reduce a certain norm violating behavior 

in a setting where this behavior is common. The same- and cross-norm reversal effect 

demonstrated in our studies reveal that this well-intended attempt is not only not effective 

but can actually reduce compliance and even increase deviant behavior with regard to 

other norms. The findings of our research boil down to two concrete pieces of advice for 

policy makers: First, focus on removing signs of norm violating behavior, especially in 

settings where prohibition signs are (planned to be) used. Second, don’t place prohibition 

signs where the rules are not enforced.  
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We started this dissertation with a trip to the supermarket. The example illustrated the 

sheer quantity of norms, rules and laws that target our behavior every day. Simple 

observation teaches us that people are not consistent in following the rules. This 

inconsistency occurs also for rules that people have internalized and for rules where 

sanctions play a negligible role, if any. Intrigued by this variance in norm conformity we 

asked ourselves the question: what can explain this variation? Based on goal-framing 

theory we argued that the influence of norms and rules on behavior is affected by the 

observed respect or disrespect for norms by others. This implies that observing cues of 

disrespect for a norm (i.e. negative norm-support cue) will inhibit the influence of norms 

in general by weakening the goal to act appropriately (i.e. the normative goal). On the 

other hand observing cues of clear respect or care for a norm (i.e. positive norm-support 

cue) reinforces the influence of norms in general by strengthening the normative goal.   

Based on this suggested goal mechanism behind the influence of norms we had a series of 

hypotheses. The first important hypothesis was that observing a negative norm-support 

cue concerning one norm will (also) inhibit the influence of other norms (i.e. cross-norm 

inhibition effect), including pro-social norms. Second, we hypothesized that observing a 

positive norm-support cue regarding one norm will reinforce the influence of other norms 

(i.e. cross-norm reinforcement effect). These positive and negative cross-norm effects 

have to our knowledge never been studied or demonstrated before. Our third hypothesis 

was that the influence of norm support cues affects social norms, but also legitimate 

86

Keizer_PROEF (all).ps Back - 43     T1 -    Black CyanMagenta Yellow



General discussion 

87 

rules, police ordinances, laws, company norms and even pro-social norms like 

helpfulness towards strangers.  The fourth hypothesis that we studied addressed the effect 

of the salience of norms on the cross-norm (inhibition) effect. We expected that making a 

norm salient not only makes this norm more salient, but also the corresponding norm-

support cues, thereby enhancing the influence of norm-support cues from others in the 

environment. We tested our hypotheses in a total of 23 experiments, most of which were 

field experiments situated in the public realm. The results support our expectations and 

show robust effects.   Let us briefly review each block of experiments and demonstrate 

the support for our hypotheses.  

 

Chapter 2: The spreading of disorder 

In this chapter we tested the cross-norm inhibition effect (hypothesis 1) and whether it 

indeed applied to social norms as well as to other rules such as police ordinances, private 

company rules, and federal laws (hypothesis 3). We argued that the cross-norm inhibition 

effect is the mechanism behind the claim made by the broken windows theory of Kelling 

and Wilson (1982) that disorder spreads. In a series of six field experiments situated in 

the public realm, we showed that observing disrespect for one legitimate norm indeed 

makes other norm violations more likely, no matter whether it is a social norm, police 

ordinance, private company rule, or federal law. Signs of norm violating behavior like 

litter, graffiti or unauthorized parking induced violations like littering, trespassing and 

even stealing. These findings provide clear support for our first and third hypotheses. 
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Chapter 3: Helpfulness in public places: Why does it vary and how can it be 

increased? 

In chapter 3 we further investigated the reach of the cross-norm inhibition effect. We 

studied whether signs of disrespect for norms (i.e. negative norm-support cues) would 

also, as predicted reduce pro-social behavior like helpfulness and kindness towards 

strangers (hypothesis 1). This question was extra important, because if the cross-norm 

inhibition effect occurs also for pro-social behavior, we can be pretty sure that it is not 

produced by the effect of disorder on the subjective probability of being caught by the 

police. Negative norm support cues might signal the message that violations are not 

sanctioned and therefore one can violate them with impunity. The results of three field 

experiments in the public realm show that the effect indeed also holds for pro-social 

behavior. This implies that the cross norm inhibition effect is not driven by the evasion of 

sanctions.  

Another pressing question was whether norm-support cues only work in the negative 

direction or whether there is also a cross-norm reinforcement effect, as goal-framing 

theory would predict (hypothesis 2). For this reason, we tested in the second part of 

chapter 3 whether clear signs of respect for a norm (i.e. positive norm-support cues) 

indeed strengthen the influence of (pro-social) norms on behavior, by strengthening the 

normative goal. The results of two field experiments show that this is indeed the case. 

The found support for the cross-norm inhibition and reinforcement mechanism makes it a 

plausible basis for the variability of pro-social behavior in the public realm (Levine, 

Martinez, Sorenson, 1994). 
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Chapter 4: Higher-ups make especially influential norm violators 

In chapter 4 we focused on a factor that is expected to influence the strength of the cross-

norm inhibition effect: the salience of the norm that is observed as being violated by 

others (hypothesis 4). Based on goal-framing theory we argue that making a norm salient 

will also focus attention on corresponding negative norm-support cues, thereby increasing 

their influence, which in turn strengthens the cross-norm inhibition effect. We argue that 

negative norm-support cues become more salient when important others violated the 

particular norm. We looked in this chapter at a special kind of norm violators, namely 

higher-ups in organizations.  Significant others have been known to make norms they 

stand for more salient than generalized others (“people”), and higher-ups are a special 

kind of significant others, because they make norms salient that are restricted to a certain 

context (in this case the company context). Violations of company norms by this group 

are expected to result in a stronger cross-norm inhibition effect than the same violations 

by lower status people within the organization because higher ups make the company 

norms more salient. Violations by higher ups are therefore more salient and more 

influential. The results of 4 experiments (of which one was a field experiment) indeed 

show that a violation of a norm by higher-ups induces a stronger cross-norm inhibition 

effect than the same violation by people lower in status or by people in general. 

 

Chapter 5: The reversal effect of prohibition signs 

The research in chapter 4 supported our fourth hypothesis that norm salience influences 

the strength of the cross-norm inhibition effect.  Having a high status makes the norms 
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people stand for more salient in others.  Another way in which norms can be made salient 

is by placing prohibition signs in contexts in which people don’t know the rule or have to 

be reminded of the rule. In chapter 5 we therefore again studied the norm salience effect 

on cross-norm inhibition but now the violators were unspecified (no status) people. This 

time the violated norm wasn’t made salient by the violators but by a prohibition sign. We 

hypothesized that placing a prohibition sign in a setting with corresponding negative 

norm-support cues strengthens the norm inhibition effect (hypothesis 4).  Thus, we 

predicted that prohibition signs in a context that shows disrespect for the corresponding 

norm have a perverse reversal effect.  We indeed found this effect in our experiments. It 

did not only apply to the norm made salient but also to other norms in that setting (i.e. a 

cross-norm reversal effect): placing an anti-graffiti sign in a setting with graffiti increased 

the number of people littering in that setting.  

 

General conclusion and practical implications 

The research described in this dissertation shows the impact of negative and positive 

norm-support cues on people’s goal to act appropriately. The robust and sizable results 

reveal that whether people conform to a norm is greatly influenced by whether they 

observe care and respect of others for this and other norms. The variety of norms studied 

in this dissertation reveal the reach of the cross-norm effect. Negative norm-support cues 

inhibited not only social norms (in the strict sense) but also rules, police ordinances, 

federal laws, rules by companies, rules by and in organizations and even pro-social norms 

like helpfulness and kindness towards strangers. Besides the theoretical support for goal-

framing theory, there are also important practical implications.  
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Behavior in the public realm is targeted by numerous norms, rules and laws, as our trip to 

the supermarket illustrated. The quality of our lives is entangled with (other) people 

conforming to these rules of behavior. But as numerous as these rules are, so are the cues 

revealing disrespect for them. Litter in the streets, graffiti on the walls, unauthorized 

parked cars and bicycles, we encounter them every day. This dissertation reveals the 

importance of removing negative norm-support cues. A common way to target norm-

violating behavior is placing prohibition signs exactly where people often violate a rule, 

but, as our last chapter shows, this can have perverse effects. Placing such a sign can only 

be an effective tool if it goes hand in hand with removing negative norm-support cues. In 

most places in the world litter is already being removed, however the way this is done can 

be improved. In the Netherlands, for example, litter is removed in the early morning 

when there are not that many people around. From the efficiency perspective of the 

cleaner this may be sensible, however from a normative perspective this is not a wise 

approach. Not only does the litter cumulate during the day with all the negative 

consequences, but you also miss out on the chance to induce norm conforming behavior 

by being observed.   

Should we be pessimistic about the chances of the present knowledge finding it’s way 

into public policies? No, there is room for optimism; the findings of several of our studies 

attracted the attention of policy makers nationally and internationally. It resulted in 

various talks with municipalities, the government, police management and even street 

cleaners. Based on our findings, several projects have started that for example have the 

goal to alter the schedules of street cleaners and the immediate removal of graffiti. Every 

talk I gave on inducing norm-conforming behavior (especially the talks to people in high 
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status positions), I tried to end with the same message. It is with this message, I will also 

end this dissertation: Give the good example, because you are more influential than you 

think. 
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Misschien is de beste introductie voor dit proefschrift een eenvoudig bezoekje aan de 

lokale supermarkt. Wat een oninteressante dagelijkse taak lijkt, is in het licht van het 

proefschrift dat voor je ligt een reis in de wereld van sociale normen. We komen continu 

in aanraking met normen, regels en voorschriften, en op dit kleine uitstapje kom je 

tientallen tegen. Het is niet toegestaan om je auto voor de winkel te parkeren. Je moet 

tijdens het winkelen gebruik maken van een winkelwagentje. Je mag in de winkel niet 

roken, drinken of alvast een hap nemen van die heerlijke croissant, die je zo juist uit het 

schap hebt gepakt. Je wordt geacht achter aan in de rij voor de kassa aan te sluiten. Het is 

verboden de plastic zak van de croissant op de stoep te deponeren en juist gewenst de 

man die voor je zijn boodschappen laat vallen te helpen met oprapen. Als je dan eindelijk 

je auto hebt bereikt en je boodschappen ingeladen, dan mag je de trip nog een keer maken 

omdat je wordt geacht je winkelwagen terug te brengen. Al deze normen (regels voor 

gedrag) vertellen ons welk gedrag in een bepaalde setting gewoonlijk wordt goed of  juist 

afgekeurd. Normen zijn onlosmakelijk verbonden met het leven in sociale contexten. Ze 

zijn in zekere zin de lijm van onze samenleving, omdat ze conflicten en chaos voorkomen 

door het nastreven van persoonlijke behoeftes en verlangens te reguleren (Sheriff 1936/ 

1965). Sociale normen in strikte zin worden gedefinieerd als: "regels en standaarden, die 

worden onderschreven door de leden van een groep, en die het gedrag van mensen 

reguleren en beheersen, zonder de kracht van wetten" (Cialdini & Trost, 1998, blz. 152). 

In dit proefschrift hanteren we een bredere definitie van (sociale) normen, namelijk het 
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gedrag dat in het algemeen als  (on)gewenst wordt gezien in een bepaalde situatie. Dit 

verwijst naar alle legitieme regels, met inbegrip van wetten, regels door particuliere 

bedrijven en ook pro-sociale normen, zoals het helpen van iemand in nood.  

We weten uit het dagelijkse leven dat mensen niet altijd consistent zijn in het 

conformeren aan normen. Alhoewel geanticipeerde sancties een rol spelen bij het al dan 

niet conformeren aan normen, kunnen ze deze inconsistentie niet verklaren. Deze 

inconsistentie komt namelijk ook voor bij regels waar sancties een te verwaarlozen rol 

spelen, of zelfs afwezig zijn (zoals bij pro-sociale normen; Levine, Martinez & Sorenson, 

1994). Geïntrigeerd door deze variabiliteit in normconformerend gedrag stelden we ons 

zelf de vraag: wat kan deze variabiliteit verklaren? Gebaseerd op de doel-framing theorie 

(Lindenberg & Steg, 2007) stellen we in dit proefschrift dat de invloed van normen op 

gedrag wordt beïnvloed door het waargenomen respect of gebrek aan respect van anderen 

voor normen. Dit houdt in dat het observeren van tekenen van een gebrek aan respect 

voor een norm (“ negatieve norm-support cues”) de invloed van normen in het algemeen 

inhibeert, door de verzwakking van het doel om algemeen gewenst gedrag te vertonen 

(het normatieve doel). Een verzwakking van het normatieve doel versterkt namelijk de 

relatieve invloed van hedonistische doelen en doelen die gericht zijn op het behouden en 

verkrijgen van middelen (winst doelen), waardoor men eerder kiest voor gemakkelijke of 

profijtelijke opties in plaats van het ‘juiste’ te doen. Aan de andere kant het observeren 

van duidelijke tekenen van respect of zorg voor een norm (“ positieve norm-support 

cues”) versterkt de invloed van normen in het algemeen, door een versterking van het 

normatieve doel. 
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Op basis van dit doelmechanisme achter de invloed van normen hebbenen we 

verschillende hypotheses opgesteld. De eerste belangrijke hypothese stelt dat het 

waarnemen van negatieve norm-support cues met betrekking tot een norm (ook) de 

invloed van andere normen (met inbegrip van pro-sociale normen) op het gedrag 

inhibeert; we noemen dit het cross-norm inhibitie effect. Ten tweede veronderstellen we 

dat het waarnemen van positieve norm-support cues met betrekking tot een norm de 

invloed van andere normen op het gedrag versterkt; we noemen dit het cross-norm 

versterkingseffect. Deze positieve en negatieve cross-norm effecten zijn naar ons weten 

nog nooit onderzocht of aangetoond. Onze derde hypothese stelt dat norm-support cues 

niet alleen de invloed van sociale normen (in strikte betekenis) op gedrag beïnvloedt, 

maar ook de invloed van legitieme regels, politie verordeningen, wetten, bedrijfsregels en 

zelfs pro-sociale normen (zoals hulpvaardigheid tegenover vreemden) op gedrag. De 

vierde hypothese, die we hebben getoetst richt zich op het effect van de saillantie van 

normen op het cross-norm (inhibitie) effect. We verwachtten dat het saillant maken van 

een norm niet alleen deze norm meer saillant maakt, maar ook de bijbehorende norm-

support cues, waardoor de invloed van deze norm-support cues toeneemt. We hebben 

deze vier hypotheses getoetst in totaal 23 experimenten. De meeste van deze 

experimenten waren veldexperimenten, die plaats vonden in de openbare ruimte. De 

resultaten ondersteunen onze verwachtingen en tonen robuuste effecten. Hieronder geven 

we een korte beschrijving van de uitkomsten van de verschillende hoofdstukken van dit 

proefschrift. We beschrijven de verschillende series van experimenten en de steun die 

deze experimenten leveren aan onze hypotheses.  
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Hoofdstuk 2: De verspreiding van wanorde 

In dit hoofdstuk toetsten we het cross-norm inhibitie effect (hypothese 1) en gingen na of 

het van invloed is op diverse type normen zoals bijvoorbeeld politieverordeningen, regels 

van particuliere ondernemingen, en wetten (hypothese 3). We stellen dat het cross-norm-

inhibitie effect het mechanisme is achter de aanname van de “Broken window theory” 

van Kelling en Wilson (1982) dat wanorde zich verspreidt. In een serie van zes 

veldexperimenten die zijn uitgevoerd in het publieke domein laten we zien dat het 

observeren van een gebrek aan respect voor een legitieme norm inderdaad andere 

normovertredingen in de hand werkt, ongeacht of het gaat om een sociale norm (in strikte 

zin), politieverordening, een regel van een particuliere onderneming, of een wet. Tekenen 

van normovertredend gedrag zoals zwerfvuil, graffiti of fout geparkeerde fietsen 

induceerden andere normovertredingen, zoals rommel op straat gooien, het negeren van 

een bord “verboden toegang”, en zelfs stelen. Deze bevindingen geven duidelijke steun 

aan onze eerste en derde hypothese. 

Hoofdstuk 3: Hulpvaardigheid in de openbare ruimte: Waarom varieert het en hoe 

kan het worden versterkt? 

In hoofdstuk 3 hebben we het cross-norm inhibite effect verder onderzocht. We 

bestudeerden de vraag of tekenen van een gebrek aan respect voor een norm (oftewel 

negatieve norm-support cues) ook, zoals voorspeld, pro-sociaal gedrag, zoals 

hulpvaardigheid en vriendelijkheid tegenover vreemden, vermindert (hypothese 1). Deze 

vraag is belangrijk, want als het cross-norm inhibitie effect ook optreedt bij pro-sociaal 

gedrag, ondersteunt dit ons idee dat de toename in normovertredend gedrag niet het 
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gevolg is van het mogelijke effect van wanorde op de ingeschatte kans om bestraft te 

worden door de politie. Negatieve norm-support cues, zoals bijvoorbeeld de 

aanwezigheid van graffiti, zouden namelijk de boodschap af kunnen geven dat 

normovertredingen niet worden gesanctioneerd, en dus dat je normen ongestraft kunt 

overtreden. Het niet hulpvaardig zijn naar vreemden wordt echter (doorgaans) niet 

gesanctioneerd. De resultaten van drie veldexperimenten in het publieke domein laten 

zien dat, zoals verwacht, het cross-norm inhibitie effect ook geldt voor pro-sociaal 

gedrag. Dit betekent dat het cross-norm inhibitie effect niet het gevolg is van een (lager) 

ingeschatte kans op sancties. 

Een andere belangrijke vraag was of de invloed van norm-support cues alleen werkt in 

een negatieve richting, of dat er ook sprake is van een cross-norm versterkingseffect, 

zoals de doel-framing theorie voorspelt (hypothese 2). Daarom hebben we in het tweede 

deel van hoofdstuk 3 getoetst of duidelijke tekenen van respect voor een norm (dus 

positieve norm-support cues) inderdaad de invloed van (pro-sociale) normen op gedrag 

vergroot, door het versterken van het normatieve doel. De resultaten van twee 

veldexperimenten laten zien dat dit inderdaad het geval is. Deze steun voor het cross-

norm inhibitie en versterkingsmechanisme geeft een plausibele verklaring voor de eerder 

gevonden variabiliteit van pro-sociaal gedrag in het publieke domein (Levine, et al., 

1994).  

Hoofdstuk 4: Hooggeplaatsten zijn invloedrijke normovertreders 

In hoofdstuk 4 richtten we ons op een factor, die naar verwachting van invloed is op de 

sterkte van het cross-norm inhibitie effect: de saillantie van de norm, die wordt 
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waargenomen als zijnde geschonden door anderen (hypothese 4). Gebaseerd op de doel-

framing theorie stellen we dat het saillant maken van een norm ook de aandacht vestigt 

op overeenkomstige negatieve norm-support cues, waardoor de invloed van deze cues 

wordt vergroot en dus het cross-norm inhibitie effect versterkt. We stellen dat negatieve 

norm-support cues ten aanzien van een bepaalde norm meer saillant worden als 

belangrijke anderen of mensen met status deze norm overtreden. We keken in dit 

hoofdstuk naar een speciaal type normovertreders, namelijk mensen met status in 

organisaties (in dit geval hooggeplaatsten). Belangrijke anderen (in het Engels: 

significant others) maken normen waarvoor zij staan meer saillant dan mensen in het 

algemeen. Hooggeplaatsten zijn een speciaal soort ‘significant others’, omdat ze normen 

meer saillant maken die beperkt zijn tot een specifieke context (in dit geval de 

bedrijfscontext). We verwachtten dat overtredingen van bedrijfsnormen door deze groep 

resulteert in een sterker cross-norm inhibitie effect dan dezelfde normovertredingen door 

mensen met een lagere status binnen de organisatie, omdat hooggeplaatsten de 

bedrijfsnormen meer saillant maken. Overtredingen door hooggeplaatsten zijn daardoor 

ook meer saillant, hetgeen het cross-norm inhibitie effect versterkt. De resultaten van de 4 

experimenten (waarvan één veldexperiment) laten inderdaad zien dat een 

normovertreding door hogergeplaatsten resulteert in een sterker cross-norm inhibitie 

effect dan de dezelfde overtreding door mensen met een lagere status of door mensen in 

het algemeen.  

Hoofdstuk 5: Het averechtse effect van verbodsborden 

Het onderzoek in hoofdstuk 4 ondersteunt onze vierde hypothese dat negatieve norm-

support cues meer van invloed worden (sterker cross-nomr inhibitie effect) als de 
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bijbehorende norm meer saillant wordt gemaakt. Een vaak gebruikte manier om normen 

saillant te maken in situaties waarin mensen niet weten wat de regel is of herinnerd 

moeten worden aan de regel, is het plaatsen van een verbodsbord. In hoofdstuk 5 hebben 

we daarom opnieuw het effect van norm saillantie op het cross-norm inhibitie effect 

onderzocht. De norm(overtreding) werd nu  niet saillant gemaakt door de overtreders 

zelf, maar door een verbodsbord. Ditmaal waren de normovertreders niet-gespecificeerde 

(statusloze) mensen. Onze hypothese was dat het plaatsen van een verbodsbord in een 

omgeving met bijbehorende negatieve norm-support cues het (cross-)norm inhibitie effect 

versterkt, omdat het deze cues meer saillant en daarmee meer van invloed maakt 

(hypothese 4). We vonden dit averechtse effect inderdaad terug in onze experimenten. Dit 

was niet alleen het geval voor de norm die saillant werd gemaakt middels het 

verbodsbord, maar ook voor andere normen in die setting (i.e. een cross-norm inhibitie 

effect): door het plaatsen van een anti-graffiti-bord in een omgeving met graffiti steeg het 

aantal mensen dat rommel op de grond gooide in die setting.  

Algemene conclusie en praktische implicaties 

Het onderzoek beschreven in dit proefschrift toont het effect van negatieve en positieve 

norm-support cues op het doel om het algemeen gewenste gedrag te vertonen, en daarmee 

het effect van deze cues op normconform gedrag. De resultaten zijn sterk en robuust, en 

laten zien dat de mate waarin mensen zich conformeren aan een norm sterk beïnvloed 

wordt door het geobserveerde respect van anderen voor deze norm en andere normen. Dit 

effect treedt op voor verschillende normen, regels, politieverordeningen, regels in 

organisaties, wetten, en zelfs pro-sociale normen (zoals hulpvaardigheid en 

vriendelijkheid tegenover vreemden), waaruit blijkt dat het bereik van het cross-norm 
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effect omvangrijk is. 

Naast de theoretische ondersteuning voor de doel-framing theorie, zijn er ook belangrijke 

praktische implicaties. Gedrag in het publieke domein wordt gereguleerd door tal van 

normen, regels en wetten, zoals ons uitstapje naar de supermarkt illustreert. De kwaliteit 

van ons leven is nauw verbonden met de mate waarin (andere) mensen zich aan deze 

normen en gedragsregels conformeren. Maar zo talrijk als deze regels zijn, zo talrijk zijn 

ook de signalen, die een gebrek aan respect voor deze regels laten zien. Zwerfvuil op 

straat, graffiti op de muren, fout geparkeerde auto's en fietsen, we komen het dagelijks 

tegen. Dit proefschrift toont het belang van het verwijderen van dergelijke negatieve 

norm-support cues. Een veel voorkomende manier om normovertredend gedrag tegen te 

gaan, is het plaatsen van verbodsborden in een setting waar mensen deze regel vaak 

overtreden. Zoals onze laatste hoofdstuk laat zien, kan dit echter een averechts effect 

hebben. Het plaatsen van een dergelijk bord is alleen een effectief instrument als het hand 

in hand gaat met het verwijderen van deze negatieve norm-support cues.  

Op de meeste plaatsen in de wereld wordt zwerfvuil al verwijderd, maar de manier 

waarop dit gebeurt, kan eveneens worden verbeterd. In Nederland wordt nu nog vaak 

zwerfvuil verwijderd in de vroege ochtend als er weinig mensen op straat zijn. Deze 

aanpak is misschien zinvol vanuit efficiëntie perspectief, maar vanuit een normatief 

perspectief is dit geen verstandige benadering. Niet alleen hoopt het zwerfvuil zich 

gedurende de dag op, met alle negatieve gevolgen van dien, maar er is ook een gemiste 

kans om normconformerend gedrag te induceren door de normovertreding zichtbaar af te 

keuren.  
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Moeten we pessimistisch over de kansen dat de hier gepresenteerde kennis zijn weg vindt 

naar het openbare beleid? Nee, er is ruimte voor optimisme, de bevindingen van een 

aantal van onze studies heeft de aandacht van beleidsmakers op nationaal en 

internationaal niveau getrokken. Het resulteerde in diverse gesprekken met gemeenten, de 

overheid, de politieleiding en zelfs straatreinigers. Gebaseerd op onze bevindingen, zijn 

verschillende projecten gestart. Projecten, die bijvoorbeeld tot doel hebben graffiti direct 

te verwijderen of het werkschema van straatreinigers aan te passen.  

Elke voordracht, die ik geef over het induceren van normconformerend gedrag eindig ik 

met dezelfde boodschap. Het is met deze boodschap, dat ik ook dit proefschrift zal 

eindigen: Geef het goede voorbeeld, je hebt namelijk meer invloed dan je denkt. 
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