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Social norms as communicative phenomena: A communication 
perspective on the theory of normative social behavior 

Soziale Normen als kommunikative Phänomene: Eine 
kommunikationswissenschaftliche Perspektive auf die Theory of 
Normative Social Behavior 

Sarah Geber & Dorothée Hefner

Abstract: Much of human behavior is influenced by social norms. Although communica-
tion represents one important mechanism through which norms are formed and dissemi-
nated, the role of communication has not yet received sufficient attention in social norms 
research. The present paper develops a communication perspective on normative social 
influences by applying the theory of normative social behavior (TNSB) as a guiding frame-
work. Taking into account recent and significant changes in our media environment, prop-
ositions on the role of communication with referent others (online and offline) a) in the 
building of norms and b) for the moderation of normative social influences on behaviors 
are stated. We discuss the benefits and limitations of our communication perspective and 
raise questions that should be considered in future research. 

Keywords: Descriptive norms, injunctive norms, social influences, interpersonal communi-
cation, media exposure, group identity, social learning

Zusammenfassung: Ein Großteil menschlichen Verhaltens wird durch Normen beeinflusst. 
Obwohl Kommunikation ein wichtiger Mechanismus ist, über den Normen geformt und 
verbreitet werden, wurde der Rolle der Kommunikation bisher nicht ausreichend Aufmerk-
samkeit in der Normenforschung geschenkt. Der vorliegende Beitrag entwickelt auf Basis 
der Theory of Normative Social Behavior (TNSB) eine kommunikationswissenschaftliche 
Perspektive auf sozial-normative Einflüsse. Unter Berücksichtigung aktueller Medienent-
wicklungen werden Annahmen zur Rolle von Online- und Offline-Kommunikation mit 
relevanten Anderen bei a) der Bildung von Normen und b) der Moderation normativer 
Einflüsse auf Verhalten formuliert. Wir diskutieren Leistungen und Limitationen unserer 
kommunikationswissenschaftlichen Perspektive und verweisen auf offene Fragen, die in 
zukünftiger Forschung zu berücksichtigen sind. 

Schlagwörter: Deskriptive Normen, injunktive Normen, sozialer Einfluss, interpersonale 
Kommunikation, Mediennutzung, Gruppenidentität, soziales Lernen 
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1.  Introduction

Social norms play a substantial role in people’s behavioral decisions (Manning, 
2009). By following the typical and appropriate behaviors within a social group 
(Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren, 1990; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955), people try to ensure 
that they act efficiently and that their actions are socially approved (Cialdini et al., 
1990, p.  1015). Communication represents an important mechanism through 
which norms are learned and disseminated in social groups (e.g., Real & Rimal, 
2007). Although scholars explicitly emphasize norms as “communication phenom-
ena” (Rimal & Lapinski, 2015, p. 393; see also Hogg & Reid, 2006; Rimal & 
Real, 2003), the communicative dimension of norms “has yet to receive sustained 
theoretical […] attention” (Hogg & Reid, 2006, p. 8; see also Mollen, Rimal, & 
Lapinski, 2010; Rimal & Lapinski, 2015; Yanovitzky & Rimal, 2006). The present 
contribution addresses the norms’ communicative dimension and develops theo-
retical propositions on the role of communication in normative social influences.

Given the significant changes in the contemporary media environment, the 
question concerning communication’s role in normative social influences is more 
relevant than ever (see also Flanagin, 2017; Johnson, 2014). Social media affords 
numerous opportunities to make behaviors and preferences visible to others 
(Treem & Leonardi, 2012; see also Flanagin, 2017). Furthermore, mobile com-
munication facilitates a permanent involvement in mediated communication 
(Klimmt, Hefner, Reinecke, Rieger, & Vorderer, 2018). These changes in the visi-
bility and permanence of communication suggest that norms and the communica-
tion about norms are becoming more important in our daily lives (Johnson, 
2014): Talking with referent others as well as observing their behaviors and the 
social approval of these behaviors is no longer limited to the offline sphere but 
also happens online and thus almost permanently. Normative perceptions about 
referent others’ behaviors and their social approval are probably influenced by 
observations and communication on social media platforms (Litt & Stock, 2011; 
Walther et al., 2010), where behaviors and their approval/disapproval are con-
stantly presented (Bazarova & Choi, 2014; Good, 2013; Liu, 2007; Uski & 
Lampinen, 2016). Additionally, the anticipation that one’s own behavior can be 
observed by others might strengthen the adaptation of one’s own behavior and its 
presentation to normative beliefs (Uski & Lampinen, 2016) to facilitate a positive 
self-portrayal (Walther et al., 2010). 

The current paper develops a communication perspective on normative social 
influences that considers the implications of the current media environment and 
integrates communication as a factor in normative social influences. The theory 
of normative social behavior (TNSB; Real & Rimal, 2007; Rimal & Real, 2005) 
serves as a guiding framework. In a first step, this paper provides an overview of 
the TNSB. Second, by referring to theoretical and empirical findings of communi-
cation research, this article develops a set of propositions on communication’s 
role a) in the formation of norms (i.e., communication’s norm-building role) and 
b) for the moderation of the influence of norms on behaviors (i.e., communica-
tion’s norm-moderating role). Third, the propositions are integrated into a model 
that summarizes the communication perspective on normative social influences. 
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This paper’s purpose is twofold. First, it indicates how communication scholars 
can make use of their expertise in social norms research by elaborating on com-
munication’s role at different stages in normative social influences. Second, this 
article suggests how to integrate social norms into communication research, which 
is all the more relevant as communication behavior is largely social behavior (see 
also Johnson, 2014; Lee, Ho, & Lwin, 2017) and is particularly affected by the 
aforementioned changes in the contemporary media environment. Given the sub-
stantial behavioral effect of social norms across a variety of behaviors (for a meta-
analysis, see Manning, 2009), we believe that the social norms concept might help 
to better explain communication behavior. Last but not least, theory development 
on communication’s role in normative social influence is also of practical rele-
vance, as understanding the role of communication reveals important starting 
points for peer-based intervention programs (Southwell & Yzer, 2007).

2.  The theory of normative social behavior

The theory of normative social behavior (TNSB; Real & Rimal, 2007; Rimal 
& Real, 2005; Figure 1) considers normative social factors comprehensively and 
in detail and undertakes first attempts to integrate communication in normative 
social influences (Real & Rimal, 2007). Therefore, the TNSB serves as a guiding 
framework for our theorizing on a communication perspective on normative so-
cial influences. In the following, we briefly present its key assumptions.

Figure 1. The theory of normative social behavior (TNSB). Adapted from “How behaviors are influenced 
by perceived norms. A test of the theory of normative social behavior,” by R. N. Rimal & K. Real, 2005, 
Communication Research, 32(2), p. 329 and “Friends talk to friends about drinking: Exploring the role 
of peer communication in the theory of normative social behavior,” by K. Real & R. N. Rimal, 2007, 
Health Communication, 22(2), p. 169–180. 

The TNSB adopts the distinction between two closely related concepts introduced 
by Cialdini et al. (1990): descriptive and injunctive norms. Both types of norms 
are linked to individuals’ reference groups, groups individuals “belong to and 
care about” (Tankard & Paluck, 2016, p. 184). Whereas descriptive norms refer 
to the prevalence of a behavior within a reference group, injunctive norms refer 
to the social approval of the behavior by referent others (see also Chung & Ri-
mal, 2016; Lapinski & Rimal, 2005; Rimal & Lapinski, 2015). Thus, the two 

Descriptive Norms Behavior

Group Identity 
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- Aspiration

Outcome 
Expectations

- Benefits to
Oneself

- Benefits to
Others

- Anticipatory
Socialization

Interpersonal
CommunicationInjunctive Norms
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types of norms can be thought of as norms regarding what is done (descriptive 
norms) compared to the norms of what ought to be done in the reference group 
(injunctive norms; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955; Kallgren, Reno, & Cialdini, 2000).

Within the TNSB, descriptive and injunctive norms are referred to as perceived 
norms, which must be distinguished from collective norms (Lapinski & Rimal, 
2005; Rimal & Lapinski, 2015; see also Geber, Baumann, Czerwinski, & Klimmt, 
2019). Perceived norms are located at the individual, psychological level (Rimal 
& Lapinski, 2015, p. 395). They represent the individual’s perceptions of the ref-
erence group’s norms (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005, p. 129), that is, the perception of 
the behavior (descriptive norms; Grube, Morgan, & McGree, 1986) and of the 
social approval for the behavior of others (injunctive norms; White, Terry, & 
Hogg, 1994). By contrast, collective norms operate at the societal or group level 
(see also Hogg & Reid, 2006) and refer to the actual behavior and social ap-
proval of referent others (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005, p. 129).1 

Next to norms, the TNSB considers outcome expectations – the belief that en-
gaging in a behavior will have positive outcomes (Bandura, 1986) – and group 
identity, which refers to the strength of affiliation within the reference group (Ta-
jfel & Turner, 1986). The basic idea of the TNSB is that descriptive norms affect 
individuals’ behaviors. This effect is moderated by injunctive norms, outcome ex-
pectations, and group identity. Thus, injunctive norms, outcome expectations, and 
group identity can heighten or lower the effect of descriptive norms on behaviors 
(Rimal & Real, 2003, 2005). For example, it is assumed that when people believe 
that the prevalence of a behavior within their reference group is high (descriptive 
norms) and they perceive a strong affinity with this group (group identity), they 
are much more likely to engage in the behavior themselves than when their group 
identity is weak. Rimal and Real (2005) demonstrated that their model is able to 
predict 63 percent of the variance in college students’ intention to consume alco-
hol (see also Real & Rimal, 2007; Rimal, 2008).

Interpersonal communication was integrated later into the TNSB as a further 
moderator of the relationship between descriptive norms and behavior (Real 
& Rimal, 2007; see also Rimal & Real, 2003). The underlying hypothesis is that, 
through communication with referent others, normative information gets dissem-
inated and thus increases the influence of descriptive norms on behavior (Real 
& Rimal, 2007). The results of Real and Rimal (2007) reveal that frequency of 
interpersonal communication is able to explain only two percent of the variance 
in behavior in its moderator role and thus through its interaction with descriptive 
norms (see also Rimal & Real, 2003). The rather limited explanatory power of 
communication with referent others indicates that there might be more important 
roles for communication in normative social influences (see also Geber, Baumann, 
& Klimmt, 2017).

1   Accordingly, collective norms are also referred to as “actual norms” by Berkowitz (2004) or 
“group norms” by Hogg (2006).
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3.  Communication’s role in norm-building and norm-moderation 

The theory of normative social behavior (TNSB; Real & Rimal, 2007; Rimal 
& Real, 2005) was formulated as a framework that invites further refinement 
(Rimal & Lapinski, 2015), especially with regard to the role of communication 
within normative social influences (Real & Rimal, 2007). Applying a communica-
tion perspective, we will discuss the role of communication a) in the building of 
norms and b) for the moderation of normative social influences on behavior. By 
communication, we mean interpersonal communication and media exposure; in-
terpersonal communication refers to the social interaction between people that 
can occur offline (face-to-face) and online (computer-mediated2; Berger, 2008), 
and media exposure represents the “extent to which individuals encounter” mes-
sages or content (Nagler, 2017; see also Vreese & Neijens, 2016) that are pro-
duced and disseminated by institutional and professional sources. To understand 
the role of interpersonal communication and media exposure in the formation of 
norms and for the moderation of normative social influences comprehensively, we 
will refer to different communication theories that provide first answers to the 
questions concerning from where norms come and under which circumstances 
they are particularly influential. 

3.1  Descriptive and injunctive norms 

Before theorizing on the role of communication in norm-building and norm-mod-
erating processes, we first have to clarify to which norms we are referring. Fol-
lowing Cialdini et al. (1990) and the TNSB, we distinguish between descriptive 
and injunctive norms. Different roles and functions are attributed to descriptive 
and injunctive norms within the TNSB: Whereas descriptive norms are modeled 
as a direct impact factor on behavior, injunctive norms serve as a moderator of 
descriptive norms (Chung & Rimal, 2016; Rimal & Real, 2003). The underlying 
assumption is that the influence of descriptive norms on behaviors is heightened 
when injunctive norms are also strong, and they attenuated when injunctive 
norms are weak (Lapinski & Rimal, 2005; Rimal & Real, 2005). There is empiri-
cal evidence that both norm components interact with each other to influence 
behaviors (Lee, Geisner, Lewis, Neighbors, & Larimer, 2007; Rimal, 2008; Rimal 
& Real, 2003; Smith & Louis, 2008).

However, following the argument by Rimal and Lapinski (2015) that both 
types of norms might also have an independent influence (p. 398), we suggest 
conceptualizing injunctive norms as both a direct predictor of behavior and a 
moderator (see also Lee et al., 2007). The modeling of both norm components as 
factors that not only interactively but also independently influence behavior is 
highly plausible. It is surely most often the case that descriptive and injunctive 
norms are congruent. However, there might also be cases in which descriptive and 
injunctive norms do not overlap – when people perceive a particular behavior as 

2 Computer-mediated communication can be one-to-one or one-to-some communication (e.g., via a 
messenger app) and one-to-many communication (e.g., via social media; Berger, 2008).
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widespread, but do not link social approval with it (Cialdini et al., 1990; Lapins-
ki & Rimal, 2005; Rimal & Real, 2003, 2005). For instance, “phubbing” – using 
a cell phone in the company of others (Roberts & David, 2016) – might be a 
common behavior within the reference group, but it is probably socially disap-
proved at the same time. Moreover, the underlying mechanism of descriptive and 
injunctive norms’ behavioral impact might be different, such that injunctive 
norms add to the explanation of norm-driven behavior. Thus, for a proper under-
standing of different normative influences, it might be important not only to dis-
tinguish between descriptive and injunctive norms conceptually (Cialdini et al., 
1990) but also to analyze their impact separately (see also Chung & Rimal, 2016; 
Rimal & Lapinski, 2015). 

This conceptualization is in line with the integrated behavior model (IBM; 
Fishbein & Yzer, 2003; Montaño & Kasprzyk, 2015), which stems from the the-
ory of reasoned action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980) and the theory of planned be-
havior (Ajzen, 1991). In this tradition of behavioral theories, social norms are 
predictors of behavioral intentions in addition to attitudes and self-efficacy. The 
most recent IBM takes up the differentiation between injunctive and descriptive 
norms and arranges injunctive norms as independent factors next to descriptive 
norms. Additionally, there is empirical evidence that injunctive norms not only 
serve as a moderator for descriptive norms, they also have a distinct direct effect 
on behavior (e.g., Baumgartner, Valkenburg, & Peter, 2011; Cialdini et al., 1990; 
Park & Smith, 2007; Rimal, 2008; Rimal & Real, 2005). 

The starting point for our communication perspective is that, within the TNSB 
framework, both norm components are perceived norms and thus individual per-
ceptions of the reference group’s behaviors (i.e., descriptive norms) and the social 
approval for these behaviors (i.e., injunctive norms; Lapinski & Rimal, 2005). 
Therefore, we assume that the following theorized communicative norm-building 
processes and norm-moderating factors should work essentially comparably for 
both norm components. 

3.2  Norm-building processes: Communication with referent others, observation 
of referent others, and media exposure

The TNSB is the most prominent norm-based theory that takes into account in-
terpersonal communication in normative social influences (Mollen et al., 2010). 
We take up the idea of the TNSB to consider communication’s role in normative 
social influences (Real & Rimal, 2007). As we seek to establish a theoretical 
framework on norms as communicative phenomena, we elaborate on communi-
cation’s explanatory potential with regard to the question of where normative 
perceptions come from (see also Geber et al., 2017). Therefore, in the following, 
we will develop propositions on communication with referent others (online and 
offline), observation of referent others (online and offline), and media exposure as 
norm-building processes.

We assume that communication with members of a reference group is a deter-
minant of perceived norms, as it is a central process by which people learn about 
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their group’s norms (Chung & Rimal, 2016; Hogg & Reid, 2006; Real & Rimal, 
2007; see also Wirth, Pape, & Karnowski, 2008). Social norms “cannot exist in 
the absence of communication among members of the group” (Rimal & Real, 
2003, p.  185); they are constructed and understood through communication 
(Carcioppolo & Jensen, 2012, p. 767). Although the existential importance of 
communication for the perception of social norms has been noted in social norms 
research (e.g., Rimal & Lapinski, 2015), the interplay between communication 
and norms has not yet received sufficient theoretical attention (Mollen et al., 
2010; Rimal & Lapinski, 2015; Yanovitzky & Rimal, 2006). Hogg and Reid 
(2006) were among the first to theoretically elaborate on the communication’s 
role in normative social influences (see also Hogg & Tindale, 2005). Applying a 
social identity perspective, they assumed that people construct and modify their 
normative perceptions through the information they obtain from referent others 
via communication. This communication can be more or less explicit: Group 
members can explicitly express what is and what is not normative by talking 
about whether the behavior conforms to group expectations. In this case, indi-
viduals can directly infer group norms. However, norms might also be presented 
rather indirectly, such that norms have to be gleaned indirectly from the others’ 
narrations about their behaviors and expressed opinions (see also Fine, 2001). 
These considerations suggest that individuals rely on communication with refer-
ent others to understand the prevalence and acceptability of a behavior within 
their group. Findings from cross-sectional survey data demonstrate that interper-
sonal communication plays a crucial role in the formation of social norms (Geber 
et al., 2017; Dunlop, Kashima, & Wakefield, 2010).

Additionally, we consider observation of group members as a second commu-
nicative process leading to normative perceptions (Bandura, 1986, 2009; Chung 
& Rimal, 2016; Hogg & Reid, 2006; Mead, Rimal, Ferrence, & Cohen, 2014; 
Wirth et al., 2008). The idea that individuals learn by observing others stems 
from social cognitive theory (SCT; Bandura, 1986). SCT distinguishes two sub-
functions in the process of behavior acquisition: Attentional processes determine 
what is selectively observed, and representational processes refer to the transfor-
mation and reorganization of information conveyed by modeled events into rules 
and conceptions for memory representations (Bandura, 1986, 2009). We assume 
that both functions can be directly linked to the process of norm-building. In par-
ticular, group members who serve as relevant models draw much attention and 
are observed, and the cognitive representations of social referents’ behaviors can 
be conceptualized as norms. From this perspective, descriptive norms refer to the 
observation of social referents’ behaviors, which, in sum and together with com-
munication, results in the belief of the prevalence of a behavior within the group; 
injunctive norms refer to the observed reactions to the behavior by others, thus 
resulting in the belief of social approval or disapproval for the observed behavior. 
The results of the cross-sectional network analyses actually demonstrate that 
community members acquire the community’s descriptive norms experientially, 
that is, by observing what their associates do (Kashima, Wilson, Lusher, Pearson, 
& Pearson, 2013; see also Paluck & Shepherd, 2012; Shepherd, 2017).
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The integration of communication with referent others and observation of ref-
erents as norm-building processes in normative social influences allows us to con-
sider developments regarding the media environment that are becoming more and 
more relevant for normative social influences. Due to technical convergence, in-
terpersonal communication not only takes place face to face but also digitally and 
via mobile devices (Humphreys, Pape, & Karnowski, 2013). In parallel, in the 
current media landscape, referent others’ actions are not only observable directly 
but also via social media if individuals share them (Litt & Stock, 2011; Walther et 
al., 2010). A study of Pempek, Yermolayeva, and Calvert (2009) shows, that al-
though students communicate with friends on Facebook, they spend much of 
their time reading and viewing information about their peers, and a study by Litt 
and Stock (2011) demonstrates the importance of social media platforms in the 
formation process of norms. These theoretical arguments and empirical references 
lead to the propositions that communication with and observation of social refer-
ents – both online and offline – serve as norm-building processes: 

Proposition 1: Communication with referent others (online and offline) serves 
as a norm-building process; it is involved in the formation of a) descriptive and b) 
injunctive norms.

Proposition 2: Observation of referent others (online and offline) serves as a 
norm-building process; it is involved in the formation of a) descriptive and b) in-
junctive norms.

From a comprehensive communication perspective, not only communication 
and observation among group members but also media should contribute to per-
ceptions about the prevalence of and attitude towards a behavior by presenting 
individuals who are perceived as similar to oneself or members of the reference 
group (Bandura, 2009; Chung & Rimal, 2016; Hogg & Reid, 2006; Mead et al., 
2014; Tankard & Paluck, 2016; Wirth et al., 2008). Bandura (2009) applied SCT 
to mass communication, stating that media might promote the social diffusion of 
new styles of behavior by informing, enabling, motivating, and guiding recipients. 
Comparably, cultivation theory (CT) also posits that long-term, frequent expo-
sure to television encourages viewers to perceive the real world in ways that re-
flect the most common messages of the fictional media world (Gerbner & Gross, 
1976; Morgan & Shanahan, 2010). By presenting people behaving in certain 
ways, media messages – no matter if fictional, non-fictional, or commercial – con-
tribute to shaping normative perceptions. We assume that media exposure, and 
thus the observation of behaviors of individuals who are similar to group mem-
bers in media, results in the belief that the behavior is common within the refer-
ence group and, thus, has implications for the perception of descriptive norms. 
Comparably, the observed reactions, that is, social approval or disapproval, in 
response to the behavior should affect injunctive norms. 

Additionally, we can refer to the influence of presumed influence model (IPI; 
Chia, 2006; Gunther & Storey, 2003) to elaborate on how media exposure leads 
to normative perceptions. Derived from the third-person effect hypothesis (for an 
overview, see Perloff, 1999), the IPI suggests that individuals who have high levels 
of exposure to certain media messages will infer that social referents will also 
have high exposure levels to such messages and that those messages influence the 
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attitudes and behaviors of their referents, which, in turn, influence individuals’ 
own behaviors. From a social norms perspective, the individual’s assumption that 
media influence social referents’ behaviors should affect the formation of descrip-
tive norms, whereas the expectation that referents’ attitudes are affected by media 
should affect perceptions of social approval and thus injunctive normative per-
ceptions. This model was found to be well-suited to health communication issues, 
such as maternal health care (Gunther & Storey, 2003), smoking (Gunther, Bolt, 
Borzekowski, Liebhart, & Dillard, 2006; Paek, 2009), and sexual behavior (Chia, 
2006), as well as to political communication contexts, for example, strategic vot-
ing (Cohen & Tsfati, 2009). Thus, SCT, CT, and IPI research has led to the propo-
sition that media exposure influences normative perceptions:

Proposition 3: Media exposure serves as a norm-building process; it is involved 
in the formation of a) descriptive and b) injunctive norms.

3.3  Norm-moderating factors: Anticipated communication with referent others, 
anticipated observation by referent others, and group identity

Next to the integration of interpersonal communication, one further merit of the 
TNSB is that it models circumstances under which normative social influences are 
more or less likely. Therefore, next to junctive norms, outcome expectations and 
group identity are considered to enhance the intention to follow perceived behav-
ioral norms and thus to moderate those norms’ impact (Rimal & Real, 2003, 
2005; see also Chung & Rimal, 2016)3. We adopt these moderators but will inter-
pret them more strictly from a communication perspective and will develop prop-
ositions on anticipated communication with referent others and anticipated ob-
servation by referents as well as group identity as norm-moderating factors.

Outcome expectations refer to the degree to which individuals perceive that a 
given action will result in the benefits that they seek (Bandura, 1977, 1986). The 
TNSB differentiates three sets of outcome expectations (Real & Rimal, 2007; Ri-
mal &  Real, 2005): the belief that the action will lead to individual benefits 
(“benefits to oneself,” e.g., the belief that enacting the behavior is enjoyable), the 
belief that benefits accrue to those group members who perform the action (“ben-
efits to others,” e.g., the belief that enacting the behavior is enjoyable for others), 
and the belief that the behavior is an important social behavior within a social 
group and is able to enhance social life (“anticipatory socialization,” e.g., the be-
lief that enacting the behavior allows to make friends). As we seek to understand 
communicative and social normative processes, we focus on individuals’ cogni-
tions that refer to their social environment. More concretely, we consider only 
those individuals’ cognitions that reflect their relation to and position within the 
group (i.e., social cognitions). Consequently, we do not incorporate benefits to 
oneself and benefits to others into our modeling, as they are cognitions that are 
unconnected to the social surrounding. However, we take up the concept of an-

3 Additionally, many further individual, behavioral, and contextual factors were proposed and test-
ed in the TNSB research tradition (e.g., self-efficacy, involvement, privacy of the behavior, time 
constraints; for a summary, see Rimal and Lapinski (2015), Chung and Rimal (2016)).
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ticipatory socialization and the individual’s belief that a behavior is a “social lu-
bricant” (Rimal & Real, 2005, p. 394) as moderators of normative social influ-
ences. We therefore define anticipated communication with referent others and 
anticipated observation by referent others – that is, the individual’s expectation 
that the behavior will result in communication with group members and will be 
observable by others – as relevant social outcome expectations. It is assumed that 
the anticipation of communication and the idea that prestigious behavior can be 
presented and thus observed (e.g., via social media) heighten normative influences 
and thus the intention to perform the behavior (see also Johnson, 2014; Krcmar 
& Strizhakova, 2009) because the anticipation of a social interaction enhances 
the likelihood that norm-compliance or norm-aberrance has a social consequence, 
such as appreciation or sanctions. We, thus, believe that the influence of perceived 
social approval (i.e., injunctive norms) of individuals’ behavior will be strength-
ened if individuals anticipate that others will pay attention to the behavior (i.e., 
anticipated observation) or will be willing to talk about the behavior (i.e., antici-
pated communication) as the likelihood that they will receive social recognition 
for their norm-conformity increases. For example, if somebody perceives social 
approval in her referent’s group for donating for social purposes, she will more 
likely make a donation if she believes that relevant others notice her donation 
behavior.

The idea that social motives, such as belongingness needs, drive human action 
is a fundamental premise in social psychology (e.g., Maslow, 1943). In the case of 
media use, the uses and gratifications approach explicitly refers to anticipated 
social interactions as behavioral motives (Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1973; 
Palmgreen, 1984; for a contemporary summary, see Krcmar &  Strizhakova, 
2009; Ruggiero, 2000). For example, Atkin (1972) examined communicatory 
utility – that is, the anticipated usefulness of media content for future informal 
interpersonal communication (see also Chaffee & McLeod, 1973) – and Waples, 
Berelson, and Bradshaw (1940) as well as Wright (1960) already reflected on the 
motive of social prestige for displaying media use. 

Given current media developments, conceptualizing anticipated communica-
tion with referent others and observation by referent others as core parameters 
becomes even more relevant. Today’s media environment offers many opportuni-
ties for communication and self-presentation (Livingstone, 2008; Walther et al., 
2010) and thus many stages for the performance of norm-compliant behavior. In 
line with this argument, a study by Lee and Ma (2012) revealed that the gratifica-
tion of socializing and status-seeking drive news-sharing in social media plat-
forms, such as Facebook. Therefore, the inclusion of anticipated communication 
with and observation by referent others as moderators reflects our communica-
tion perspective and our focus on affordances of social and mobile media. We 
posit two propositions:

Proposition 4: Anticipated communication with referent others serves as a 
norm-moderating factor; it moderates the behavioral influence of a) descriptive 
and b) injunctive norms.
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Proposition 5: Anticipated observation by referent others serves as a norm-
moderating factor; it moderates the behavioral influence of a) descriptive and b) 
injunctive norms.

Next to outcome expectations, the TNSB conceptualizes group identity as a 
moderator of normative influence. Norms are linked to specific groups and have 
their effect because the group is relevant in the behavioral context and to the in-
dividual (Terry, Hogg, & White, 2000). Thus, norms do not exist independently 
of individuals’ group identity, that is, the sense of belonging or “oneness” with the 
group (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955; Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986; for contemporary 
literature, see Hogg & Reid, 2006). In the TNSB, group identity has been consid-
ered a bidimensional construct (Rimal & Lapinski, 2015), which refers to the 
“individuals’ aspiration to emulate referent others and the extent to which they 
perceive similarity between themselves and other referents” (Rimal & Real, 2005, 
p. 395). It is assumed that when people perceive a behavior as normative and 
they additionally perceive strong affinity with their reference group, they are 
much more likely to engage in that behavior themselves than when their affinity 
is weak. Additionally, from a communication perspective and in line with social 
cognitive theory (SCT; Bandura, 1977), group identity is of high relevance. SCT 
assumes that people are influenced by the actions of models who aspire to be-
come and thus by communication with and observation of those relevant others. 
Findings support the hypothesis that group identity moderates the relationship 
between descriptive norms and behavioral intention (e.g., Hogg & Reid, 2006; 
Rimal, 2008; Rimal & Real, 2003, 2005). This reasoning yields the proposition 
on group identity as a further moderator of normative social influences:

Proposition 6: Group identity serves as a norm-moderating factor; it moder-
ates the behavioral influence of a) descriptive and b) injunctive norms.

4.  Summary: The communication perspective on the TNSB

So far, we have developed a communication perspective on the theory of norma-
tive social behavior (TNSB; Real & Rimal, 2007; Rimal & Real, 2005), leading 
to six propositions on communication’s role a) in the building of norms and b) 
for the moderation of norm’s influence on behavior. Figure 2 integrates our prop-
ositions into one model.

The starting point of our communication perspective is that descriptive and 
injunctive components are perceived norms; they are perceptions of the reference 
group’s behaviors (i.e., descriptive norms) and the social approval for behaviors 
of referent others (i.e., injunctive norms). Drawing from this point, our model 
suggests that both norm components are built through communication with ref-
erent others (Proposition 1), observation of referent others (Proposition 2), and 
media exposure (Proposition 3). By talking with group members, observing their 
social referents’ behavior – both online and offline – and exposure to media, indi-
viduals learn about their referents’ behaviors and behavior-related approval and, 
thus, develop perceptions of descriptive and injunctive norms. 

Moreover, we assume that the anticipation of communication with referent 
others (Proposition 4) and observation by referent others (Proposition 5) are im-
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portant moderators of the relationship between norms and behavior. The antici-
pation of communication and the idea that prestigious behavior can be presented 
and thus be observed (e.g., via social media) heighten normative influences and 
thus the intention to perform the behavior. Additionally, group identity serves as 
a moderator of normative social influences (Proposition 6). When people perceive 
strong affinity with their reference group, they are much more likely to engage in 
the group behavior than when their affinity is weak.

Figure 2. A communication perspective on the theory of normative social behavior. Readjustments of 
the TNSB from a communication perspective. 

The communication perspective on the TNSB mainly strengthens two aspects of 
the understanding of normative social influences: First, we are able to understand 
more precisely how descriptive and injunctive norms are formed through online 
and offline communication with and observation of referent others and media 
exposure. Second, we understand more exactly the motives for performing a nor-
mative social behavior in the current media environment, where (digital) commu-
nication with and observation by referent others has become easier and more 
common. 

5.  Discussion

This paper’s aim was to address the question of which role communication plays 
in normative social influences. Taking into account the media environment’s 
changes in the visibility and permanence of communication, we theorized on the 
role of online and offline interpersonal communication and media communica-
tion a) in the building of norms and b) for the moderation of normative social 
influences on behaviors.
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5.1  Benefits and limitations

The first benefit of our theoretical framework on norms as communicative phe-
nomena is the integration of communication with referent others, observation of 
referent others, and media exposure as norm-building processes. In this way, we 
are able to understand more precisely how descriptive and injunctive norms are 
formed. Moreover, the conceptualization of communication and observation as 
determinants of individuals’ perceptions helps to build a conceptual bridge from 
the individual to his or her reference group (see also Shulman & Levine, 2012; 
Yanovitzky & Rimal, 2006) and, thus, adds “considerable value” to research on 
normative social influences (Mollen et al., 2010, p. 546). More concretely, com-
munication with referent others and observation of referent others can connect 
the idea of “collective norms” (Lapinski &  Rimal, 2005; Rimal &  Lapinski, 
2015; see also Geber et al., 2019) that operate at the level of the social system 
and perceived norms located at the individual, psychological level, which might 
help to reflect on possible discrepancies between the actual social reality and the 
individual’s perception of this reality as well as on the effects of communication, 
observation, and media exposure on such discrepancies (Berkowitz, 2004). 

Second, our communication perspective on the TNSB helps to specifically un-
derstand communicative circumstances under which normative social influences 
on behaviors become likely by theorizing on norm-moderating factors. When re-
flecting on such norm-moderating factors, we focused on social cognitive fac-
tors—factors that reflect individuals’ relation to and position within the group 
(i.e., social outcome expectations and group identity) in contrast to pure personal 
cognitions (e.g., benefits to oneself, involvement; cf. Lapinski, Zhuang, Koh, & 
Shi, 2017; Rimal, 2008) that are independent from the group and one’s own ap-
proval of group members. This limitation on social cognitive moderating factors 
is in line with the principle of parsimony in theory building (Epstein, 1984). This 
paper’s aim was to develop a communication perspective and to focus on such 
factors that are interrelated with communication. Consequently, personal mod-
erators that are not related to the social environment are beyond the scope of the 
current contribution and were removed in the present model to develop a parsi-
monious communication perspective on normative social influences. 

For analytical reasons, we differentiated between communicative processes 
that refer to interpersonal communication – such as communication with and 
observation of referent others – and exposure to media content and messages. We 
are aware that our source-based differentiation between interpersonal communi-
cation and media exposure has limitations (Chaffee & Metzger, 2001; Flanagin, 
2017), as, due to the integration of Internet-based tools in people’s communica-
tion repertoires, institutional and personal sources are often entangled. For exam-
ple, institutional and professional sources, such as traditional news media or tel-
evision broadcast stations, are integrated into social media (e.g., Facebook), 
where their content can be further disseminated by a private person and occa-
sionally reframed by comments and annotations. In addition, there are platforms 
where more or less professional content can be produced and disseminated by 
private persons as well as by journalists from institutional sources. These new 
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forms of communication resulting from the technological convergence should be 
considered in future research addressing norm-building and norm-moderating 
processes in social media. However, as a first step, the distinction between inter-
personal communication and media exposure serves this paper’s aim to develop a 
communication perspective on normative social influences, as it allows us to ana-
lytically differentiate between communication stemming directly from members 
of the reference group and media content presenting individuals who are only 
similar to group members.

5.2  Outlook

Next to these benefits and limitations of our communication perspective on the 
TNSB, we left two questions unanswered to this point. First, we did not specify 
the behavior that is supposed to be explained by our communication perspective 
on normative social influences. In line with the attribute-centered approach 
(ACA; Rimal, Lapinski, Turner, & Smith, 2011), we posit that our theoretical 
propositions are applicable to behavior in general and that their fit does not de-
pend on the behavior’s thematic focus (e.g., media use, health and risk behavior, 
and political behavior) but rather on certain behavioral attributes. In their attrib-
ute-centered approach, Rimal et al. (2011) introduce three criteria of behaviors 
that seem to influence the power of social norms and thus the fruitfulness of the 
TNSB: the privacy of, addiction to, and cost of the behavior. For example, they 
suggest that if people perceive high descriptive norms regarding a particular be-
havior, these norms’ impact might be limited if the behavior is private in nature 
and thus cannot be observed by others because the individual does not have to 
expect any social sanctions or rewards. Interestingly, the ACA underlines the rel-
evance to attend to communication’s role in normative social influences given the 
changes of the contemporary media environment. As social media affords visibil-
ity (Treem & Leonardi, 2012; see also Flanagin, 2017) by constituting a new 
platform to present one’s own behavior to others (e.g., by sharing, liking, and 
commenting media content; Ellison & boyd, 2013), originally private behavior 
can easily be made public. Consequently, privacy is no longer an inherent attrib-
ute of the behavior; rather it is up to the users whether to make their behaviors 
public. It is assumed that users will only make prestigious behaviors public, for 
example, on social media, and remain silent about less prestigious media use 
(Johnson, 2014). The greater variability of privacy also has implications for the 
formation of social norms: If behavior is enacted in private settings, other people 
can hardly observe it, which restricts observational learning in face-to-face inter-
actions and thus makes norm-building processes more difficult. The discussion of 
the privacy of a behavior illustrates that behavioral attributes can be crucial re-
garding normative social influences and that media changes have implications on 
the discussion of such behavioral attributes. However, considering the character-
istics of these behaviors might allow future research to test hypotheses that are 
based on the interplay between normative social influences and such attributes of 
behaviors (Rimal et al., 2011). 
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Second, we defined the reference group as a group an individual belongs to and 
cares about (Tankard & Paluck, 2016, p. 184); however, we did not specify which 
type of social groups might serve as reference groups. Actually, social norms re-
search has shown that proximal groups (such as close friends, family, or romantic 
partners) exert stronger normative influence than less proximal referent others 
(such as schoolmates, peers, or colleagues; Woolf, Rimal, & Sripad, 2014) and 
that the normative influence depends on perceived proximity to (Paek, 2009) and 
identification with the social group (Neighbors et al., 2010). However, rather dis-
tal groups also function as reference groups and exert normative influences 
(Woolf et al., 2014). Lynch, Coley, Sims, Lombardi, and Mahalik (2015) even 
demonstrated that multiple sources (parents, friends, schoolmates) might have 
normative social influences simultaneously and interactively. Consequently, we do 
not want to restrict the scope of our communication perspective on normative 
social influences to a certain social group and want to emphasize that proximal 
referents as well as distal acquaintances might exert normative social influences. 
This notion underlines the role of social media platforms – such as Facebook or 
Instagram – in the context of normative social influences. On social media plat-
forms, individuals cannot only observe and be observed by close peers but also 
(by) rather distal acquaintances. It is clear that the definition of “friend” is 
stretched in Facebook (Hampton, Goulet, Marlow, & Rainie, 2012), where the 
number of friends exceeds the 10 to 20 close relationships people normally sus-
tain in traditional relationships (Parks, 2007). However, among Facebook friends 
are both the most important relevant others (Walther et al., 2010) and the less 
important others that might serve as models and exert normative influence (e.g., 
Litt & Stock, 2011). 

6.  Conclusion 

Our communication perspective on normative social influences theorizes on dif-
ferent forms of communication as norm-building processes and norm-moderating 
factors. It suggests that norms are built through communication with referent 
others (online and offline), observation of referent others (online and offline), and 
media exposure. Moreover, the anticipation of communication with referent oth-
ers and the anticipation of observation by group members are modeled as impor-
tant moderators of the relationship between norms and behavior. Given the 
changes in the visibility and permanence of communication in the contemporary 
media environment, norms and communication about norms are gaining impor-
tance in daily life. Therefore, our theoretical framework on norms as communica-
tive phenomena provides an important and fruitful basis for future research on 
normative social influences and their interrelations with communication. In the 
next step, empirical work that tests the described theoretical assumptions is need-
ed. In this way, the theory will be refined and potentially adjusted to different 
behaviors. Furthermore, empirical results will provide starting points for commu-
nication strategies that promote socially desirable behaviors. 
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