®Academy of Management Review, 1984, Vol. 9, No. I, 47-53.

The Development and Enforcement
of Group Norms

DANIEL C. FELDMAN
University of Florida

This paper examines why group norms are enforced and how group norms
develop. It is argued here that groups are likely to bring under normative
control only those behaviors that ensure group survival, increase the predic-
tability of group members’ behavior, avoid embarrassing interpersonal situa-
tions, or give expression to the group’s central values. Group norms develop
through explicit statements by supervisors or co-workers, critical events in
the group’s history, primacy, or carry-over behaviors from past situations.

Group norms are the informal rules that groups
adopt to regulate and regularize group members’
behavior. Although these norms are infrequently
written down or openly discussed, they often have
a powerful, and consistent, influence on group
members’ behavior (Hackman, 1976).

Most of the theoretical work on group norms has
focused on identifying the types of group norms
(March, 1954) or on describing their structural
characteristics (Jackson, 1966). Empirically, most of
the focus has been on examining the impact that
norms have on other social phenomena. For exam-
ple, Seashore (1954) and Schachter, Ellertson,
McBride, and Gregory (1951) use the concept of
group norms to discuss group cohesiveness; Trist and
Bamforth (1951) and Whyte (1955a) use norms to ex-
amine production restriction; Janis (1972) and
Longley and Pruitt (1980) use norms to illuminate
group decision making; and Asch (1951) and Sherif
(1936) use norms to examine conformity.

This paper focuses on two frequently overlooked
aspects of the group norms literature. First, it ex-
amines why group norms are enforced. Why do
groups desire conformity to these informal rules? Se-
cond, it examines Aow group norms develop. Why
do some norms develop in one group but not in
another? Much of what is known about group norms
comes from post hoc examination of their impact on
outcome variables; much less has been written about
how these norms actually develop and why they
regulate behavior so strongly.
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Understanding how group norms develop and why
they are enforced is important for two reasons. First,
group norms can play a large role in determining
whether the group will be productive or not. If the
work group feels that management is supportive,
groups norms will develop that facilitate—in fact,
enhance—group productivity. In contrast, if the
work group feels that management is antagonistic,
group norms that inhibit and impair group perfor-
mance are much more likely to develop. Second,
managers can play a major role in setting and chang-
ing group norms. They can use their influence to set
task-facilitative norms; they an monitor whether the
group’s norms are functional; they can explicitly ad-
dress counterproductive norms with subordinates. By
understanding how norms develop and why norms
are enforced, managers can better diagnose the
underlying tensions and problems their groups are
facing, and they can help the group develop more
effective behavior patterns.

Why Norms Are Enforced

As Shaw (1981) suggests, a group does not estab-
lish or enforce norms about every conceivable situa-
tion. Norms are formed and enforced only with re-
spect to behaviors that have some significance for the
group. The frequent distinction between task main-
tenance duties and social maintenance duties helps
explain why groups bring selected behaviors under
normative control.



Groups, like individuals, try to operate in such a
way that they maximize their chances for task suc-
cess and minimize their chances of task failure. First
of all, a group will enforce norms that facilitate its
very survival. It will try to protect itself from in-
terference from groups external to the organization
or harassment from groups internal to the organiza-
tion. Second, the group will want to increase the
predictability of group members’ behaviors. Norms
provide a basis for predicting the behavior of others,
thus enabling group members to anticipate each
other’s actions and to prepare quick and appropriate
responses (Shaw, 1981; Kiesler & Kiesler, 1970).

In addition, groups want to ensure the satisfaction
of their members and prevent as much interpersonal
discomfort as possible. Thus, groups also will enforce
norms that help the group avoid embarrassing in-
terpersonal problems. Certain topics of conversation
might be sanctioned, and certain types of social in-
teraction might be openly discouraged. Moreover,
norms serve an expressive function for groups (Katz
& Kahn, 1978). Enforcing group norms gives group
members a chance to express what their central values
are, and to clarify what is distinctive about the group
and central to its identity (Hackman, 1976).

Each of these four conditions under which group
norms are most likely to be enforced is discussed in
more detail below.

(1) Norms are likely to be enforced if they facili-
tate group survival. A group will enforce norms that
protect it from interference or harassment by
members of other groups. For instance, a group
might develop a norm not to discuss its salaries with
members of other groups in the organization, so that
attention will not be brought to pay inequities in its
favor. Groups might also have norms about not
discussing internal problems with members of other
units. Such discussions might boomerang at a later
date if other groups use the information to develop
a better competitive strategy against the group.

Enforcing group norms also makes clear what the
““boundaries’’ of the group are. As a result of obser-
vation of deviant behavior and the consequences that
ensue, other group members are reminded of the
range of behavior that is acceptable to the group
(Dentler & Erikson, 1959). The norms about produc-
tivity that frequently develop among piecerate
workers are illustrative here. By observing a series
of incidents (a person produces 50 widgets and is
praised; a person produces 60 widgets and receives
sharp teasing; a person produces 70 widgets and is
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ostracized), group members learn the limits of the
group’s patience: ‘‘This far, and no further.”” The
group is less likely to be “‘successful’’ (i.e., continue
to sustain the low productivity expectations of man-
agement) if it allows its jobs to be reevaluated.

The literature on conformity and deviance is con-
sistent with this observtion. The group is more like-
ly to reject the person who violates group norms
when the deviant has not been a ‘‘good’’ group
member previously (Hollander, 1958, 1964). In-
dividuals can generate ‘‘idiosyncrasy credits’’ with
other group members by contributing effectively to
the attainment of group goals. Individuals expend
these credits when they perform poorly or dysfunc-
tionally at work. When a group member no longer
has a positive ‘““balance’’ of credits to draw on when
he or she deviates, the group is much more likely to
reject that deviant (Hollander, 1961).

Moreover, the group is more likely to reject the
deviant when the group is failing in meeting its goals
successfully. When the group is successful, it can af-
ford to be charitable or tolerant towards deviant be-
havior. The group may disapprove, but it has some
margin for error. When the group is faced with
failure, the deviance is much more sharply punish-
ed. Any behavior that negatively influences the suc-
cess of the group becomes much more salient and
threatening to group members (Alvarez, 1968; Wig-
gins, Dill, & Schwartz, 1965).

(2) Norms are likely to be enforced if they sim-
plify, or make predictable, what behavior is expected
of group members. 1f each member of the group had
to decide individually how to behave in each interac-
tion, much time would be lost performing routine ac-
tivities. Moreover, individuals would have more trou-
ble predicting the behaviors of others and responding
correctly. Norms enable group members to anticipate
each other’s actions and to prepare the most appro-
priate response in the most timely manner (Hackman,
1976; Shaw, 1981).

For instance, when attending group meetings in
which proposals are presented and suggestions are
requested, do the presenters really want feedback or
are they simply going through the motions? Groups
may develop norms that reduce this uncertainty and
provide a clearer course of action, for example, make
suggestions in small, informal meetings but not in
large, formal meetings.

Another example comes from norms that regulate
social behavior. For instance, when colleagues go out
for lunch together, there can be some awkwardness



about how to split the bill at the end of the meal.
A group may develop a norm that gives some highly
predictable or simple way of behaving, for example,
split evenly, take turns picking up the tab, or pay for
what each ordered.

Norms also may reinforce specific individual
members’ roles. A number of different roles might
emerge in groups. These roles are simply expectations
that are shared by group members regarding who is
to carry out what types of activities under what cir-
cumstances (Bales & Slater, 1955). Although groups
obviously create pressure toward uniformity among
members, there also is a tendency for groups to create
and maintain diversity among members (Hackman,
1976). For instance, a group might have one person
whom others expect to break the tension when tem-
pers become too hot. Another group member might
be expected to keep track of what is going on in other
parts of the organization. A third member might be
expected to take care of the ‘‘creature’’ needs of the
group—making the coffee, making dinner reserva-
tions, and so on. A fourth member might be expected
by others to take notes, keep minutes, or maintain
files.

None of these roles are formal duties, but they are
activities that the group needs accomplished and has
somehow parcelled out among members. If the role
expectations are not met, some important jobs might
not get done, or other group members might have
to take on additional responsibilities. Moreover, such
role assignments reduce individual members’ ambi-
guities about what is expected specifically of them.
It is important to note, though, that who takes what
role in a group also is highly influenced by indivi-
duals’ personal needs. The person with a high need
for structure often wants to be in the note-taking role
to control the structuring activity in the group; the
person who breaks the tension might dislike conflict
and uses the role to circumvent it.

(3) Norms are likely to be enforced if they help
the group avoid embarrassing interpersonal prob-
lems. Goffman’s work on ‘‘facework’’ gives some
insight on this point. Goffman (1955) argues that
each person in a group has a ‘‘face’” he or she
presents to other members of a group. This “‘face’’
is analogous to what one would call “‘self-image,”’
the person’s perceptions of himself or herself and
how he or she would like to be seen by others. Groups
want to insure that no one’s self-image is damaged,
called into question, or embarrassed. Consequently,
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the group will establish norms that discourage topics
of conversation or situations in which face is too like-
ly to be inadvertantly broken. For instance, groups
might develop norms about not discussing romantic
involvements (so that differences in moral values do
not become salient) or about not getting together
socially in people’s homes (so that differences in taste
or income do not become salient).

A good illustration of Goffman’s facework occurs
in the classroom. There is always palpable tension
in a room when either a class is totally unprepared
to discuss a case or a professor is totally unprepared
to lecture or lead the discussion. One part of the
awkwardness stems from the inability of the other
partner in the interaction to behave as he or she is
prepared to or would like to behave. The professor
cannot teach if the students are not prepared, and
the students cannot learn if the professors are not
teaching. Another part of the awkwardness, though,
stems from self-images being called into question.
Although faculty are aware that not all students are
serious scholars, the situation is difficult to handle
if the class as a group does not even show a pretense
of wanting to learn. Although students are aware that
many faculty are mainly interested in research and
consulting, there is a problem if the professor does
not even show a pretense of caring to teach. Norms
almost always develop between professor and stu-
dents about what level of preparation and interest
is expected by the other because both parties want
to avoid awkward confrontations.

(4) Norms are likely to be enforced if they express
the central values of the group and clarify what is
distinctive about the group’s identity. Norms can pro-
vide the social justification for group activities to its
members (Katz & Kahn, 1978). When the production
group labels rate-busting deviant, it says: “We care
more about maximizing group security than about
individual profits.”” Group norms also convey what
is distinctive about the group to outsiders. When an
advertising agency labels unstylish clothes deviant,
it says: ‘“We think of ourselves, personally and pro-
fessionally, as trend-setters, and being fashionably
dressed conveys that to our clients and our public.”

One of the key expressive functions of group
norms is to define and legitimate the power of the
group itself over individual members (Katz & Kahn,
1978). When groups punish norm infraction, they
reinforce in the minds of group members the author-
ity of the group. Here, too, the literature on group
deviance sheds some light on the issue at hand.



It has been noted frequently that the amount of
deviance in a group is rather small (Erikson, 1966;
Schur, 1965). The group uses norm enforcement to
show the strength of the group. However, if a
behavior becomes so widespread that it becomes im-
possible to control, then the labeling of the wide-
spread behavior as deviance becomes problematic.
It simply reminds members of the weakness of the
group. At this point, the group will redefine what
is deviant more narrowly, or it will define its job as
that of keeping deviants within bounds rather than
that of obliterating it altogether. For example, though
drug use is and always has been illegal, the wide-
spread use of drugs has led to changes in law enforce-
ment over time. A greater distinction now is made
between ‘‘hard’’ drugs and other controlled sub-
stances; less penalty is given to those apprehended
with small amounts than large amounts; greater at-
tention is focused on capturing large scale smugglers
and traffickers than the occasional user. A group,
unconsciously if not consciously, learns how much
behavior it is capable of labeling deviant and
punishing effectively.

Finally, this expressive function of group norms
can be seen nicely in circumstances in which there
is an inconsistency between what group members say
is the group norm and how people actually behave.
For instance, sometimes groups will engage in a lot
of rhetoric about how much independence its man-
agers are allowed and how much it values entrepre-
neurial effort; yet the harder data suggest that the
more conservative, deferring, or dependent managers
get rewarded. Such an inconsistency can reflect con-
flicts among the group’s expressed values. First, the
group can be ambivalent about independence; the
group knows it needs to encourage more entrepre-
neurial efforts to flourish, but such efforts create
competition and threaten the status quo. Second, the
inconsistency can reveal major subgroup differences.
Some people may value and encourage entrepreneu-
rial behavior, but others do not—and the latter may
control the group’s rewards. Third, the inconsisten-
cy can reveal a source of the group’s self-conscious-
ness, a dichotomy between what the group is really
like and how it would like to be perceived. The group
may realize that it is too conservative, yet be unable
or too frightened to address its problem. The ex-
pressed group norm allows the group members a
chance to present a ““face’” to each other and to out-
siders that is more socially desirable than reality.
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How Group Norms Develop

Norms usually develop gradually and informally
as group members learn what behaviors are necessary
for the group to function more effectively. However,
it also is possible for the norm development process
to be short-cut by a critical event in the group or by
conscious group decision (Hackman, 1976).

Most norms develop in one or more of the follow-
ing four ways: explicit statements by supervisors or
co-workers; critical events in the group’s history;
primacy; and carry-over behaviors from past situa-
tions.

(1) Explicit statements by supervisors or co-
workers. Norms that facilitate group survival or task
success often are set by the leader of the group or
powerful members (Whyte, 1955b). For instance, a
group leader might explicitly set norms about not
drinking at lunch because subordinates who have
been drinking are more likely to have problems deal-
ing competently with clients and top management or
they are more likely to have accidents at work. The
group leader might also set norms about lateness, per-
sonal phone calls, and long coffee breaks if too much
productivity is lost as a result of time away from the
work place.

Explicit statements by supervisors also can increase
the predictability of group members’ behavior. For
instance, supervisors might have particular prefer-
ences for a way of analyzing problems or presenting
reports. Strong norms will be set to ensure compli-
ance with these preferences. Consequently, super-
visors will have increased certainty about receiving
work in the format requested, so they can plan ac-
cordingly; workers will have increased certainty about
what is expected, so they will not have to outguess
their boss or redo their projects.

Managers or important group members also can
define the specific role expectations of individual
group members. For instance, a supervisor or a co-
worker might go up to a new recruit after a meeting
to give the proverbial advice: ““New recruits should
be seen and not heard.”” The senior group member
might be trying to prevent the new recruit from ap-
pearing brash or incompetent or from embarrasing
other group members. Such interventions set specific
role expectations for the new group member.

Norms that cater to supervisor preferences also are
frequently established even if they are not objective-
ly necessary to task accomplishment. For example,
although organizational norms may be very demo-



cratic in terms of everybody calling each other by
their first names, some managers have strong pre-
ferences about being called Mr., Ms., or Mrs.
Although the form of address used in the work group
does not influence group effectiveness, complying
with the norm bears little cost to the group member,
whereas noncompliance could cause daily friction
with the supervisor. Such norms help group members
avoid embarrassing interpersonal interactions with
their managers.

Fourth, norms set explicitly by the supervisor fre-
quently express the central values of the group. For
instance, a dean can set very strong norms about
faculty keeping office hours and being on campus
daily. Such norms reaffirm to members of the aca-
demic community their teaching and service obliga-
tions, and they send signals to individuals outside the
college about what is valued in faculty behavior or
distinctive about the school. A dean also could set
norms that allow faculty to consult or do executive
development two or three days a week. Such norms,
too, legitimate other types of faculty behavior and
send signals to both insiders and outsiders about
some central values of the college.

(2) Critical events in the group’s history. At times
there is a critical event in the group’s history that
established an important precedent. For instance, a
group member might have discussed hiring plans with
members of other units in the organization, and as
aresult new positions were lost or there was increased
competition for good applicants. Such indiscretion
can substantially hinder the survival and task success
of the group; very likely the offender will be either
formally censured or informally rebuked. As a result
of such an incident, norms about secrecy might de-
velop that will protect the group in similar situations
in the future.

An example from Janis’s Victims of Groupthink
(1972) also illustrates this point nicely. One of Presi-
dent Kennedy’s closest advisors, Arthur Schlesinger,
Jr., had serious reservations about the Bay of Pigs
invasion and presented his strong objections to the
Bay of Pigs plan in a memorandum to Kennedy and
Secretary of State Dean Rusk. However, Schlesinger
was pressured by the President’s brother, Attorney
General Robert Kennedy, to keep his objections to
himself. Remarked Robert Kennedy to Schlesinger:
““You may be right or you may be wrong, but the
President has made his mind up. Don’t push it any
further. Now is the time for everyone to help him
all they can.”” Such critical events led group members
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to silence their views and set up group norms about
the bounds of disagreeing with the president.

Sometimes group norms can be set by a conscious
decision of a group after a particularly good or bad
experience the group has had. To illustrate, a group
might have had a particularly constructive meeting
and be very pleased with how much it accomplished.
Several people might say, ‘I think the reason we got
so much accomplished today is that we met really ear-
ly in the morning before the rest of the staff showed
up and the phone started ringing. Let’s try to con-
tinue to meet at 7:30 a.m.”” Others might agree, and
the norm is set. On the other hand, if a group notices
it accomplished way too little in a meeting, it might
openly discuss setting norms to cut down on ineffec-
tive behavior (e.g., having an agenda, not interrup-
ting others while they are talking). Such norms de-
velop to facilitate task success and to reduce uncer-
tainty about what is expected from each individual
in the group.

Critical events also can identify awkward interper-
sonal situations that need to be avoided in the future.
For instance, a divorce between two people working
in the same group might have caused a lot of acri-
mony and hard feeling in a unit, not only between
the husband and wife but also among various other
group members who got involved in the marital prob-
lems. After the unpleasant divorce, a group might
develop a norm about not hiring spouses to avoid
having to deal with such interpersonal problems in
the future.

Finally, critical events also can give rise to norms
that express the central, or distinctive, values of the
group. When a peer review panel finds a physician
or lawyer guilty of malpractice or malfeasance, first
it establishes (or reaffirms) the rights of professionals
to evaluate and criticize the professional behavior of
their colleagues. Moreover, it clarifies what behaviors
are inconsistent with the group’s self-image or its
values. When a faculty committee votes cn a candi-
date’s tenure, it, too, asserts the legitimacy of in-
fluence of senior faculty over junior faculty. In ad-
dition, it sends (hopefully) clear messages to junior
faculty about its values in terms of quality of
research, teaching, and service. There are important
“‘announcement effects’’ of peer reviews; internal
group members carefully reexamine the group’s
values, and outsiders draw inferences about the
character of the group from such critical decisions.

(3) Primacy. The first behavior pattern that
emerges in a group often sets group expectations. If



the first group meeting is marked by very formal in-
teraction between supervisors and subordinates, then
the group often expects future meetings to be con-
ducted in the same way. Where people sit in meetings
or rooms frequently is developed through primacy.
People generally continue to sit in the same seats they
sat in at their first meeting, even though those original
seats are not assigned and people could change where
they sit at every meeting. Most friendship groups of
students develop their own ‘“turf”’ in a lecture hall
and are surprised/dismayed when an interloper takes
““their”’ seats.

Norms that develop through primacy often do so
to simplify, or make predictable, what behavior is
expected of group members. There may be very lit-
tle task impact from where people sit in meetings or
how formal interactions are. However, norms devel-
op about such behaviors to make life much more
routine and predictable. Every time a group member
enters a room, he or she does not have to “‘decide’’
where to sit or how formally to behave. Moreover,
he or she also is much more certain about how other
group members will behave.

(4) Carry-over behaviors from past situations.
Many group norms in organizations emerge because
individual group members bring set expectations with
them from other work groups in other organizations.
Lawyers expect to behave towards clients in Organi-
zation I (e.g., confidentiality, setting fees) as they
behaved towards those in Organization II. Doctors
expect to behave toward patients in Hospital I (e.g.,
‘‘bedside manner,”” professional distance) as they
behaved in Hospital II. Accountants expect to behave
towards colleagues at Firm [ (e.g., dress code, ad-
herence to statutes) as they behaved towards those
at Firm II. In fact, much of what goes on in profes-
sional schools is giving new members of the profes-
sion the same standards and norms of behavior that
practitioners in the field hold.

Such carry-over of individual behaviors from past
situations can increase the predictability of group
members’ behaviors in new settings and facilitate task
accomplishment. For instance, students and profes-
sors bring with them fairly constant sets of expecta-
tions from class to class. As a result, students do not
have to relearn continually their roles from class to
class; they know, for instance, if they come in late
to take a seat quietly at the back of the room without
being told. Professors also do not have to relearn
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continually their roles; they know, for instance, no
to mumble, scribble in small print on the blackboard,
or be vague when making course assignments. In ad-
dition, presumably the most task-successful norms
will be the ones carried over from organization to
organization.

Moreover, such carry-over norms help avoid em-
barrassing interpersonal situations. Individuals are
more likely to know which conversations and actions
provoke annoyance, irritation, or embarrassment to
their colleagues. Finally, when groups carry over
norms from one organization to another, they also
clarify what is distinctive about the occupational or
professional role. When lawyers maintain strict rules
of confidentiality, when doctors maintain a consis-
tent professional distance with patients, when ac-
countants present a very formal physical appearance,
they all assert: ‘““These are the standards we sustain
independent of what we could ‘get away with’ in this
organization. This is our self-concept.”’

Summary

Norms generally are enforced only for behaviors
that are viewed as important by most group
members. Groups do not have the time or energy to
regulate each and every action of individual mem-
bers. Only those behaviors that ensure group sur-
vival, facilitate task accomplishment, contribute to
group morale, or express the group’s central values
are likely to be brought under normative control.
Norms that reflect these group needs will develop
through explicit statements of supervisors, critical
events in the group’s history, primacy, or carry-over
behaviors from past situations.

Empirical research on norm development and en-
forcement has substantially lagged descriptive and
theoretical work. In large part, this may be due to
the methodological problems of measuring norms
and getting enough data points either across time or
across groups. Until such time as empirical work pro-
gresses, however, the usefulness of group norms as
a predictive concept, rather than as a post hoc ex-
planatory device, will be severely limited. Moreover,
until it is known more concretely why norms develop
and why they are strongly enforced, attempts to
change group norms will remain haphazard and dif-
ficult to accomplish.
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