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WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS SHORT GUIDE?

Our 4th guide offers an example of a corrupt behavior driven by a social norm. 
XɈ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƵȺ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌǿȯȌȁƵȁɈȺ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȁȌȲǿ�ƊȁƮ�ƵɮȯǶƊǞȁȺ�ǘȌɩ�ɈǘƵ�ȁȌȲǿ�ƮǞǏǏƵȲȺ�

from other social dynamics.  

XǏ�ȁƵɩ�ɈȌ�ȺȌƧǞƊǶ�ȁȌȲǿȺة�ɩƵ�ȲƵƧȌǿǿƵȁƮ�˛ȲȺɈ�ȲƵƊƮǞȁǐ�ȺǘȌȲɈ�ǐɐǞƮƵȺ� 
#1 Social Norms and Corruption: An Overview and 

#3 How Are Social Norms Different.

https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/social-norms-and-corruption%3A-an-overview
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/how-are-social-norms-different%3A-not-just-an-academic-exercise-
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BACKGROUND:  
APPLYING ADMINISTRATIVE SANCTIONS

Section 46 of Uganda’s Anti-Corruption Act mandates 
that any public servant convicted of corruption must be 
removed from the state payroll and pension.�RȌɩƵɨƵȲة�
this administrative sanction is rarely implemented. 
Convicted individuals continue to be paid or receive a 
ȯƵȁȺǞȌȁة�ƵɨƵȁ�ɩǘǞǶƵ�ȺƵȲɨǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�ȺƵȁɈƵȁƧƵ�Ǟȁ�ȯȲǞȺȌȁخ�

See: Understanding the Underlying Values, Norms and Behaviors Constraining the Implementation of 
Administrative Sanction in the Ugandan Public Service. 

https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/understanding-the-underlying-values%2C-norms-and-behaviors-constraining-the-implementation-of-administrative-sanction-in-the-ugandan-public-service
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/understanding-the-underlying-values%2C-norms-and-behaviors-constraining-the-implementation-of-administrative-sanction-in-the-ugandan-public-service
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§ƵɈƵȲ�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ƧǞɨǞǶ�ȺƵȲɨƊȁɈ�ɩǘȌ�ǘƊȺ�ȲƵƧƵȁɈǶɯ�ɈȲƊȁȺǏƵȲȲƵƮ�
ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�§ɐƦǶǞƧ�²ƵȲɨǞƧƵ�!ȌǿǿǞȺȺǞȌȁخ�Xȁ�ǘǞȺ�ȁƵɩ�ȲȌǶƵة�ǘƵ�
is responsible for removing public servants�ɩǘȌ�ǘƊɨƵ�
been convicted of corruption from payroll or pension. 

§ƵɈƵȲ�ȺƵƵȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�ɩƊɯ�ǘǞȺ�ƧȌǶǶƵƊǐɐƵȺ�ȯȲȌƧƵȺȺ�˛ǶƵȺ�
ɈɯȯǞƧƊǶǶɯ�ƮȌƵȺ�ȁȌɈ�ǏȌǶǶȌɩ�ȌǏ˛ƧǞƊǶ�ȯȲȌƧƵƮɐȲƵخ�Xȁ�ǏƊƧɈة�ɈǘƵ�
process they use actually delays action.

MONTH 1: PETER, THE NEW GUY

https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org
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§ƵɈƵȲٚȺ�˛ȲȺɈ�ƧƊȺƵ�ǞȁɨȌǶɨƵȺ�jȌǶȌة�ɩǘȌ�ɩƊȺ�convicted 
of accepting bribes�ɩǘƵȁ�ǘƵ�ɩȌȲǲƵƮ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�wǞȁǞȺɈȲɯ�
ȌǏ�ÀȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁ�²خǞȁƧƵ�jȌǶȌ�ɩƊȺ�ƧȌȁɨǞƧɈƵƮة�ǘƵ�ǞȺ�
supposed to be removed from the government payroll. 

Peter feels unsure�ǘȌɩ�ɈȌ�ǘƊȁƮǶƵ�ǘǞȺ�˛ȲȺɈ�ƧƊȺƵ�ƮɐƵ�ɈȌ�
ɈǘƵ�ƮǞǏǏƵȲƵȁƧƵȺ�ƦƵɈɩƵƵȁ�ȌǏ˛ƧǞƊǶ�ȯȲȌƧƵƮɐȲƵ�ƊȁƮ�ɩǘƊɈ�ǘƵ�
has observed. 0ƊǐƵȲ�ɈȌ�˛ɈٌǞȁ�ɩǞɈǘ�ǘǞȺ�ȁƵɩ�ƧȌǶǶƵƊǐɐƵȺة�
Peter reaches out to team members for advice. 

MONTH 2: PETER’S FIRST CASE

https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org
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One of Peter’s colleagues explains: “Files 
can always be lost or delayed; processes 
can always be forgotten. You should be 
wary of how your actions may lead to 
serious consequences for yourself.” 

�Ⱥ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌȁɨƵȲȺƊɈǞȌȁ�ƧȌȁƧǶɐƮƵȺة�§ƵɈƵȲ�
ǘƵȺǞɈƊȁɈǶɯ�ȯɐɈȺ�jȌǶȌٚȺ�˛ǶƵ�ǞȁɈȌ�ǘǞȺ�ƮȲƊɩƵȲخ�
Peter’s colleagues gently nod at him  
ƊȁƮ�ɩƊǶǲ�ƊɩƊɯخ

LEARNING THE WAY THINGS “WORK”

https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org
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Xȁ�ɈǘǞȺ�ƧƊȺƵة�ɈǘƵ�ȲƵǏƵȲƵȁƧƵ�ǐȲȌɐȯ�ǞȺ�§ƵɈƵȲٚȺ�
colleagues in the administrative department 
ɩǘȌ�ǘƊɨƵ�Ɗ�ȲȌǶƵ�Ǟȁ�ȯȲȌƧƵȺȺǞȁǐ�˛ǶƵȺ�ȲƵǶƊɈƵƮ�ɈȌ�
administrative sanctions. This includes peers 
ƊȺ�ɩƵǶǶ�ƊȺ�ɈǘȌȺƵ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�supervisory capacity.

SOCIAL NORMS ARE MUTUAL EXPECTATIONS 
HELD ‘BY A GROUP’

SOCIAL NORMS

BELIEFS 
about what 

others 
DO

BELIEFS 
about what 

others 
THINK 

we should do. 

mutual expectations

ȲƵɩƊȲƮȺ�ƊȁƮ�ȯɐȁǞȺǘǿƵȁɈȺ

https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org
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A descriptive norm�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ƦƵǶǞƵǏ�ƊƦȌɐɈ�ɩǘƊɈ�ȌɈǘƵȲȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ǐȲȌɐȯ�ƮȌخ�
The majority of Peter’s team believe that other bureaucrats involved 
Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ƵȁǏȌȲƧƵǿƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�²ƵƧɈǞȌȁ�ׄ׆�˛ȁƮ�ɩƊɯȺ�ɈȌ�ƊɨȌǞƮ�ǿȌɨǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�˛ǶƵ�
ǏȌȲɩƊȲƮـ�Ƶخǐخ�ǞȁƊƧɈǞȌȁة�ƵɮƧƵȺȺǞɨƵ�ƧȌȁȺɐǶɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ƵɈƧخفخ

An injunctive norm�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ƦƵǶǞƵǏ�ƊƦȌɐɈ�ɩǘƊɈ�ȌɈǘƵȲȺ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ǐȲȌɐȯ�ƊȯȯȲȌɨƵ�
ƊȁƮ�ƮǞȺƊȯȯȲȌɨƵ�ȌǏخ�wȌȺɈ�ƧǞɨǞǶ�ȺƵȲɨƊȁɈȺ�ǞȁɨȌǶɨƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ǐȲȌɐȯ�ƦƵǶǞƵɨƵ�
ɈǘƊɈ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�ȯƵƵȲȺ�ƵɮȯƵƧɈ�ɈǘƵǿ�ɈȌ�˛ȁƮ�ƊɨƵȁɐƵȺ�ɈȌ�ǘƵǶȯ�ƧȌȁɨǞƧɈƵƮ�ƧǞɨǞǶ�
servants avoid removal from payroll.

SOCIAL NORMS ARE MADE UP OF  
COMMONLY HELD BELIEFS IN THE GROUP

https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org
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Reward:�§ƵɈƵȲ�ǞȺ�ȁƵɩ�ƊȁƮ�ɩƊȁɈȺ�ɈȌ�˛Ɉ�Ǟȁ�ƊȁƮ�ƦƵ�
ƊƧƧƵȯɈƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ǘǞȺ�ȁƵɩ�ƧȌǶǶƵƊǐɐƵȺخ

Punishment: Peter’s conversation suggests that if  
ǘƵ�ƮȌƵȺȁٚɈ�ǏȌǶǶȌɩ�ɈǘƵ�ȺȌƧǞƊǶ�ȁȌȲǿة�ȌɈǘƵȲȺ�ǿƊɯ�ȯƵȲƧƵǞɨƵ�
ǘǞǿ�ƊȺ�ȺȌǿƵȌȁƵ�ɩǘȌ�ƮȌƵȺȁٚɈ�ǲȁȌɩ�ǘȌɩ�ɈȌ�ƦƵǘƊɨƵ�
properly and therefore can’t be counted on. 

WHAT ARE THE REWARDS AND PUNISHMENTS?

§�²XÀXß0�ª0XyI�ª!0w0yÀ� 
I�ª�!�w§mX�y!0

CONSEQUENCES  
FOR NOT BEHAVING

https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org
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WHAT IS THE SOCIAL NORM?

�ƮƮǞȁǐ�ǞɈ�ƊǶǶ�ɈȌǐƵɈǘƵȲة�the social norm that Peter is experiencing is: 

Those responsible for processing administrative sanctions where 
§ƵɈƵȲ�ɩȌȲǲȺ�ƊȲƵ�ƵɮȯƵƧɈƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�ȯƵƵȲȺ�ɈȌ�˸ȁƮ�ƊɨƵȁɐƵȺ�ɩǞɈǘǞȁ�ȌǏ˸ƧǞƊǶ�
procedures to help colleagues avoid punishment.

ªƵǿƵǿƦƵȲة�ȌȁƵ�ƧƊȁȁȌɈ�ɈƵǶǶ�ǞǏ�Ɗ�ȺȌƧǞƊǶ�ȁȌȲǿ�ǞȺ�ƮȲǞɨǞȁǐ�Ɗ�ƧȌȲȲɐȯɈ�ƦƵǘƊɨǞȌȲ�
ǏȲȌǿ�Ɗ�ȺǞȁǐǶƵ�ƵɮƊǿȯǶƵخ�Xȁ�ɈǘǞȺ�ƧƊȺƵة�!hm�ɐȺƵƮ�ȯƊȲɈǞƧǞȯƊɈȌȲɯ�ǿƵɈǘȌƮȺ�
ɩǞɈǘ�ƧǞɨǞǶ�ȺƵȲɨƊȁɈȺ�ɈȌ�ǐƊɈǘƵȲ�ȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ǞȁǏȌȲǿƊɈǞȌȁ to understand if the 
ƦƵǘƊɨǞȌȲ�ɩƊȺ�ɈɯȯǞƧƊǶ�ƊȁƮ�ƮƵƵǿƵƮ�ƊȯȯȲȌȯȲǞƊɈƵ�ƊƧȲȌȺȺ�ɈǘƵ�ɈƵƊǿخ�

9

https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org
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�ɈɈǞɈɐƮƵٶب
A person’s beliefs or judgements 
��ƊƦȌɐɈفƮǞȺǏƊɨȌȲش�ǏƊɨȌȲخǐخƵـ

While Peter refrained from initiating the process to remove a 
ƧȌȁɨǞƧɈƵƮ�ƧǞɨǞǶ�ȺƵȲɨƊȁɈ�ǏȲȌǿ�ɈǘƵ�ȯƊɯȲȌǶǶـ�ǘǞȺ�ƦƵǘƊɨǞȌȲةف�ǘƵ�ƮȌƵȺ�ȁȌɈ�
ɈǘǞȁǲ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǞɈ�ǞȺ�ȺȌǿƵɈǘǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵɯ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƦƵ�ƮȌǞȁǐـ�ǘǞȺ�ƊɈɈǞɈɐƮƵخف�

ÀǘƵ�ƮƵȺǞȲƵ�ɈȌ�ƦƵ�Ɗ�ɈȲɐȺɈƵƮ�ȯƊȲɈ�ȌǏ�ǘǞȺ�ȁƵɩ�ɈƵƊǿ�ƊȁƮ�ǘǞȺ�ƧȌȁƧƵȲȁ�
ƊƦȌɐɈ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȌȺȺǞƦǶƵ�ƧȌȁȺƵȱɐƵȁƧƵȺ�ȌǏ�ƮƵɨǞƊɈǞȁǐ�ɩƵǞǐǘȺ�ȺɈȲȌȁǐǶɯ�Ȍȁ�
ǘǞȺ�ǿǞȁƮخ�Xȁ�ɈǘǞȺ�ƧƊȺƵة�ɈǘƵ�ȺȌƧǞƊǶ�ȁȌȲǿ�ȌɨƵȲȲȌƮƵ�§ƵɈƵȲٚȺ�ǞȁƮǞɨǞƮɐƊǶ�
ƊɈɈǞɈɐƮƵ�ɈȌɩƊȲƮ�ǏȌǶǶȌɩǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ��ȁɈǞٌ!ȌȲȲɐȯɈǞȌȁ��ƧɈخ�

Behavior: 
What people actually do.

Moral: 
Deeply held inner convictions 
ɈǘƊɈ�ǘƵǶȯ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ƮƵƧǞƮƵ�ɩǘƊɈ�ǞȺ�
ȲǞǐǘɈ�ȌȲ�ɩȲȌȁǐخ

§ƵɈƵȲ�ƮȌƵȺ�ȁȌɈ�ȺƵƵ�ƧȌȲȲɐȯɈǞȌȁ�Ǟȁ�ǿȌȲƊǶ�ȌȲ�ƊǿȌȲƊǶ�ɈƵȲǿȺٶخ�XɈ�ǞȺ�ɈǘƵ�
ɩƊɯ�ǘǞȺ�ɩȌȲǶƮ�ɩȌȲǲȺ�ɩǘǞƧǘ�ǞȺ�ƮǞǏǏƵȲƵȁɈ�ǏȲȌǿ�ǘǞȺ�ǞȁȁƵȲ�ƧȌȁɨǞƧɈǞȌȁȺٶخ

How does the social norm differ from . . .

something or someone.

https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org
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!ȌȁɨƵȁɈǞȌȁٶب
A convention is a common 
pattern of behavior people 
engage in; normal behavior.

§ƵɈƵȲٚȺ�ƊƧɈ�ȌǏ�ǏȌȲǐȌǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ǞȁǞɈǞƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȺƊȁƧɈǞȌȁ�ɩƊȺ�ȁȌɈ�
ƦƵƧƊɐȺƵ�ǞɈ�ɩƊȺ�ƧȌȁɨƵȁǞƵȁɈ�ǏȌȲ�ǘǞǿ�ȌȲ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǞɈ�ǿƵɈ�ǘǞȺ�ȁƵƵƮȺخ�XǏ�ɈǘƊɈ�
ɩƊȺ�ɈǘƵ�ƧƊȺƵة�ɈǘǞȺ�ɩȌɐǶƮ�ǘƊɨƵ�ƦƵƵȁ�Ɗ�ƧȌȁɨƵȁɈǞȌȁخ�

§ƵɈƵȲٚȺ�ƊƧɈǞȌȁȺ�ɩƵȲƵ�ƮȲǞɨƵȁ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘƵ�ȺȌƧǞƊǶ�ȯȲƵȺȺɐȲƵ�ȌȲ�ǿɐɈɐƊǶ�
ƵɮȯƵƧɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ɈȌ�ƊƧɈ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ƧƵȲɈƊǞȁ�ɩƊɯ�ƦƊƧǲƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘƵ�ǏƵƊȲ�ȌǏ�
punishment on failure to do so. 

Culture: 
Culture encompasses 
ȯƊɈɈƵȲȁȺ�ȌǏ�ƦƵǘƊɨǞȌȲة�ȺȌƧǞƊǶ�
ǞȁȺɈǞɈɐɈǞȌȁȺة�ƊɈɈǞɈɐƮƵȺة�ȁȌȲǿȺة�
ɨƊǶɐƵȺة�ǶƊȁǐɐƊǐƵة�ƵɈƧةخ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƊȲƵ�
characteristic of a given group 
and are socially transmitted.

ÀǘǞȺ�ȺȌƧǞƊǶ�ȁȌȲǿ�ǞȺ�ȯƊȲɈ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ǶƊȲǐƵȲ�ƧɐǶɈɐȲƵ�Ǟȁ�ÇǐƊȁƮƊة� 
but it is not synonymous.
ٶ

How does the social norm differ from . . .

https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org
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FOR MORE ABOUT SOCIAL NORMS AND CORRUPTION: 

The report this example came from: 

!hmٚȺ�ȲƵȯȌȲɈ�Ȍȁ�ǘȌɩ�ȺȌƧǞƊǶ�
norms are constraining the 

implementation of the Ugandan 
Administrative Act

!hmٚȺ�ɈǘǞȲƮ�ȺǘȌȲɈ�ǐɐǞƮƵ�ǏȌȲ�
practitioners: 

RȌɩ�ƊȲƵ�²ȌƧǞƊǶ�yȌȲǿȺ�ƮǞǏǏƵȲƵȁɈد

!hmٚȺ�ƧȌǿȯȲƵǘƵȁȺǞɨƵ� 
reference guide for understanding 

Social Norms

CHEYANNE SCHARBATKE-CHURCH AND DIANA CHIGAS

The Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy • Tufts University SEPTEMBER 2019

Social Norms,  
Corruption & Fragility

Understanding  
Social Norms  
A reference guide for policy and practice

SN_RefGuide_v15COVER.indd   1 9/25/19   5:13 PM

How Are Social Norms Different: Not Just An Academic Exercise
Short Guide Series for Practitioners

October 2021

https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/understanding-the-underlying-values%2C-norms-and-behaviors-constraining-the-implementation-of-administrative-sanction-in-the-ugandan-public-service
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/understanding-the-underlying-values%2C-norms-and-behaviors-constraining-the-implementation-of-administrative-sanction-in-the-ugandan-public-service
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/understanding-the-underlying-values%2C-norms-and-behaviors-constraining-the-implementation-of-administrative-sanction-in-the-ugandan-public-service
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/understanding-the-underlying-values%2C-norms-and-behaviors-constraining-the-implementation-of-administrative-sanction-in-the-ugandan-public-service
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/how-are-social-norms-different%3A-not-just-an-academic-exercise-
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/how-are-social-norms-different%3A-not-just-an-academic-exercise-
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/how-are-social-norms-different%3A-not-just-an-academic-exercise-
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/understanding-social-norms:-a-reference-guide-for-policy-and-practice
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/understanding-social-norms:-a-reference-guide-for-policy-and-practice
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/understanding-social-norms:-a-reference-guide-for-policy-and-practice
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/understanding-social-norms:-a-reference-guide-for-policy-and-practice
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/how-are-social-norms-different%3A-not-just-an-academic-exercise-
https://www.corruptionjusticeandlegitimacy.org/items/understanding-the-underlying-values%2C-norms-and-behaviors-constraining-the-implementation-of-administrative-sanction-in-the-ugandan-public-service
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LINKEDINTHE CORRUPTION IN FRAGILE
STATES BLOG

FOR MORE FROM CJL FOLLOW

WHAT IS THE CORRUPTION, JUSTICE AND LEGITIMACY PROGRAM? 

ÀǘƵ�!ȌȲȲɐȯɈǞȌȁة�hɐȺɈǞƧƵة�ƊȁƮ�mƵǐǞɈǞǿƊƧɯـ�!hmف�§ȲȌǐȲƊǿ�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ȲƵȺƵƊȲƧǘٌɈȌٌȯȲƊƧɈǞƧƵ�
initiative committed to improving the effectiveness of anti-corruption programming 
in contexts of endemic corruption. The program has developed a systems-
ƦƊȺƵƮ�ƊȯȯȲȌƊƧǘ�ɈȌ�ƧȌȲȲɐȯɈǞȌȁ�ƊȁƊǶɯȺǞȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƵǿȯȌɩƵȲȺ�ȯȲƊƧɈǞɈǞȌȁƵȲȺ�ɈȌ�ȺƵƵ�ɈǘƵ�
interconnected nature of drivers and enablers of corruption. After testing the 
ƊȯȯȲȌƊƧǘ�Ǟȁ�ȺƵɨƵȲƊǶ�ǏȲƊǐǞǶƵ�ȺɈƊɈƵȺة�!hm�ȲƵƊǶǞɹƵƮ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǿȌȲƵ�ƵǏǏƵƧɈǞɨƵ�ȲƵȺȯȌȁȺƵȺ�ɩȌɐǶƮ�
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