Norms
Norms are generally established to help the group function in a positive and healthy way.  There are, of course, dysfunctional norms, but for this discussion, when we speak of norms we mean those ways of relating to each other that help us to be who we want to be.  They are a code of conduct that modifies our behavior and language so that a group can function normally even though it is composed of sinners.  We cannot overestimate the importance of norms.  Norms are what makes a group what it is, whether good or bad.  

Traditionally, we have used the material studied as a control on group structure.  Other control measures that can affect the quality of the group include relationship, a leader’s position or stature, knowledge or expertise, and personality dominance.  With a move toward facilitator- led groups with less staff involvement, we have to ask ourselves what controls will be in place.  Vision and alignment are essential, but they only go so far in making the group function.  A group can be well aligned with the vision yet still lack the tools necessary for the group to be transformational in the lives of its members.  With this in mind, norms become increasingly significant in assuring the quality of the group and thereby become a measure of control.  But norms also significantly equip the group and its members with the means to make the group transformational.  Norms and the social responsibility (see section on social responsibility) are key tools in the leader/facilitator’s toolbox for assisting the group members to do the work of the group.  

There tends to be much confusion and misunderstanding surrounding norms.  We want to address several main areas of confusion in this section: 

1. Norms vs. goals

2. Norms vs. values

3. Lack of practicality and specificity

4. Lack of commitment to norms

5. Lack of internalizing norms, thus seeing them as rules you “have” to follow

6. Past negative experiences with establishing norms

We will address each area mentioned above and give some practical methods for establishing norms and making them true of the group.

1. Norms vs. goals.  

Norms and goals are not the same thing.  A norm, for our context, is a rule of behavior that contributes to the creation of a grace/truth environment.  Goals, however, are targets to aim at, not necessarily rules to live by.  A goal may be something the group sets to help make the norm true of the group, or the goal may have little to do with the relating of the members but may deal with what the group desires to accomplish.  For example, the group may set a goal to be a “safe place on campus for spiritual inquiry,” but this is not a norm.  In this case, norms would be the desired behaviors that ensure that the group is a safe place.  

· Members often confuse goals with norms.  What is the difference?  How might they be the same?

2. Norms vs. values.  

Norms and values are not the same thing.  The group’s norms will reflect the group’s values, both positive and negative.  At the same time, norms can be used to instill new values and align the group to more Christlike relationships.  For example, some values that we often talk about on our campus are:  intimacy with God, relationship, ownership, teamwork, and process.  Ownership and relationship are both values that affect the group.  However, they are not norms, as they do not give us any information on how to behave with others.  Norms need to sprout from values, but to list values as norms does not equip members to contribute to the group process.  Furthermore, it leaves the norms far too vague and ambiguous to do any real good.  While “ownership” is a good value, for example, it’s not a good norm; there could be numerous norms stemming from this value alone.  Sample norms that would contribute to building ownership might be:  

· Each group member will do his/her best to participate in the group time.

· Each group member will seek to own the group as a whole.

· Each group member will seek to be responsible for the growth and development of the group.

· Each group member will seek to contribute to the growth of the group.

· How are values related to norms?

· Openness and honesty are values.  Practice writing several norms that reflect these values.  

· Write an example of a group goal that would move the group forward in implementing its norms. 

3. Lack of practicality and specificity 

A lack of clarity and specificity sometimes causes group members to lose interest in norms.  At other times, a lack of practicality reduces the norms to meaningless or, even worse, guilt-inducing rules.  When writing norms, keep three things in mind.  First, make them doable.  Use phrases like “seek to,” “attempt to,” and “do our best to”.  Avoid words such as “always.”  Second, put the norms into a structure that allows members to honestly commit to the norms.  For example, “I will seek to appropriately bring things into the light in a timely manner.”   This invokes commitment.  Avoid simply stating,  “Bring things into the light.”  Keep in mind that the norms established for the group are the norms that you want members to use in other relationships in life as well, so avoid making them too group- specific or too lofty.  It’s better to have a few norms that work than many norms that don’t.  Lastly, attempt to keep norms specific.  Include what the members will or will not do.  State the behavior you desire to see, not just the category or value it reflects.  For example, if we want to help a group develop boundaries, we wouldn’t just say, “We will keep good boundaries.”  A better norm would be, “We will do our best to respect each other’s ‘yes’ and ‘no’.”  

· Rewrite the following to make them practical and specific.

“Admit failure.”

“Listen well.”

4.  Lack of internalizing norms, thus seeing them as rules you “have” to follow.

When we view a norm as a rule, we tend to view it as something working against us rather than something working for our good.  A rule is often something that keeps us from doing what we want to do.  Rules bring out rebellion, and limits entice us to cross them (How fast do you drive?).  Seeing norms in this way prevents them from working.  If we see norms as rules, it brings to life the sin nature within us, and we either rebel against them or step right up to the edge and stick our toes over.  One summer I actually heard a student say, “You’re not being vulnerable enough.”  This is a judgmental statement that does nothing to help but only reveals where the speaker is in reference to the law.

Part of the process of moral development is moving from 1) the point where we do good and avoid bad out of fear of punishment and joy of reward (infant) to 2) where we do right because there are standards and rules to follow (adolescence) to 3) where we understand the principles behind the rules and live by them.  While Jesus perfectly kept the law of God, he did not perfectly keep the laws of man.  Many of man’s laws were contrary to what God desired, such as those surrounding healing on the Sabbath.  The Pharisees were living by standards and rules, while Jesus lived by the principles behind them.  Those living in the “adolescent” stage resent being told what to do; they fail to see the principles behind the rules and focus on the rules alone, which creates judgment and guilt.

We often see a rule as something external to ourselves.  For example, we don’t take speed limit signs personally.  But this tendency also reveals that we are living in “adolescence.”  If we were mature, we would see the principle behind the speed limit sign and know that it’s there to save lives, mine included.  If we were aware of that, our reaction would be different.  Maturity is a process wherein the principles behind the rules become internalized.  If we see rules as something external, then we should consider norms more personal and internal.  Norms require something of us internally.  They require our allegiance.  We can accept a rule while knowing we will break it, but we often don’t want to accept a norm out of fear that we may break it.  This not only reveals that we see the norm as a standard, but it also reveals that we have not internalized the principles that rules reflect.  Think about how you have viewed norms as rules in the past and how you may have communicated them as such.  How can you instead present them as helps, guidelines, and aids to growth and change?

After norms are set, they are often totally ignored.  To remedy this, many writers say that norms need to be “policed” or “enforced.”  But this approach further clouds the issue and reinforces the tendency to see norms as standards we have to attain.  When we see norms this way, judgment and guilt rush in.  In reality, there are at least two ways to view a standard.  We can measure ourselves by it and try to live up to it by self-effort, which ends in frustration, guilt, and rebellion.  Or, we can see the standard as an attempt to help and guide us in life.  If a norm is a standard to help us, then when we fail to attain it, we don’t just try harder but instead accept our fallen, weak state as humans.  We become dependent on God and others.  We admit our failure to live like Christ and ask for help from others in the group.  For example, I tend to be more intense in conversation than I desire to be, which sometimes hinders communication.  I am dependent on others to give me feedback.  I need their encouragement when I fail, and without them I would not know how to change.  

5. Lack of commitment to and ownership of norms

A therapy group begins, and the facilitator reads and explains the norms, asking members if they can agree to abide by the norms.  No one seems to have a problem.  But let’s change the context to a staff meeting at the beginning of the year.  Your director walks in and announces what the norms for the team will be.  What will be the varied reactions?

· What is the difference between these two scenarios?  

· Why is there so much more resistance in one setting than in the other?  

· What does this tell us?

The difference in response is due, in this case, not to the content of the norms presented, but to the process of communicating and assenting to the norms.  Neither scenario provided for much ownership, and without some level of ownership, norms will not become part of the group’s process.  There are numerous ways of establishing ownership.  The group could work together to come up with norms, but this, of course, could be rather dangerous, for it allows control of the norms to belong to the group.  If the group is not well acquainted with the growth model and group dynamics, the norms may not reflect what you think the group needs.  In other words, don’t ask the group to come up with the norms unless you, the facilitator, are willing to live with their decision.  Don’t step in at a later time and manipulate the results of their process.  

One valuable means of retaining some control over the outcome of the norm-setting is for the facilitator to establish criteria for the norms.  For example, as the facilitator/director, I could establish as a criterion that each area of the growth model must be reflected in the norms of the group.  This leaves the group quite a lot of freedom, yet gives them some direction.

There is nothing inherently wrong with giving pre-established norms.  For example, if a new person joins the group, the norms will have been set already, and we would not expect the new person to have a say in changing the norms.  Generally, group members will respond well to established norms if they are communicated well and if group members feel heard.  People who are expected to buy into a set of norms need to be heard when they express their fears and uncertainties.  The facilitator should always ask himself/herself, “What role does being heard play in members’ acceptance or rejection of norms and the decisions of others?”

6. Past negative experiences with establishing norms

Our perception of norms affects the way we accept or react to them.  The facilitator should take into account her past experience with norms, as well as the group’s past experience.  If members have had norms forced on them in the past, they will not be receptive to accepting established norms.  On the other hand, perhaps they have been part of a group that established its own norms, but in this group you want them to accept your established norms.  Expect some resistance here as well.  Try to help members realize that each group is different and unique.  There is not necessarily one right way to establish norms.  

It is difficult for group members to recognize their own resistance to norms.  Resistance is present when group members find themselves squirming, getting defensive, or silently saying, “not me,” and they may withdraw or become argumentative.  All of these indicate some internal resistance to the norms being given or established.  In other words, we all come to a group with our own personal baggage and fear of commitment.  We fear being exposed, and we fear being the only one to really try to follow the norms.  Discuss this kind of resistance and give members opportunity to own their fears and resistance.  

· It’s not often clear what is or isn’t a norm..  Categorize the following as goals, values, poorly worded norms, etc.

1. Encourage someone 2 times a day.

2. Make all group decisions by the group.

3. At every stop on the way to Big Break, communicate with your buddy.

4. Admit failure.


5. Respect each other by listening with your whole self.

6. Pray once a day together as a group.

Why Norms Don’t Work

Consider all your past experience with norms in a group setting.  My guess is that you have experienced limited benefit from them.  You probably started out with high hopes but ended with at least a little disillusionment.  Setting positive norms generally does not work.  Each group certainly has norms, some of which are good and some not so good.  The fact that so many of our groups are healthy is evidence that we do have some positive norms established.  But these norms often just kind of “happen” on their own.  We now want to explore why it is so difficult to intentionally set, establish, and follow though with norms.  

So why don’t norms work?  Let me ask you, why don’t they work?  Make a list of ten reasons why norms don’t work.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

Now here are a few of my own reasons why norms don’t work.

1. Groups don’t set them.

2. Groups don’t write them down.

3. Groups don’t support them.

4. Facilitators don’t repeat them often enough.

5. Groups don’t revisit them and revise them as the group progresses; thus they become irrelevant and “old”.

6. The group does not own them.

7. The group does not really want them.

8. Bad norms have become established; the group needs to root them out and make a fresh start.

9. The norms are not clear.

10. Norms are confused with goals.

11. Norms are seen as working against us rather than for us.

12. The groups tried it and it didn’t work.

13. Norms are not encouraged, supported, and championed.

In our experience, when norms are not well established they tend to become this “thing” that is supposed to be important but is really rather awkward.  Everyone knows they were supposed to be vital to the group, but because they were not revisited or revised, they were not really good norms, and they fell into disuse.  Talking about them becomes weird.  

At other times norms fall into disuse because they were really goals.  Sometimes a group will set a norm like “closeness”.  This may be a goal, but it is not a norm.  A more helpful norm might be something like “vulnerability”.

Norms are like yeast; it only takes a little to affect a lot.  This is especially so with poorly-formed, unhealthy norms, and also with the failure to keep positive ones.  Sometimes an individual in the group has not agreed to the norms or has assented in word but is internally rebellious.  His attitude and behavior will poison the rest of the group toward the norms.  So it is especially important for the group as a whole and all the individuals to agree to the norms.  Sometimes when we ask if everyone agrees with the norms, almost every one says “yes” or nods his head.  But one person will stay silent.  He thinks that by not speaking up, he has voiced disagreement.  The facilitator needs to be especially aware of this and may choose to do one of a few things.  He could ask the group again if they all agree and make it clear that, by not speaking up, they are committing themselves to the group’s decision.  Or perhaps the facilitator may specifically address the silent person and ask if he agrees to the norms.  Sometimes wonderful discussion comes from their silence, and good points surface that require the group to change their norms. 

Norms need to be realistic and voluntary.  If a norm is so spiritual or perfect that no one will keep it, then the first time it is broken, it will be discarded.  The group knows this intuitively and quickly learns the real rules of the group.  Readjust the norms so that failure is allowed.  That is the difference between a vow and a promise.  Once a promise is broken, that is the end of it.  However, a vow when broken is still binding.  Norms are still binding even after they are broken.  Norms must be voluntary.  If they are imposed, members will not go along with them.  This does not mean that norms cannot be given by a leader, but it does mean that the individuals and group must agree to accept the norms and abide by them.

For norms to work, there must be consistent, focused attention to and repetition of the norms.  As the group progresses, members will start to joke about the norms, extrapolate them, exaggerate them, and even mock them, but eventually they will internalize them.  It’s at this point that the group becomes self-sustaining in regard to norms.  In addition, the group will truly start to function as a catalyst for growth when norms are established and policed.

Establishing norms and social contracts is an important part of creating a “safe” environment in which members can relate.  Without a previously-established trust relationship between the members, norms provide a safety net as members practice vulnerability and self-revelation.  With norms in place, there is a boundary of protection so that group members can try out new responses to others and new ways of relating.  Allow me to illustrate this with a live case study:

In one small group experience of mine, one member of the group would not pay attention or participate.  He appeared to be very distant from others during group discussions.  He would actually lie down as the group talked and close his eyes.  After this went on for several days, one group member spoke up and verbalized how the other person’s actions affected her.  There was dead silence in the group.  One person defended the first guy even though there was no attack.  Later I spoke to the person who brought up the issue, and she said, “You know, I was terrified to bring it up, but I feel that’s what we’re here for, and that’s the way the group is supposed to work.”  If she felt she would be attacked, criticized, or corrected for trying out a new way of being part of a group (by addressing dysfunction in the group), she never would have spoken up and shared her feelings.

The failure of norms to work can be based on negative group behavior or the lack of positive norms.  Criticism, lack of listening, lack of trust, lack of intentional relationship building, lack of vulnerability, and lack of physical and emotional safety all contribute significantly to norms not being followed.

So how do we make them work?  Help the group establish norms they agree to.  Give them freedom to fail, applaud them when they support their norms, write down the norms, and make sure they are refined.  But above all, help the group determine the difference between norms (rules that modify and regulate behavior and language) and goals, values, or regulations.  

· What are the unspoken norms of your group that need to change?

The Number One Most Important Thing to Do to Make Norms Work
As mentioned before, norms are not naturally upheld until they are part of the group.  We believe a necessary norm for groups is that each person will do his part to not only keep the norms, but to help others do so as well.  We’re not primarily referring to confrontation and feedback, which does need to occur, but about encouragement, support, patience, and empathy.  Members need to ask and answer the question, “How can I help others in the group keep this norm?” 

We would suggest the group to do four things:

· Set a time for limited feedback on norms, and an opportunity to ask for help.

· Have each person think through and write out his or her personal responsibility for each norm.

· Have each person write out how she can be socially responsible for each norm. (how she can help others keep the norms).

· Think through and answer, “How can the group help me keep each norm?”

Though we say to do this for each and every norm, time may not allow, but keep it in mind and include it in a process that helps the group continue with the norms.  Remove the words and concepts of “policing” and “enforcing” from your vocabulary.  


Following are several lists of norms that suggest the kind of thing we think most helpful for the group.

Norms 1 - General relationships

· In our discussion times, we will listen and not interrupt.

· We will do our best to be fully present when we are working or talking together.

· We will respect each other’s decisions (yes and no) when asked to participate in a risky activity.

· We will not use critical language about each other and not talk behind backs.

Norms 2 - Reflect developmental skills

· Humility:  Acknowledge your own imperfections and stop demanding perfection from self and others.

· Absence of condemnation: We will do our best to make others feel better about themselves, not worse.

· Absence of denial:  I will face and accept bad, weakness, and imperfections in myself and others.

· Ability to confront:  We will have the courage and faith to tell each other in love what we see.

· Acceptance:  We will embrace and love each other and ourselves for where we are in the process of growth.

Norms 3 - Reflect developmental skills

· I will seek to be responsible and acknowledge my decisions, emotions, actions, words, and failures.

· I will respect others by acknowledging and accepting their yes’s and no's and trust their decisions.

· I will do my best not to judge others/self and accept others’ differences and weaknesses as sent by God for me.

· I will move toward others in relationship by doing my part to listen and be vulnerable and real.

· I will trust others by attempting to bring my whole real self into relationship with the team.

Leader’s Checklist for Supporting Norms

· Read the norms section in this material.

· Work through why norms don’t work.

· Read criteria for and examples of norms.

· Decide on norms for your group.

· Write them down.

· Brainstorm together how to make norms true of your group.

· Write out a procedure.

· Establish how to be personally and socially responsible, and how the group can help individuals keep the norms.

· Make time weekly to monitor, give feedback, and to ask for help with norms.

Further discussion questions

· How do norms and authority affect each other?

· What is the difference between rules and norms?

· How can we get members to accept norms and not just to acquiesce?

· What is the relationship between norms and values?

· How can we separate judgment from norms?

· How can we increase ownership of norms?

· What is the difference between principles and rules?

Case Studies on Norms

As you work through these case studies, remember the following:

1) Two principles for making a group work:

· If it happens in the group, deal with it in the group.

· If it happened outside the group but affects the group, deal with it or at least address it in the group.

2) Criteria for solving all these scenarios is to do it in the group, not during one-on-one time.

Warm-up

I was in a small group, and we were meeting for the fifth time.  As we spoke about pride and brokenness, I could see one person’s reaction.  I asked if everything was all right, and she opened up about her family life and difficulties.  I asked if there was more, and she shared that her husband had walked out on her just the day before.  We went on to pray for her, encourage her, and minister to her. 

What needed to be present for this to happen?  Remember, the group had only met 5 times.

Scenario 1:  Refusal to participate

Your group has been going for a month.  One member of the group does not open up.  He tends to be critical and defensive.  He comments on others’ remarks, not in a bad way, but not encouraging either.  His remarks are just “off” enough to be negative but not enough to be called on it.  

· What is his problem?

· What will he personally experience as a result of his behavior?

· What will the group result be if left the way it is?

· How are you going to handle it?

· How could norms have helped in this case?

· Practice using norms to help this situation.

Scenario 2:  Dominator

One gal dominates the discussion.  She actually makes it hard to get a word in sometimes.  You know the type.

· What is her problem?

· What will she personally experience as a result of his behavior?

· What will the group result be if left the way it is?

· How are you going to handle it?

· How could norms have helped in this case?

· Practice using norms to help this gal.

Scenario 3:  Irregular attendance

This couple attends irregularly.  When asked about it they are light, even flippant, about it.  “You know there is so much going on these days,” they say.  In the group, they only share on the surface.

· What is their problem?

· What will they personally experience as a result of this behavior?

· What will the group result be if left the way it is?

· How are you going to handle it?

· How could norms have helped in this case?

· Practice using norms to help this couple.

Scenario 4:  The know-it-all

This guy knows it all, and even if he doesn’t, he acts and talks like he does.  The fact is, he is usually right and has some really great stuff to say.  He has had a wide variety of experiences and has walked with the Lord a long time.  But he adds to just about everything anyone says, and he speaks with authority.

· What is his problem?

· What will he personally experience as a result of his behavior?

· What will the group result be if left the way it is?

· How are you going to handle it?

· How could norms have helped in this case?

· Practice using norms to help this guy.

Scenario 5:  The encourager

This person really encourages.  He is always looking for positive things to say.  He listens well and asks other group members for clarification.  He really seems to be interested in what others have to say over his own words.  

· What do others experience with this kind of person around?

· What does it feel like?

· How does it affect the group?

· How can you get others to be more like this person?

· How can you use norms to encourage this kind of behavior?

Scenario 6:  Living Things Grow

When something is alive, it grows.  Things stop growing in the absence of certain necessary factors.  This is true of individuals and groups as well.  Norms help to make sure that the factors for growth are present in the group.  When they are, both individuals and the group will grow.  But how can you make sure that the norms are “normal”?  How can you do it without encouraging guilt?  Let’s say one of the norms is to participate in the group by doing your best to invite others to the group. 

· How can you make this a norm?

· What can you be doing to help this norm become true of all the group members?

