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STATEMENT OF PURPOSE 

 

The purpose of this honors thesis is to dive deeper into theories that I have already briefly 

studied in an array of communication courses. I will be focusing the thesis on Social Norms as 

they relate to Expectancy Violation Theory and Self-Fulfilling Prophecy. This is a two part 

thesis, whereby the first is a literary review on these theories and the second part will be 

comparing and contrasting the two theories to form my own conclusion regarding both theories 

and social norms. 

 

STATEMENT OF RELEVANCE 

Throughout my experience as a communication student, I have learned numerous theories 

regarding human communication. One which caught my attention early on in Communication 

300 was social norms and expectancy violation theory. This concept and theory, which go hand 

in hand, have been touched upon in my communication classes thus far; yet have not been 

looked at under a microscope by myself. I have also briefly studied Self-fulfilling Prophecy, 

which I feel is essential to analyze in relation to the previously stated theory. This topic is not 

only relevant in the communication field and my studies in communication, it is also the basis 

for human behavior, and for this reason, I am highly interested to gain a higher knowledge and 

understanding of the topic. 

 



 

METHODOLOGY 

After meeting with Professor Dues, we decided that I would first research the topic and 

conduct a literally review. I will do this by collecting published journal articles and scholarly 

studies on the topics chosen. After reviewing these, I will write a literary review on the 

knowledge and information that is already known on social norms, expectancy violation theory 

and self-fulfilling prophecy. This review will encompass the articles and books that are published 

on the topic. Prior conducted experiments will also be included in this. After conducting an in 

depth analysis of published materials on social norms and the two theories, I will compare and 

contrast the two theories as they relate to social norms. I will form a conclusion as to the 

importance and relevance of these theories while critiquing what they accomplish and what they 

have left out. I will form my own opinion of these theories as they relate to social norms.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SOCIAL NORMS: THE WORLDS WE LIVE IN 

 

A Literary Review of Social Norms and Related Theories 

 

Social norms highly influence our encounters and behaviors in our every day lives. 

Norms are formed, reformed and maintained through communication at all scales.  Since 

communication is the “primary vehicle” through which people understand and see reality and 

information, people learn everything they know through communicating with others ( Yan 2).  

Norms “constitute standards of behavior that are based on widely shared beliefs on how 

individuals ought to behave in a given situation” (Spitzer et al 185). Norms are formed by broad 

consensus of the appropriate ways to act. Maintaining social norms is based on a punishment 

threat. If this threat is diminished, there is a greater likelihood that social norms will be violated. 

Baumeister & Leary (1995)  summed up the human desire by stating that “the need to belong is a 

powerful, fundamental, and extremely pervasive motivation” (Glynn & Huge 550). People 

believe the common saying, that if everyone is doing it, it must be right. Therefore if everyone 

seems to be behaving in a certain way, then the group consensus must be what is good for the 

individual as well (Lapinski & Rimal 128). This explains fixed-action patterns, where one 

believes the normative behavior is the appropriate one to enact therefore does not have to think 

in depth and critically whether or not to enact that action (Lapinski & Rimal 128). Most of how 

we act is engrained so deeply within us that is a subconscious action; it is automatic.  

People follow social norms in fear of punishment in the case of noncompliance. People 

act in the way which has been established as normal in their society. People learn that if they do 



not act this way, a peer punishment of some sort will occur. This has been noted by Bendor and 

Swistak (2001) who state that it is insignificant to speak of normative influence if there is no 

acknowledgment of social sanctions if defiance of the norm occurs (Rimal & Real 392). The 

word punishment in this sense can simply be applied to dirty looks from another person who 

does not accept the action or the perceived negativity from receivers of the action. This 

punishment is what forces people to comply to social norms since it has been thought of as the 

“normal” behavior.  Severe punishments are involved with the law, where law enforcers have 

established norms which the majority of people in a society agree upon and therefore a more 

severe punishment will occur.  

The communication which norms are formed by can either be direct or mediated 

communication. The media can play a large role in social norms, especially with opinion leaders. 

Opinion leaders hold the power to influence others since they are already viewed as high status 

which usually displays a high level of knowledge.  Opinion leaders can influence others by 

setting normative trends by tapping into how people feel yet stretching these beliefs to form a 

new normative (Yan 4). People are more willing to enact a behavior if they feel as though an 

important person expects them to do so and therefore failure to do so will incur punishments 

(Rimal & Real 392). 

The social (perceived) perspective on norms is that they are grounded in relationships 

between group members (Yanovitsky & Rimal 1)..  The individual (personal) perspective claims 

the mental representations of norms are more influencing than the actual norms ( Yanovitsky & 

Rimal 1). Norms influence how people want to self-validate their feelings and actions by 

comparing themselves to others in the general public.  Internalization is when these two 

perspectives converge; it is when personal and perceived norms meet (Yan & Rimal 1). 



Internalization may be influenced by the group yet its effects can be shown when group members 

may not even be present. This is due to how the person has already internalized how they are 

supposed to act. Some researches say that people first perceive group norms through 

communication with others then, with or without the presence of the group, the person 

internalizes these norms and feels as though these norms are the appropriate way to act and feel. 

(Yan 4).  When we are unsure of how to act in a new situation, we look towards the people 

around us to discover the norms which they display. This is stated by the social comparison 

theory (Rimal & Real 393).  Other theories can be applied to social norms as well. 

Social Identity Theories state that “people construct their self-concept through self-

categorizations”; by comparing themselves to others as either similar, different, or the same (Yan 

2). People learn their self-concept by their social identity: who they believe they are to other 

people.  Self-categorizations help a person know how to act and what social norms to abide by, 

since they have identified themselves as part of a group or not part of a specific group. Social 

cognitive theory states that “human behavior is governed by…individuals’ outcome 

expectations- belief that his or her actions will lead to benefits” (Rimal & Real 393). Bandura 

finds that observing other enacting a behavior with positive outcomes will force a person to enact 

this same behavior (Rimal & Real 395).  

In an experiment completed by Spitzer et al on social norm compliance, a control group 

and experimental group was established whereby there were two anonymous confederates A and 

B. In the control group, A received 100 money units and could give some to B without the risk of 

any punishment. In the experimental group, the same money units were received by A but A was 

aware that if they did not abide by social norms (whatever the person thought was a normative 

decision) that they could be punished. In the control group, the confederates in group A gave an 



average of 5-20 money units to the confederate B. In the experimental group where punishment 

was possible, person A on average gave approximately 50 money units to person B. It is clear 

that when punishment is a possibility, people will act in a way in which they feel is more 

acceptable socially. (Spitzer et al 188).  

This can be explained by outcome expectations. This “refers to the beliefs that enacting a 

particular behavior will confer the benefits that one seeks.” (Lapinski & Rimal 134). This is 

calculated by comparing the costs of enacting the action to the benefits. People will engage in the 

behavior if the benefits outweigh the costs. The threat of what will happen if they do not enact a 

behavior which others are doing is enough to cause most people to enact the behavior (Lapinski 

135). When one is in a specific social group, their identity begins to form through the group. If a 

person believes that a certain behavior is prevalent in a group, then this will become the 

normative behavior that is appropriate to enact as part of a social group (Lapinski 136). This can 

be applied in a larger scale to cultural norms. People find their identities in their culture and 

therefore abide by cultural norms in order to fit in. 

As stated previously, people’s behaviors are driven by not wanting social sanctions, 

therefore the human race acts in a way which they feel will be accepted by society or social 

groups (Lapinski & Rimal 130). This relates to a term called injunctive norms, which is what 

people think should be done (Lapinski & Rimal 130) whereas descriptive norms are “beliefs 

about what is actually done by most others in one’s social group” (Lapinski & Rimal 130). These 

norms can overlap when people think they should do what the group is doing. This is considered 

conformity. A more extreme approach to injunctive norms lies in Azjen and Fishbein’s theory of 

reasoned action (1980) which claims that injunctive norms “conceptualize norms as coercive 

social influences” that people feel a motivation to obey (Rimal & Real 390). The theory of 



normative social behavior claims that descriptive norms change a person’s actions through the 

interactions of injunctive norms, outcome expectations, and group identity (Rimal & Real 391). 

This can be explained in a situation where a person will act a certain way if they feel that it is the 

acceptable way to act, that there will be positive outcomes, and that they will fit in with their 

social group or the group desired.  

It is important to reiterate the importance of social interactions when forming norms. 

Since norms are formed by a means of communication with another member of the public or a 

social group, there is a dependency which forms between the actor and the preceptor. The Effect 

Dependency, formed by Gerard, relates to how people depend on others to evaluate their 

behaviors since people are dependent on others to meet their needs (Lapinski 131). Informational 

Dependency occurs when people “look to others in order to know what they are doing” (Lapinski 

131). This dependency can be divided in two parts, whether people will be aware of or ignore 

their behavior. People can look to others to define a behavior, but they still may not enact this 

behavior if they feel that not doing so will go unnoticed (Lapinski 131). An example of this 

found by Ewing is that people may perceive that others recycle and it is the acceptable thing to 

do, yet they may not recycle in the privacy of their own room (Lapinski 131). Yet if someone is 

in a social setting, they are more inclined to throw the water bottle in the green bin since this is 

socially encouraged. Whether we comply to social norms is completely dependent on our social 

surroundings. 

There are two types of norms based on Jackson’s return potential model (RPM). This 

model describes two sets of norms: High intensity and low intensity. High intensity norms, if 

violated, will have a reaction of strong disapproval from others, whereas low intensity norms, 

when violated, are viewed as unusual but not entirely unacceptable (Glynn & Huge 551). This is 



of the same idea as Lapinski and Rimal’s descriptive and injuctive norms (focusing more on 

descriptive norms) yet directs higher attention to the intensity levels of norms (Glynn & Huge 

551).  Low intensity crystallized norms are norms that nearly everyone complies to yet are only 

thought to be odd when violated (Glynn & Huge 552). Another key concept is “normative 

power” which combines the intensity value with the level of crystallization (Glynn & Huge 552).  

Experiments which have attempted to alter social norms and change people’s actions 

have shown to be unsuccessful. Empirical support for this shows the difficulty in attempting to 

do so. Some of the most well-known of these experiments are social health campaigns. 

Specifically, Campo et al.’s study on social norms and expectancy violation theories in relation 

to assessing the effectiveness of health communication campaigns (Campo et al 1). Social norm 

campaigns have been established in many Universities in order to improve the health behaviors 

of the college students (Campo et al 451). These campaigns aim to change the overall college 

population’s views on what is perceived as an acceptable social norm. In this particular 

experiment, alcohol consumption was the target in the social norm campaign. The idea was that 

“students harbor inflated perceptions about the prevalence of drinking on campus and that if 

these misperceptions can be corrected then alcohol consumption will decrease” (Rimal & Real 

389). These researchers wanted to determine if a social norm campaign could change college 

student’s perception of the drinking norm to one of less consumption (Campo et al). The key to 

social norms marketing is to present a discrepant statistic to the target population in hope for the 

expectancy violation theory to cause a positive change in the behavior of the individual (Campo 

et al 452). The norm that the person previously thought would be violated by a newly presented 

differing norm. The results of this study found that the behavioral and attitudinal messages 

shown to the confederates had a perception effect of what the actual social norm was. After 



viewing the messages in the experiment, the subject’s perception of normative behavior was 

closer to that displayed in the message (Campo et al 465), yet there was only a very slight 

attitudinal change. The results found that ¼ of the subjects changed their attitude in a negative 

direction. If attitudes are just slightly changed, usually behaviors will not be altered.  A very 

similar study with the same intent was conducted by Rimal and Real on alcohol consumption and 

perceived norms of college students as well. This particular study focused more on intrinsic and 

descriptive norms, yet still found similar results (Rimal & Real 410). These studies found that, in 

conclusion, social norm marketing campaigns may be able to affect the way people perceive a 

social norm, but the effect is not large and the behavioral change is nearly nonexistent. It has not 

yet been explained on why it is so hard for people to change their behaviors from that of the 

presumed norm. These experiments will be explained in greater detail as they relate to social 

norms and expectancy violations theory.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Expectancy Violations Theory 



Expectancy Violations Theory (EVT) was originally developed by Burgoon in 1978 in 

order to predict the effects of personal space violation (Bachman & Guerrero 945). Since then, 

the theory has expanded to all realms of human communication. The general premise of EVT is 

that “people have expectancies regarding their own and others’ behaviors” (Bachman & 

Guerrero 945). Expectancy confirming behavior occurs when people behave in a way in which 

we expect, whereas expectancy violation occurs when behaviors do not match the norms we 

have expected from the person (Guerrero 439).  Most often than not, our behaviors conform to 

expectations, yet when a behavior either performed by oneself or others, violates an expectation, 

arousal is experiences by the receiver and an evaluation occurs (Bachman & Guerrero 945).  

There are two types of expectations addressed in the Expectancy Violations Theory. The first is 

predictive which is what we expect based on what usually has happened in the given situation 

(Guerrero 438). The second type is prescriptive expectations “tells us what to expect in a given 

situation based on what is appropriate or desired” (Guerrero 438). If we look at our every day 

occurrences, most are based on how we expect other people to act and our reactions to people’s 

actions. Our expectations come from normative influence of our relationships and of other 

people’s characteristics as well as social contexts which may change across cultures (Guerrero 

439). Violation of social norms catches our attention since it is something we do not expect; 

therefore we react in different ways. Expectancy violation theory not only recognizes that these 

reactions can be negative, but acknowledges that they also can be positive if someone catches us 

off guard in a way that is pleasing (Guerrero 440). A negative or a positive violation can occur 

although it is thought that a negative reaction occurs more often than a positive one since people 

tend to like consistency. This reaction is directly related to whether or not an arousal occurs in a 

person.  



Applying Expectation Violations Theory has often been used in the study of close 

relationships and feelings of hurt and satisfaction. People expect to be treated positively and 

kindly by others, therefore when the opposite of this occurs, expectations are violated. In an 

experiment based on hurt in close relationships, conducted by Bachman and Guerrero, three EVT 

variables were tested: rewardingness, valence, and uncertainty. Rewardingness refers to “an 

evaluation of the partner” and violation valence refers to “an evaluation of the event” (Bachman 

& Guerrero 945). These variables have been used to predict people’s reactions to behavior 

violation. If the rewardingness is high in a partner, the partner is able to get by with more 

violations, yet the valence is what truly determines the reaction (Bachman & Guerrero 946). If an 

act in turn has a negative evaluation, in other words a negative valence, the violation will be 

negative and lead to a greater chance of relationship deterioration (Bachman & Guerrero 946). 

EVT, in this study, was specifically used for intimate relationships, but can just as well be 

applied to everyday human behaviors.  

Expectancy Violations Theory’s skeleton is the concept of social norms. Expectations are 

derived directly by the norms a person holds as to how others should behave. Persons in all 

societies learn at a very young age what is acceptable and appropriate behavior in social settings. 

Most people would dare not act how they do alone in their room as they would walking down the 

street. Although we may scream at the top of our lungs while driving in our car alone, we are 

completely embarrassed and may receive foolish looks when we realize that our windows were 

down and the people crossing the street at the red light have heard our singing. This is not 

normal social behavior. EVT can be applied to nearly every behavior that human beings perform. 

People are always going to notice their surroundings therefore will notice when someone is not 

acting with a “proper” social demeanor. EVT recognizes that social norms are violated which 



causes an arousal in an observer. To apply EVT to the “singing in the car” example, a violation is 

taking place because social observers do not recognize this behavior as “normal” in social 

settings. With this awareness, an arousal takes place with either a negative or positive reaction. 

For instance, a person may label the actor as ludicrous or peculiar, or may laugh to themselves 

thinking the actor must be a fun and happy person. EVT simply explains that a reaction will take 

place, be it negative or positive. This will in turn relate to social settings are being accepted or 

alienated based the perception of one’s behavior to another.  

Expectancy Violations Theory can be connected to Self-Fulfilling Prophecy, as the latter 

theory relates as well to social norms.  

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Self-Fulfilling Prophecy 



Self-fulfilling prophecy was developed by Robert K. Merton and defined as “in the 

beginning, a false definition of the situation evoking a new behavior which makes the originally 

false conception come true” (Miller 46). Merton derived this theory from a previous “Thomas 

theorem” whereby W.I. Thomas states that “if men define situations as real, they are real in their 

consequences” (Krishna 1104). The basis of this theory is an assumed level of consciousness, 

whereby human beings are self-conscious of the world around them (Krishna 1104). A conscious 

person is affected by how they are conceived by people whom they encounter. Merton describes 

situations (prophecies) as “real and unreal” or “true and false” whereby once one perceives 

something or someone to be the “truth” it no longer becomes false yet becomes the real opinion 

and conception. The theory itself is completely dependent on the belief of the person who is 

forming the conception and then further, the person who believes the perception of themselves 

(Krishna 1105). The belief can be completely different from the actual situation or from a 

person’s actual characteristics, yet the belief is what becomes the truth. It does this by first being 

perceived in the mind as the truth, then once when enacts a behavior based on this belief, it in 

turns makes the belief an actual reality. There is a lack of correlation between what is reality and 

what is “unreality”, whereby a person’s conception of another may be completely independent of 

that person’s actual characteristics (Krishna 1105). A simple diagram of SFP begins with a false 

definition of the situation which leads to a new behavior which creates the previous false 

situation to become the truth (Wilkins 176).   

 SFP concludes that ones consciousness, ideals, and imaginings become a reality when 

they are conceived as real (Krishna 1106).  Merton uses a bank example to explain his theory. If 

a bank is open to serve the public yet somehow develops a reputation for poor service or that the 

bank is doomed to fail, the general public will believe that the bank provides awful service and is 



not worth their time or energy to become a customer (Miller 46). Although the bank is perfectly 

functioning, people have the idea that it is running otherwise, therefore their idea becomes the 

truth in their mind and shapes their actions: them not using the bank. In turn, the bank fails, 

which makes people believe their original opinions of the bank where true, since in reality, it has 

acted in a way that they expected. A simple explanation of self-fulfilling prophecy, given by 

Cantril and Allport in 1950, is that of a country going to war (Wilkins 176). If a country is 

expecting to go to war without reason, it prepares to do such that. It does this by using 

propaganda for the public to believe a war is coming. When the enemy notices these actions, it 

counter-prepares for war. The enemy expects that the other country is going to war against them 

therefore prepares themselves to go to war. The original country now shows the public that the 

enemy is preparing for war; therefore war becomes the real situation. The expectation of going to 

war has now become a real action, and the prophecy has been legitimized. The previous false 

situation has become the truth.  

 There are certain conditions whereby self-fulfilling prophecy can occur. Merton describes 

the first condition as the “damned if you do” hypothesis whereby a person does not try to change 

his/her perception of a situation (Wilkins 179). Either the person does not want or is unwilling to 

recognize certain features of the situation, therefore responds to the false meaning of the 

situation he/she has already given to it. The person disregards the way the world really is and is 

only able to see the reality they are accustomed. The second condition which allows SFP to be 

true is when a person simply adapts to different situations as they come, in a sort of “passive” 

manner. The third is when a situation has been manipulated by an outside source.  A person is 

led to believe that they have misinterpreted the original situation therefore must alter their 

perception. This last condition is the one which leads to the most profound effects of self-



fulfilling prophecy (Wilkins 179). This shows self-fulfilling prophecy to the greatest extreme. A 

person can enter a situation advantageously, yet if they are responded to in a negative or positive 

manner, it can either escalate their advantages or bring forth disadvantages. This has been shown 

in profound measures with social and race situations.  

 Self-fulfilling prophecy as it applies in social settings can be due to “resource denial” 

which has led to the disadvantages and even failure of much of the non-white population in 

educational circumstances. (Wilkins 180). This is powerfully proven with the early and mid 

1900’s stereotype, which is still somewhat present, of African American’s as less educated. 

Black people were not allowed access to education in any degree of similarity as were white 

people (Wilkins 177). They were defined as being inferior to the white person which caused 

Black people to not receive the same educational opportunities as White people. Blacks did not 

have even near the same resources as Whites; they did not have proper teachers or school 

supplies or admittance into educational programs which the Whites did. Because of this, the 

Black population did not match the educational and professional successes of the White 

population. The original false perception of Blacks being inferior to Whites was now the real 

circumstance due to educational and professional inequalities. Even when Black people began to 

gain acceptance into the same programs as White people, they were treated differently and as 

less capable of learning, which internalized in their beliefs of themselves, therefore many did not 

succeed as greatly as their White classmates. Self-fulfilling prophecy is accurately shown in this 

situation and can explain how social problems and inequalities arise.  

 Self-fulfilling prophecy is also true when applied to moral alchemy (Wilkins 180). Moral 

alchemy is when one believes their own behavior is acceptable and moral, yet when another acts 

in the same manner, it is unacceptable and inappropriate. It cannot be neglected to look at 



attitudinal models when studying self-fulfilling prophecy. An argument presented by Katz in 

1960 is that there is no model that can accurately account for all “attitude-referenced behaviors” 

(Wilkins 180). A person’s attitude is dependent on their beliefs or at least what others perceive as 

their beliefs. This relates to in-group and out-group beliefs (Wilkins 177). An in-group 

characteristic is one in which a group’s own members give themselves. The out-group is one in 

which a person is not necessarily a direct member of. Therefore if an action is completed by an 

in-group member, it is accepted and thought of as normal, yet if it completed by an out-group 

members, it can be looked down upon or scorned. The prophecy of out-group members become 

true since a false definition of the situation has already been labeled by the in-group (Wilkins 

177). The in-group has already classified out-group members and has created a reason for their 

actions, therefore when a behavior is delivered, the in-groups prophecy becomes the reality.  

SFP is based on irrationality and is drawn from prejudice and fear (Miller 46). Merton 

assumes that human nature is intrinsically good and that it turns bad when people let their fears 

control them (Krishna 1106). Merton believes that the self-fulfilling prophecy can be broken but 

cannot be done by just verbal argumentation. Once one has the belief that they hold as true, it is 

not enough to simply voice an opposing opinion. If you are speaking with someone who believes 

in a God and you yourself do not, you will not convince this person your beliefs are true by 

simply saying “there is no God”. Of course this is a broad example, yet with self-fulfilling 

prophecy, the only way to break the cycle is to change or alter the situation which brought the 

individual in the first place to believe it to be the truth (Wilkins 177). The basis for the believed 

situation must be eliminated and convinced otherwise. One’s perception will not change unless 

the situation itself has been restructured to be something different (Wilkins 177). A change in 



societal structure must first take place in order for changes in behaviors and beliefs to occur. This 

is very valuable information for those trying to make a social change. 

 Self-fulfilling prophecy has been used in research over many different areas. Over 300 

studies have been published on self-fulfilling prophecies (Hall et al 162). These include race and 

ethnic relations related to stereotypes, deviant behavior and social control as related to paranoia, 

education as related to students’ performances, and religion as pertained to faith healing 

(Henshel 512). One experiment with the greatest magnitude of effect on self-fulfilling prophecy 

was conducted on the effects of teachers’ expectations on student’s intellectual performance 

(Hall et al 162). This study, conducted by Rosenthal in 1973, identified four types of teacher 

behaviors that can be associated with self-fulfilling prophecy. The behaviors were climate (how 

warm and encouraging the teacher is), feedback, input (how much the teacher tries to actually 

teach) and the output (how many opportunities does the teacher give the student to learn). When 

a teacher was told beforehand that certain students were more apt to succeed than others, without 

any reason for belief, the students in turn succeeded better. The teacher, whether subconsciously 

or not, treated the students who were supposed to succeed with higher expectations than those 

not mentioned. The teacher gave greater feedback, provided a warmer climate, gave more input 

and output to these students, therefore these students had a greater success than others in the 

classroom. Therefore, the self-fulfilling prophecy became true. The teacher began with a false 

belief (that certain students were smarter) therefore adapted their behavior and treated the 

students differently, gave these students more opportunity to succeed, which in turn lead the 

“smart” students to better succeed. The teacher’s false situation became the “true” reality, 

whereby the “smarter” students were in turn more successful in the classroom.   



 SFP can be used as two different significance- one being narrow and the other broad. SFP 

can help investigate specific occurrences, such as ones listed in the aforementioned research 

areas. But SFP can be used in a much broader sense as a general phenomenon for future 

forecasting (Henshel 513). Yet the study of SFP has dived into the question of whether or not all 

situations in social science can be predicted by this phenomenon. This has been challenged by 

Edel, Grunbaum, and Nagel whereby they have attempted to demonstrate that there are types of 

social prediction which cannot be characterized by SFP (Henshel 517). The eleven instances that 

are thought to be resistive to SFP according to Henshel are categorized in four sections: 

alteration requiring unlikely skills (such as higher mathematics), alteration requiring unlikely 

collusion (cross-cultural regularities), alteration requiring unlikely communication (such as with 

brain damaged individuals) and alteration requiring unlikely flaunting of interpretations (p 518). 

Yet this conclusion seems to me to be common sense- of course one cannot predict social change 

when the subjects cannot understand the given material or do not have the capability and brain 

capacity to comprehend the subject matter. It is also important to note that little research has 

been done on this. In the communication field, little has been done to disprove the theory of self-

fulfilling prophecy. 

 When studying self-fulfilling prophecy, it is important to recognize the root of the theory. 

This lies in social norms- what we expect others to do and what we feel others expect us to do. 

To disregard social norms are the major influence of this theory would be to take away the 

ground in which self-fulfilling prophecy stands on. Self-fulfilling prophecy is completely 

dependent on ones expectations; expectations of themselves and of others. To divert back to the 

previous simple diagram of SFP: A false definition of a situation occurs whereby a new behavior 

is enacted which leads to the previous false perception of the situation to become the truth. All of 



this is based on social norms and our expectations of what should occur. When a new behavior is 

enacted, it is done so based on social norms. A person enacts such a behavior because they 

believe it is the right behavior, that it is the most commonly accepted thing to do. It is how the 

person thinks they should act. Basically, SFP says that people whom one is communicating with 

are at the same time, communicating their expectations of them, therefore conform and behave 

that way. Ones actions are completely dependent on the social norms of the situation and the 

people involved.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Comparing and Contrasting: A Personal Interpretation 

 

When analyzing both EVT and SFP as related to social norms, it seems as though they 

can just as easily stem from each other as they can grow apart. EVT is originally a social science 

theory, whereby SFP is a communication theory. Both theories though, have the common ground 

of human interactions and communication. Both are dependent on social norms which are what 

form the backbone of the theories. EVT seems to be the simpler theory of the two, while SFP has 

been used for much more in depth analysis and application. Are EVT and SFP one in the same? 

Do they perhaps come from the same family without even knowing it? Or are the two theories 

completely separate with lives of their own?  

 Expectancy Violations Theory, as states previously, is when a person’s behavior does not 

follow the expected behavior; therefore an arousal occurs in an interacting subject. This leads to 

either a positive or negative classification of the arousal. This theory does not leave one with 

much to argue or disagree with. It is quite obvious that when an expectation is violated, a 

reaction will occur. And of course, the only two options are for it to be good or bad. There is 

nothing more that the theory expands on, leaving one to believe it is in fact simply common 

sense. Yet the theory seems to stop and start there- in the same spot. What this theory does not 

address is how one got to that moment- how is one violating expectations? What has lead this 

person to do so? What communication event occurred which caused a violation? How did they 

get to this point? Where did these expectations come from? How did the social norms form? 

None of this is looked at- and all that one can conclude is that Burgoon simply wrote what 

everyone else already knew and labeled it a social science theory.  



 Self-fulfilling Prophecy, on the other hand, gives us the communication aspect but 

disregards the effect. Merton provides an intricate pattern for how situations are skewed and 

expectations are communicated. Merton details how the mind is the strongest instrument which 

determines what it will allow the eyes to view as truth. Although Merton’s original SFP states 

that it is based on a level of consciousness, I disagree with this and believe that SFP can occur in 

either a conscious or subconscious state. Rosenthal also makes this argument (Hall et al 162). I 

do not believe that SFP is always used in the evil; therefore I do not believe that SFP is always a 

constant active phenomenon. It is often times that we conform to align with how we are being 

treated without even realizing that we have altered our original behavior or ideas. SFP is 

applicable to numerous situations in numerous contexts- which is how the theory can become 

somewhat confusing. It can be the person who is the actor in the situation who alters it for 

themselves by having a disillusioned perception of how others are treating them or what their 

expectations are for themselves, or it can be a person who is imposing their ideas and 

expectations subconsciously or consciously on a subject and altering their perception. The basis 

for SFP is that at some point, somewhere along the way, perceptions were altered which changed 

the reality of a situation. Expectations were imposed on a subject, and according to SFP, a 

violation does not occur. If a violation occurs, the false original situation would not become the 

true reality, instead it would be broken and would need reevaluation. The expectations of a 

situation are met- and the false becomes the truth. This is as far as self-fulfilling prophecy goes 

to define social norms as far as compliance.  

 Where self-fulfilling prophecy ends is where expectancy violation theory begins- yet 

EVT twists the ending of SFP. SFP is based on compliance of social norms and expectations 

whereas, as prior stated, EVT is based on violations of these same expectations. SFP outlines and 



dives deep into how a situation can be communicated in order to be altered, it outlines how 

people’s behaviors comply to how they are being treated, yet it does not explain what happens if 

there is a disturbance. SFP stops short and does not take a turn to analyze what may occur if a 

person does not comply- if a person actively looks at a situation and decides they are not going to 

act in a certain way; or simply if a person subconsciously acts in a way which was not expected 

of them. EVT looks at this effect and focuses all of itself on the effects of non-compliance. Is it 

safe to say then that EVT and SFP can be siblings in the world of theories?  

 It is clear that the two theories are different in their depth and intent. It has already been 

determined that one focuses on the beginning while meeting the other in the middle for the latter 

to finish it off. As they both pertain to social norms, they are certainly built from the same 

backbone. It is more logical to say, though, that these theories are more of a married couple- with 

one completing the other, with one being the other’s counterpart. As SFP addresses the 

communication aspect of a situation, EVT explains the effects. I believe though, that both 

theories are incomplete, and are both lacking on the same level of material. 

 Both SFP and EVT are social norm theories. SFP explains how norms are imposed and 

complied, while EVT explains the effects of norms being broken. Yet how are these norms 

formed in the first place? And is it even acceptable to predict all human interaction, 

communication, and behavior as a whole? 

 Social interactions, as stated in the interaction, come from many different outlets; the 

media, family, friends, social circles, groups and clubs. There are endless ways in which a person 

can acquire their set of norms and it is assumed that social norms are just so: norms which are 

accepted socially- meaning the majority of human beings adhere to them. Yet what is being 

forgotten is the power of the human mind and the differences which occur in each human being. 



It is unsafe to predict how all people may act in all situations. It is impossible to predict whether 

one will comply to social norms are will break away from what is expected. To dive further into 

this, how are we to know if ones ideas of social norms align with their next door neighbors? Of 

course these people are living in the same society, yet they are not surrounded by the same 

influential sources. One may watch TV in solitude all day while the other may practice 

Buddhism with Chinese immigrant monks. In this example, it is clear that their expectations for 

how they should act and how others should act may be somewhat different. It is impossible to 

say what will manifest in one’s mind as being “normal”. Normal to one person may be having 

purple hair while to another it may be absurd to even think of using hair dye. But what is 

important to remember is that each individual does have their own set of norms, therefore at 

some point these are violated. EVT uses it’s vagueness as a weapon against becoming over 

judgmental. 

 Just as all norms are self-defined, EVT makes allowances for this and does not impose 

what may be right or wrong. What EVT exclaims is simply that we each have our set of norms 

which do not always align with others; therefore they are bound to be violated. In this 

occurrence, we will have a reaction, and the reaction may be positive or negative. EVT does a 

succesful job at stating the obvious. Although the simplicity of this theory began as a critique, it 

has turned itself into what makes the theory work. The vagueness of EVT is what allows it to be 

appropriate and determinant in any given situation with any given mind. It recognizes the 

complexity of each individual mind and how each person lives in a world of their own individual 

norms. This is why the theory has been created: to account for the fact that we will experience 

countless violations of how we think people should act when interacting with us.  



 EVT accounts for the effects of every day occurrences in our lives, whereby SFP can be 

applied to a greater picture. In fact, if SFP has a purpose at all it is to teach us a lesson. Merton 

may not have realized the power he was holding when he laid out his complex diagram of false 

situations emerging into the believed truth. As stated prior, Merton, when forming this theory, 

believed that people were intrinsically good, yet let their fears get the best of their rational minds. 

What Merton did not realize was how his theory can be used, and has been to a limited extent, to 

explain the occurrences, many tragic, of history. A person is not born with prejudices’ and 

biases. A baby does not emerge from the wound being racist or anti-Semitic. It is situations 

whereby we impose a learned belief into a real life experience and alter it so that we can see it as 

the truth. It is the in-group and out-group outlooks and moral alchemy which allows us to do this. 

It is the human brain, in a conditioned state, which allows for these misfortunes of one’s outlook 

on others to occur. Merton gives us a theory of prophecies, but what he really gives us is a 

caution. What he is really saying is that we have the power to shape our worlds into whatever we 

wish; and it is in our power to shape them in the best way possible.  

 It is concluded that SFP and EVT are two separate theories, yet it should not be ignored 

how closely tied they are to one another. What these theories give the public is an overview of 

how social norms shape our lives and the world we live in, and it is up to the individual to 

determine the world that they wish to live in.  
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