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Abstract
Widespread among adolescents in England, dating and relationship violence 
(DRV) is associated with subsequent injuries and serious mental health 
problems. While DRV prevention interventions often aim to shift harmful 
social norms, no established measures exist to assess relevant norms and 
their role in mediating DRV outcomes. We conducted cognitive interviews 
exploring the understandability and answerability of candidate measures 
of social norms relating to DRV and gender roles, informing measure 
refinement. In all, 11 participants aged 13 to 15 from one school in England 
participated. Cognitive interviews tested two items assessing descriptive 
norms (beliefs about what behaviors are typical), three assessing injunctive 
norms (beliefs about what is socially acceptable), and (for comparison) 
one assessing personal attitudes. Findings were summarized by drawing on 
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interview notes. Summaries and interview notes were subjected to thematic 
analysis. For some participants, injunctive norms items required further 
explanation to clarify that items asked about others’ views, not their own. 
Lack of certainty about, and perceived heterogeneity of, behaviors and views 
among a broad reference group detracted from answerability. Participants 
were better able to answer items for which they could draw on concrete 
experiences of observing or discussing relevant behaviors or social sanctions. 
Data suggest that a narrowed reference group could improve answerability 
for items assessing salient norms. Findings informed refinements to social 
norms measures. It is possible to develop social norms measures that are 
understandable and answerable for adolescents in England. Measures should 
assess norms that are salient and publicly manifest among a cohesive and 
influential reference group.

Keywords
dating and relationship violence, adolescents, social norms, measurement, 
qualitative

Introduction

Background

“Dating and relationship violence” (DRV) among young people refers to 
physical, sexual, or psychological abuse by a current or former intimate 
partner (Barter & Stanley, 2016; Young et al., 2017). DRV is widespread in 
England, with 49.1% of young people with a mean age of 13.4 years 
(SD = 0.6) reporting psychological victimization and 39.5% reporting 
physical victimization (Meiksin et  al., 2020). Among those aged 14 to 
17 years in England who have ever been in a relationship, 41% of girls and 
14% of boys report experiencing sexual DRV, assessed as having been 
pressured or physically forced into intimate touching or sexual intercourse 
(Barter et al., 2014). In addition to causing injuries (Foshee et al., 1996), 
DRV victimization is associated with subsequent antisocial behavior, sub-
stance misuse (Exner-Cortens et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2003), and men-
tal health problems (Castellví et  al., 2017; Exner-Cortens et  al., 2013; 
Roberts et  al., 2003), including suicidal ideation (Exner-Cortens et  al., 
2013) and suicide attempts (Castellví et al., 2017).

As social affiliation shifts from adults to peers in adolescence (Spear, 
2000), young people are particularly sensitive to peer influence (Bonell et al., 
2019). Social norms theory suggests that a person’s behaviors are influenced 



Meiksin et al.	 3

by beliefs about what behaviors are typical (“descriptive norms”) and appro-
priate (“injunctive norms”) among a reference group of others whose views 
are important to them (Alexander-Scott et al., 2016; Cislaghi & Heise, 2018). 
According to this conceptualization of social norms, which has been particu-
larly influential in gender-based violence (Alexander-Scott et al., 2016) and 
adolescent sexual and reproductive health (Costenbader et al., 2019) research, 
these norms are sustained by anticipation of social rewards (for complying 
with them) and social punishment (for violating them) enacted by the refer-
ence group (Alexander-Scott et al., 2016; Cislaghi & Heise, 2018).

Empirical studies demonstrate the role of peer influence in DRV victim-
ization and perpetration, finding that inequitable gender norms (Barter et al., 
2009; Shakya et  al., 2022; Wesche & Dickson-Gomez, 2019) and social 
norms supportive of DRV (Foshee et al., 2001; Gage, 2016; Salazar et al., 
2018; Vagi et al., 2013) contribute to DRV risk, even when controlling for 
personal attitudes toward DRV (Foshee et  al., 2001; Gage, 2016; Shakya 
et  al., 2022). Interventions to reduce DRV often incorporate strategies to 
influence the peer social norms that contribute to sustaining this type of abuse 
(Stanley et al., 2015) but have not assessed social norms as a mediator of 
intervention effects (Meiksin et al., 2023).

Social Norms Measurement in DRV Research

A recent global systematic review reported on the use and quality of mea-
sures assessing social norms about DRV and gender, where measures had 
been tested for their association with DRV outcomes (Meiksin et al., 2023). 
None of the 40 descriptive and injunctive measures identified by the review 
were used in more than one study, and the review identified no evaluations of 
DRV interventions that explored whether changes in social norms mediated 
intervention impact (Meiksin et al., 2023). Fewer than one-quarter of included 
measures had been developed using input from young people (Meiksin et al., 
2023) despite evidence suggesting that young people might struggle to distin-
guish between their own and their friends’ views when responding to survey 
items (Moreau, 2018; Moreau et al., 2021).

In preparation for the evaluation of a new intervention in England that 
aimed, in part, to change social norms to reduce DRV (Meiksin 2020), we 
sought to test candidate social norms measures via cognitive interviews. 
Cognitive interviewing is a qualitative method for pretesting survey measures 
by exploring whether survey items function as intended and the cognitive pro-
cesses participants use to answer these items (Willis & Artino, 2013). The 
approach allows researchers to identify any problems (Streiner & Norman, 
2008) and refine items before administering surveys. The recommended 
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approach for adolescents uses a combination of the think-aloud method and 
verbal probing (de Leeuw et al., 2002). The former is more open ended, asking 
participants to narrate their thoughts as they answer survey items (Collins, 
2003; Willis, 1999). The latter involves asking specific questions about par-
ticipants’ experience responding to tested items, allowing the interviewer to 
explore aspects they suspect might be a source of response error (Collins, 
2003; Willis, 1999).

In the present study, we conducted cognitive interviews with adolescents 
in England to assess the understandability and answerability of candidate 
measures of social norms relating to DRV and gender and to refine these 
survey measures based on our findings.

Methods

Study Overview

We conducted cognitive interviews to refine measures used in student sur-
veys administered for Project Respect, a pilot cluster randomized controlled 
trial of a school-based intervention to reduce DRV in England (Meiksin 
2020). Cognitive interviews tested selected survey items from measures of 
descriptive and injunctive DRV norms, and injunctive gender norms. They 
also tested survey instructions explaining safeguarding procedures, items on 
attitudes toward gender roles and stereotypes, items on relationship history, 
and two DRV measures. Findings from the testing of social norms and atti-
tudes items are the focus of this paper. Ethical approval for this research was 
granted by the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine Ethics 
Committee (11986).

Recruitment and Informed Consent

Drawing on our existing networks, we recruited one London state secondary 
school to take part. We asked school staff to select students of diverse aca-
demic ability across years 8, 9, and 10 (aged 13–15 years), based on their 
overall knowledge of the students, including at least two girls and two boys 
from each year-group. Students deemed by school staff to be unable to give 
informed consent due to severe cognitive limitations were not eligible to take 
part. Due to the sensitive nature of tested items, we recommended that stu-
dents with known experience of DRV not be selected.

Participants’ parents/carers received information describing the study and 
could opt their child out of taking part. Before beginning the interview, the 
researcher reviewed the written informed consent form with participants and 
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explained that responses would be kept confidential except in the case of 
safeguarding concerns, which would include the following: reports of sexual 
activity before age 13, ongoing risk of serious harm, or disclosures for which 
the participant asked the researcher to breach confidentiality. A safeguarding 
concern arose for one participant, which was reported to the school’s safe-
guarding officer per our policy. Participants had the opportunity to ask ques-
tions before providing consent.

Interviews

Cognitive interviews took place at the participating school during the school 
day. Lasting around 40 min, interviews tested instructions, survey items, and 
response options for measures of descriptive and injunctive DRV norms, 
injunctive gender norms, and (for comparison) attitudes toward gender roles 
and stereotypes (Table 1). We did not test descriptive gender norms items 
because we found no appropriate measure in the DRV literature and develop-
ing a new measure would require formative research outside the scope of this 
study.

After each participant self-completed a brief demographic questionnaire, 
the interviewer explained that the participant would be asked to “think aloud,” 
describing their thought process as they responded to each tested item. To 
practice carrying out this process, participants completed an exercise adapted 
from Willis (1999) which instructed them to “try to imagine your home, and 
think about how many windows there are in it. As you count up the windows, 
tell me what you are seeing and thinking about” (Willis, 1999, p. 4). Interviews 
then proceeded using a combination of the think-aloud and verbal probing 
approaches (de Leeuw et al., 2002). Participants were asked to think aloud as 
they answered tested items, which were displayed on show cards as they 
would appear on a survey. Verbal probes explored: alternative reference 
groups for norms items (i.e., the participant’s friends; or their friends in the 
school); how easy/difficult items were to answer; understanding of terminol-
ogy; alternative terminology (i.e., how the participant would phrase the ques-
tion to their friends); and experiences of answering attitudes versus social 
norms items. The interviewer (RM) used a laptop to type detailed notes on 
participants’ responses during interviews (Willis, 1999).

Measures

The demographic questionnaire asked for participants’ age, year-group, eth-
nic group (White British; any other White background; Asian or Asian 
British; Black, African, Caribbean, or Black British; Mixed/multiple ethnic 
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background; or any other ethnic group), sex assigned at birth, gender (male; 
female; transgender male; transgender female; or do not identify as male, 
female, or transgender), and religious group (none; Christian; Jewish; 
Muslim/Islam; Hindu; Buddhist; Sikh; I don’t know/not sure; other religious 
group).

Injunctive DRV Norms.  We developed an item measuring injunctive DRV 
norms (see Table 1) based on a scale assessing attitudes toward DRV which 
was used with adequate reliability (Lewis et al., 2015) of α = .69 in a trial of 
the Safe Dates DRV intervention (Foshee et  al., 2001). The new measure 
instructed participants to indicate the views of “most other students in your 
school” on a series of behaviors attributed to students at the school, assessing 
norms at the site of intervention. We adapted the item “Sometimes boys have 
to hit their girlfriends to get them back under control” to ask about injunctive 
norms governing this behavior. We simplified response options from four 
levels of agreement (“strongly agree,” “agree,” “disagree,” and “strongly dis-
agree”) to “approve,” “disapprove,” and “neither” (Cislaghi, 2016).

Descriptive DRV Norms.  We adapted the descriptive DRV norms item “How 
many of your friends insult their girlfriend or boyfriend, swear at them, or try 
to control everything their boyfriend or girlfriend does?” to create two items 
concerning psychological DRV, complementing the injunctive norms item 
concerning physical DRV (see Table 1). The original item was drawn from a 
descriptive norms measure used with good reliability (Lewis et al., 2015) of 
α = .70 in a trial of Green Dot, a DRV and sexual violence intervention (Cook-
Craig et al., 2014). We simplified response options from asking for the num-
ber of people to four options: “none,” “some,” “many,” or “most” (Cislaghi, 
2016). We changed the reference group from “your friends” to “girls in your 
school” and (in a separate item) “boys in your school,” assessing norms at the 
site of intervention and separately by gender given that reported rates of DRV 
can differ between girls and boys (Barter et al., 2014; Leen et  al., 2013). 
While evidence suggests that DRV rates might be higher among gender 
minorities as compared to cisgender young people (Dietz, 2019), we restricted 
this item to the two gender reference groups used in existing valid and reli-
able DRV descriptive norms measures (Meiksin et al., 2023).

Attitudes Toward Gender Roles and Stereotypes.  We adapted an item from the 
16-item Attitudes Toward Women Scale (ATWS), a measure of attitudes 
toward gender roles and stereotypes that combines items from previous mea-
sures (Sotiriou et al., 2011) and was used with excellent reliability (Lewis 
et al., 2015) of α = .82 in a 2011 study in Greece (see Table 1) (Sotiriou et al., 
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2011). We identified this measure via an ad hoc search for relevant measures 
used with good reliability in gender-based violence research among adoles-
cents within the previous decade. We selected an item to test that concerned 
gender roles in dating, and instructed participants to indicate “how much you 
personally agree or disagree.” We simplified language from “On a date, the 
boy should be expected to pay all expenses” to “On a date, the boy should pay 
all the expenses.”

Injunctive Gender Norms.  We adapted two items from the ATWS (Sotiriou 
et al., 2011) to develop injunctive gender norms items asking participants to 
indicate the views of “most other students in your school” on a series of behav-
iors and scenarios (see Table 1). The first item assessed norms governing sex-
ual behavior. To simplify language and focus on norms at the site of the 
intervention, we adapted the original item (“It is more accepted for a boy to 
have many sexual partners than for a girl”) to ask about “a girl in your school 
who has a lot of sex partners.” The second item was paired with the tested item 
on attitudes toward gender roles and stereotypes, allowing for comparison 
between responses about participants’ own and others’ views on the same 
behavior. We simplified response options for both items from four levels of 
agreement to “approve,” “disapprove,” and “neither” (Cislaghi, 2016).

Analysis

The interviewer took detailed notes on each participant’s response to each 
interview question and probe during the interview (Willis, 1999) and, after 
reading and re-reading these notes after data collection, produced written 
summaries of the results for each question and probe by participant year-
group and then overall sample (Willis & Artino, 2013). Summaries detailed 
both “dominant trends” and “discoveries” (i.e., problems might be significant 
despite arising rarely) (Willis, 1999, p. 28) and differences and similarities by 
gender and year-group. The detailed notes and written summaries were then 
subjected to thematic analysis (Green & Thorogood, 2018). Informed by the 
notion of constant comparison (Green & Thorogood, 2018), data and codes 
were compared throughout the analysis process, and newly emerging codes 
were applied to the full dataset.

When responding to a survey item, a survey participant must comprehend 
the question, retrieve information from long-term memory, make a judgment 
about how to answer, and then select from among the response options pro-
vided (Collins, 2003). Drawing on Young et  al.’s work developing survey 
measures for young people (Young et al., 2016), we conceptualized these pro-
cesses as falling within two distinct analytic categories: understandability 
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(encompassing comprehension) and answerability (encompassing retrieval, 
judgment, and response). Individual codes were developed inductively under 
the headings of “understandability” and “answerability,” with two sets of such 
codes: one applied to data on social norms items and the other (for compari-
son) applied to data on attitude items. Interview data were coded for evidence 
of good or poor understandability and answerability and for aspects of the 
tested items that enhanced or detracted from understandability and answer-
ability. Axial coding drew together initial codes relating to the same themes—
for example, the role of the framing of the reference group or observed 
manifestations of social norms—facilitating analysis within these themes.

Analysis of written summaries provided an overview of our findings and 
facilitated comparison by gender and year-group. Further analysis of notes on 
individual interviews identified the evidence supporting overall findings.

Results

In all, 11 students took part in cognitive testing of social norms and attitudes 
items (Table 2). All were cisgender comprising seven girls and four boys. 
Participants were spread across year-groups with three in year 8 (age 13), five 
in year 9 (ages 13–14), and three in year 10 (ages 14–15). All but one identi-
fied as White British and all but two selected “none” for a religious group. 
Injunctive gender norms items were skipped with one participant, who did 
not reach these items before having to return to class; all other items were 
tested with all 11 participants.

Summary results relating to understandability and answerability of each 
tested measure, and refinements made based on these findings, are available 
in Supplemental Appendix A.

Understandability

Item Clarity.  There was some initial difficulty with understanding the 
intended meaning of all three injunctive norms measures for some partici-
pants. Rather than difficulty with specific terms or phrases, some confusion 
appeared to stem from the framing of the items which, when the instruc-
tions and item were read aloud together, were somewhat lengthy (see Table 
1). When presented with injunctive norms measures, participants from all 
year-groups often asked whether the item was asking for their own or oth-
ers’ views, or answered initially in terms of their own views. In an example 
of the former, one boy asked the interviewer to clarify whether the injunc-
tive DRV norms measure was asking for his views, those of other boys in 
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the school or those of girls. In an example of the latter, in response to the 
item assessing injunctive gender norms relating to a girl with many sex 
partners, a girl said, “If it was my friend I’d disapprove, but if it was some-
one I didn’t know, I wouldn’t care.” Similarly, another girl described the 
measure of injunctive DRV norms as easy to answer because “I just think 
boys shouldn’t hit girls,” suggesting that she had interpreted the item as 
assessing her own views on DRV.

These findings suggest that injunctive norms items tended not to work 
well in their tested form, as their meanings were often not initially clear to 
participants. Where this was the case, the interviewer explained the intended 
meaning of the item, including (where needed) explaining that the question 
was asking about the participant’s perception of others’ views. These expla-
nations were effective in clarifying item meaning, suggesting that for par-
ticipants who had difficulty with understandability, this reflected a lack of 
clarity of wording rather than a more fundamental inability to distinguish 
injunctive norms from personal views. Students’ ability to make this dis-
tinction was especially apparent in responses to the parallel items (see 
Table 1) that explored both personal attitudes and injunctive social norms 
regarding the gendered behavior of a boy paying the expenses on a date 
with a girl. In their responses, two girls highlighted where they personally 
disagreed with others’ views (as they perceived them).

Table 2.  Background Characteristics of Cognitive Interview Participants.

Characteristics Year 8 N Year 9 N Year 10 N Total N (%)

Gender
  Girls 2 3 2 7 (63.6)
  Boys 1 2 1 4 (33.4)
Age in years
  13 3 1 0 4 (33.4)
  14 0 4 2 6 (54.5)
  15 0 0 1 1 (9.1)
Ethnicity
  Black African, Caribbean, 
or Black British

1 0 0 1 (9.1)

  White British 2 5 3 10 (90.9)
Religion
  Christian 1 0 1 2 (18.2)
  None 2 5 2 9 (81.8)
Total N (%) 3 (27.3) 5 (45.5) 3 (27.3) 11 (100.0)
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Answerability

Level of Certainty About Others’ Behavior and Views.  Participants tended to have 
difficulty responding to the measure of descriptive DRV norms because they 
were uncertain about the prevalence of psychological DRV perpetration among 
their peers. Some qualified their answers; for example, participants added “that 
I know of” and one of these participants also specified that they were respond-
ing with estimates among people whom they knew. Furthermore, asking about 
multiple behaviors within the same item detracted from answerability. For 
example, one girl commented that some boys might swear at their partner but 
would not necessarily insult or try to control her. Contributing to this uncer-
tainty was that psychological DRV perpetration might be unobservable. As one 
boy explained, some might try to control their partner due to jealousy but he did 
not think they would “broadcast” this behavior because people would disap-
prove and the person would feel embarrassed by others’ disapproval.

Overall, participants tended to report that they could respond more eas-
ily to measures of attitudes than to measures of injunctive norms. They 
explained that they knew their own mind better while imagining what oth-
ers thought was more difficult. The level of difficulty in answering injunc-
tive norms items varied based on the specified reference group and on the 
observability of social sanctions for, and on the strength of, the assessed 
norm, as described below.

Reference group.  The reference group for injunctive norms measures, “most 
other students in your school,” brought to mind a range of different groups 
for participants. A few said they thought of their friends when responding to 
these items; others reported thinking of older students or their own year-
group. Some reported thinking of other students of the same gender, includ-
ing older or popular boys. Our data suggest that responses to injunctive norms 
items would differ depending on the gender of the reference group students 
had in mind. For example, regarding an injunctive DRV norms item, one girl 
responded, “I know a lot of the girls would disapprove. I think it depends on 
who the boy’s friends are.  .  ..” A gendered distinction arose also for the 
descriptive norms items, where levels of perceived DRV differed for items 
asking about perpetration by girls and by boys.

When asked about changing the reference group to “your friends,” some 
participants said this could make some norms items easier to answer. This 
change tended to improve the answerability of the injunctive DRV norms 
measure, with one boy suggesting that this was because he would be more 
likely to know the views of his friends than views among the broader refer-
ence group. However, it made less of a difference to the answerability of the 



Meiksin et al.	 13

measure of injunctive gender norms relating to paying on a date because the 
absence of a strong norm governing this behavior also detracted from that 
item’s answerability.

Observability of Behaviors and Social Sanctions.  Answerability was improved 
where participants could draw concretely on past observations and conversa-
tions to respond to social norms items. For example, in discussing how she 
arrived at her response to the descriptive DRV norms item, a girl recalled 
seeing a boy screaming at another girl because she had thrown away a ring he 
had given to her. Discussing how they became aware of injunctive gender 
norms governing sexual behavior, participants described the public visibility 
of social sanctions. For example, one girl reported that a boy with many sex-
ual partners would be high-fived while a girl would be called a “slag.” Simi-
larly, a boy explained that “all the students in the school” would talk 
judgmentally with their friends about a student with many sexual partners or 
when a nude image of a student was circulated.

Presence of a Strong Norm.  Once the intention to assess others’ views had 
been clarified where needed, participants answered the measure assessing 
injunctive gender norms relating to a girl with many sexual partners more 
easily and confidently than they did other social norms measures. Partici-
pants were able to describe social repercussions for violating this norm, sug-
gesting that the item taps a norm that is strong in the reference group and they 
could thus easily draw on examples of observed behavior related to this norm. 
By contrast, participants tended to have more difficulty responding to the 
injunctive gender norms item assessing expectations of who should pay on a 
date between a girl and a boy. While some answered this item with little 
apparent difficulty, participants often expressed some uncertainty about their 
response, for example using words like “maybe” or “probably” or describing 
variable views among the reference group.

Responses to the parallel measure of attitudes provided further insight. For 
several participants, the response depended on context, for example, who had 
paid last time, the cost of the bill, or whether this was a first date. Responses 
to these paired attitude and injunctive norms items suggest that the injunctive 
norms measure did not tap a strong social norm among this population.

Measure Refinements

Based on our cognitive interview findings, we made a number of refinements 
to social norms and attitude measures in preparation for piloting. To address 
variability in who the reference group “most other students in your school” 
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brought to mind, and difficulty reporting perceived views of this reference 
group, all social norms measures were adapted to ask about a reference group 
of “your friends.” To improve clarity and readability, we simplified the 
instructions for all measures and made minor changes to wording to reflect 
common parlance in England. To clarify that injunctive norms items ask 
about the views of others, we simplified the measures’ instructions and 
adapted items and response options to mirror corresponding attitudes mea-
sures (i.e., “Please tick a box to show whether your friends would agree or 
disagree with each statement”). Refined survey measures thus asked about 
one’s own and others’ views on the same behaviors and presented similar 
Likert scale response options that reinforced the perspective in question (e.g., 
“I agree” for attitudes items and “My friends would agree” for injunctive 
norms items). While attitudes items had four response options (two levels of 
agreement and two levels of disagreement), refined injunctive norms mea-
sures had three (agreement, disagreement, or neither) to improve answerabil-
ity and to accommodate the possibility of items representing weak or absent 
norms. We also removed three items from the injunctive DRV norms measure 
(and corresponding attitudes measure) that specified a rationale for DRV 
(e.g., “A girl who makes her boyfriend jealous on purpose deserves to be 
hit”), which we judged to be less readable than other items and more difficult 
to respond to from the perspective of a reference group; and reframed two 
items from pro- to anti-DRV statements to ensure a mixture of statements 
supporting and opposing DRV.

For the descriptive DRV norms measure, we added instructions to “show 
your best guess” and we added a filter question so that only participants 
reporting more than one friend with a partner would be routed to these items. 
Based on findings that items assessing behaviors that were more likely to be 
observed were easier to answer and that assessing multiple behaviors within 
one item reduced answerability, we removed the item about sexual DRV and 
separated items on controlling behavior and insulting/swearing at a partner. 
We also adapted descriptive DRV norms items to be gender-neutral, more 
closely reflecting the original measure (see Table 1) and enabling us to ask 
about a more meaningful reference group (friends with partners, as opposed 
to smaller groups specifying female friends with boyfriends and male friends 
with girlfriends) while reducing the number of items in the measure. Attitude 
and injunctive gender norms items relating to who should pay on a date were 
dropped. To reduce the length of the injunctive gender norms measure and 
the corresponding attitudes measure, we removed items about gender roles 
among adults (father/mother, husband/wife) and items we judged to be less 
likely to represent strong norms among young people in England.
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Discussion

Our findings suggest that participants were able to understand both descrip-
tive and injunctive norms items and distinguish between the latter and their 
own views. Some participants showed initial confusion about whether injunc-
tive norms items were asking for their own views or the views of others, 
suggesting that the wording of tested measures should be refined to improve 
clarity. To this end, injunctive norms measures were adapted to mirror atti-
tude measures, that is, to ask about the same behaviors using similar Likert 
scale response options, a format used in other research with young people 
(Shamu et al., 2016).

We found that inconsistency in who the reference group “most other stu-
dents in your school” brought to mind, lack of certainty about DRV behav-
iors, and perceived heterogeneity in views among this population, detracted 
from the answerability of norms items. Our data suggest that narrowing the 
reference group to “your friends” might improve answerability where norms 
are salient among this reference group and where the behaviors in question 
are likely to have been discussed or observed. The use of this narrower refer-
ence group is supported by evidence from a recent systematic review of 
social norms measures in DRV research showing that for nearly all included 
measures, DRV supportive norms among friends were associated with young 
people’s own experience of DRV (Meiksin et al., 2023).

Research with young people finds that levels of support for DRV (Pöllänen 
et al., 2018) and DRV prevalence (Barter et al., 2014; Leen et al., 2013) can 
both vary by gender and that girls tend to report less support for inequitable 
gender norms (Kågesten et al., 2016) than do boys. Findings from our study 
suggest that young people are sensitive to these differences among their 
peers: participants consider the gender of reference group members in their 
responses to norms items. Where they thought that the views of girls and 
boys differed, this detracted from the answerability of tested injunctive norms 
items. However, repeating all norms measures for reference groups of girls 
and boys separately could result in lengthy scales that would be unfeasible to 
include in surveys. Narrowing the reference group to “your friends” allows 
participants to bring to mind a smaller social group. Peers with whom young 
people identify or feel connected (such as friends) can be particularly influ-
ential (Wolfe & Temple, 2018). While the majority of adolescents’ friends are 
those of the same sex (Deutsch et al., 2014), this approach also allows for 
individual variation in the gender composition of the reference group while 
minimizing the number of measure items. Piloting these measures among a 
representative sample of young people in England will provide important 
information about their acceptability, reliability, and validity.
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During the development of gender norms measures for the Global Early 
Adolescent Study, participants aged 10 to 14 years were surveyed about 
their own attitudes and those of their friends toward the same gender norms 
(Moreau, 2018). The study found that many reported not knowing what 
their friends thought and that, overall, participants tended to report their 
friends’ views as very similar to their own, raising concerns about whether 
data collected via surveys can distinguish between these two concepts in 
this age group (Moreau, 2018; Moreau et  al., 2021). The present study 
builds on these findings by identifying features of norms measures that 
improve answerability. We found that participants were most easily and 
confidently able to respond where norms appeared relatively strong and 
where they could draw on concrete experiences of seeing norms on public 
display; that is, where they had discussed or seen the specified behaviors or 
where they had observed social rewards/repercussions for complying with/
violating injunctive norms.

As with any research on social norms important to a particular health out-
come, norms measures in DRV research should focus on social norms that are 
linked theoretically or empirically to DRV outcomes. Based on our findings, 
we recommend that decisions about which social norms items to include in 
DRV research should be based on local formative research identifying norms 
(a) held among a cohesive and influential reference group; (b) strong enough 
among the reference group for respondents to discern; and (c) for which the 
relevant behavior (for descriptive norms) or social sanctioning (injunctive 
norms) is discussed or directly observable. Measures should be worded as 
clearly and concisely as possible and, where surveys include corresponding 
attitudinal measures, researchers should consider using parallel formatting, 
items, and response options for both types of measures to improve the under-
standability of injunctive norms measures.

Limitations

As the interviewer took notes during cognitive interviews, it is possible that 
some nonverbal signs of participants’ confusion or tentativeness could have 
been missed.

Our data come from a sample of 11 participants aged 13 to 15 years 
recruited from one school in England. While our sample included cisgender 
girls and boys, it was not diverse by ethnicity, religion, or other gender identi-
ties and no data were available on sexual orientation. In addition, given time 
constraints on the length of the interviews as well as the early stage of our 
work to refine social norms measures, only two descriptive norms items and 
three injunctive norms items were tested and this did not include testing of 
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refined items. We were, therefore, unable to test directly whether refinements 
improved understandability and answerability, including assessing whether 
the gender-neutral framing of the reference group “your friends” detracts 
from answerability due to the gendered nature of the tested items.

Conclusions

Our findings suggest that it is possible to develop social norms measures about 
gender and DRV that are understandable and answerable for young people aged 
13 to 15 years in England. Future research should cognitively test a broader 
range of items, including those assessing norms suspected to be more and less 
publicly manifest, and should do so among a sample of young people that is 
diverse in terms of backgrounds and sexual and gender identities. The accept-
ability, reliability, and validity of the social norms measures refined through 
cognitive testing in the present study should be assessed among a representa-
tive sample of young people in England. Where new social norms measures are 
developed or existing measures adapted for DRV research, these should assess 
norms which are salient and publicly manifest among a cohesive, influential 
reference group. Careful consideration is needed to establish the value of 
including measures of social norms where this is not known to be the case.
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