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seems to require assistance. Similarly, although 

the value of cooperation is held in high esteem 

in contemporary U.S. society, when someone is 

taking a final exam in a sociology class, coopera-

tion is likely to be defined as cheating. When the 

key values that characterize a particular social 

institution come into conflict, the result may be 

widespread legal and moral uncertainty among 

individuals.

Norms  Norms are culturally defined rules of 

conduct. They specify what people should do 

and how they should pursue values. They tell us 

what is proper or necessary behavior within par-

ticular roles, groups, organizations, and institu-

tions. Thousands of norms guide the minor and 

the grand details of our lives, from the bedroom 

to the classroom to the boardroom. You can 

see, then, that norms serve as the fundamental 

building blocks of social order.

Norms make our interactions with others 

reasonably predictable. Americans expect that 

when they extend a hand to another person, 

that person will grasp it and a brief handshake 

will follow. They would be shocked if they held 

out their hand and the other person spit on it 

or grabbed it and wouldn’t let go. In contrast, 

people in some societies commonly embrace or 

kiss each other’s cheek as a form of greeting, 

even when involved in a formal business rela-

tionship. A hearty handshake in those societies 

may be interpreted as an insult. In Thailand, 

people greet each other by placing the palms of 

their hands together in front of their bodies and 

Exhibit 2.1 Social Structure and the Individual

Institutions (e.g., Religion)

Organization (The Catholic Church)

Organization (Diocese)

Organization (Local Church)

Groups (Congregations, Prayer Groups, Youth Groups)

Statuses and Roles (Cardinal, Bishop, Priest, Altar Boy, Member)

Individuals


