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Norms
In sociology we call rules about behavior norms.  Some norms, of course, are more important than others.  Consider these four norms about how women should dress when they attend a church or temple in the United States:
            Women must not wear white shoes after Labor Day
            Women must not wear jeans.
            Women must not wear clothing that exposes their navels.
            Women must not wear clothing that exposes their breasts.
Compared to the others, the first norm seems pretty trivial. Someone who violated it would probably only be punished by a quick glance of disapproval. Depending on the church, someone who violated the second norm might get anything from a long nasty stare to a request to leave.  The same can be said for the third norm – but many would see a violation of the “no navel” norm s possibly more offensive than a violation of the “no jeans” norm.  However, the woman who arrives at church with bare breasts will not be able to ignore her punishments.  She will not only receive disapproving looks from other members of the church but might even be arrested.
This brings us to an important point: The way to judge the importance of a norm (and even whether it exists) is to observe how people respond to behavior.  Based on the church members’ responses, we can not only identify the norms but get a sense of how important they are.
TYPES OF NORMS
Having observed lots of norm violations and responses to norm violators in many societies, social scientists realized that there were different categories of norms.
            In his book Folkways (1906), Sociologist William G. Sumner divided norms into two categories:
1.                  Folkways.  These represent casual norms; violations are not taken very seriously.  Eating cereal for breakfast and pizza for dinner are examples of folkways.  At worst, the punishment for violating a folkway might be a dirty look, rolled eyes or disapproving comment (“You eat pizza for breakfast!?”)
2.                  Mores. These are anything but casual. Mores reflect important rules, such as the norms against unjustified assaults on other persons.
An illustration of the difference between folkways and mores could be described this way:
“A folkway is a man going to a formal affair without a tie; a mores would be a man going to a formal affair with only a tie.”
Later, sociologists added a third category:
3.                  Taboos. There are norms that are so deeply held that even the thought of violating them upsets people.  For example, in the United States, there is a taboo against eating human flesh.
 
SANCTIONS
If you violate a norm, you can expect a certain type of response from others – what sociologists call a negative sanction.  The seriousness of this negative sanction depends on the importance of the norm.  Violations of folkways might be sanctioned by a comment or a nasty look.  Violations of taboos, on the other hand, might be sanctioned by expulsion from the social group, imprisonment, or even death.
The form of negative sanctions can vary as well.  Sociologists distinguish between formal and informal negative sanctions.
Formal Sanctions are official responses from specific organizations within society, such as the government, universities, or churches.  Formal negative sanctions meted out by the government include prison sentences and fines.  Formal negative sanctions doled out by a university range from library fines to expulsion.  Formal negative sanctions given by a church range from having to do penance to excommunication.
Informal sanctions come from the individuals in social groups.  Informal negative sanctions can range from being laughed at and made to feel humiliated to being given the cold shoulder by everyone in the group.
There is no cut and dried correspondence between the form of negative sanction and its effect or consequences.  The formal negative sanction of a parking ticket is less painful to many than the informal sanction of being laughed at or ignored by one’s friends or family.
Note, too, that someone who violates a norm can (and frequently does) receive both a formal and an informal sanction.  Students caught cheating in a sociology course, for example, may receive the formal negative sanction of a failing grade and the informal negative sanction of expressions of disgust from friends and family.
Of course, it is not simply norm violating that evokes responses from others.  If your behavior is in keeping with a norm or, especially, if it goes beyond what is expected, you may be rewarded with a positive sanction.  Positive sanctions also range from small to large and can be either formal or informal.  Formal positive sanctions are those given out officially by some organization and can range from receiving an A in a sociology course to winning the Nobel Peace Prize.  Informal positive sanctions range from a smile to a standing ovation.
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