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Understanding and Assessing the Process
by which College Students Hold Each Other
Accountable to Standards of Conduct

Chad Ahren

Removed from home environments where many aspects of their lives ave regu-
lated, traditional-age residential college students often have trouble identify-
ing and enforcing standards of their own behavior. This paper explores the
psychological foundation of how students in groups establish and maintain
standavds among their members. Considerations Jor connections with student
development theory ave also discussed.

Introduction

Young adults living on a college campus are often given considerable
latitude and room to grow and develop, Typically free of the usual high
school constraints, students choose to re-invent themselves or explore new
avenues once they move into their first residence halls or apartments (Astin,

1998). They make new friendships, eat and sleep on their own schedules,
and join organizations that may not have been available or permissible when
they lived with parents and subject to high school teachers’ and administra-
tors’ supervision.

College administrators do not have the same level of oversight as their
high school counterparts (Fried], 2000). Students generally come and £0 as
they please, whether or not they live on campus, Space is not as restricted
on a college campus as it is in high school; students often have unsupervised
access to spaces that are closely regulated in a high school environment.
Libraries, art studios, and residence halls are all examples of this increased
access.

Most importantly, students in a college environment are less likely
to have codes of conduct imposed upon them. Short of obvious criminal
offenses or serious policy infractions, college administrators are unable to
follow up on many conduct issues (Dannells, 1991). Detecting violations,
gathering witnesses and supporting documentation, and sanctioning students
can be a serious issue of bureaucracy (Fried], 2000).

Responses to this issue have included involving students in the ac-
countability process. A common example is the resident assistant, a student
who lives in campus housing and is responsible for day-to-day programming
and enforcement of rules among residents. Another convenient instance
is the student component of college judicial processes (Dannells, 1991;
Wilson, 1996) because they lighten the load for administrators and increase
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legitimacy for offenders by providing a peer presence in the sanctioning
process.

A student club or organization is a less formal context for exercising
accountability. Rather than representing values and codes created by admin-
istrators, they cultivate their own expectations and enforce them in a peet-to-
peer environment nestled within the greater culture of the institution (Gellin,
2003). These behavioral expectations ordinarily reflect institutional values,
thus legitimizing the school’s sponsorship of the group. The most salient
codes of conduct in this environment are of a more informal nature. Rules
may not even be formally articulated but rather must be detected through
participation in the group’s culture (Kuh, 1995; Martin, 2002). For example,
there may not be a stated rule to prohibit sleeping through a fraternity
chapter meeting, but a member who does so is likely to face some level of
implicit disapproval from others in the group.

1t is not appropriate to assume that students are ready to take on
this shared responsibility (Denzine, 1999). What are the mechanisms and
pathways by which students come to hold each other accountable to certain
standards of conduct? This paper explicates extant research and appropri-
ate applications to college students’ accountability structures. Though the
literature does not address this question directly, there are indirect means
to accessing its relevant aspects. For the purpose of this paper, much of the
focus will be on accountability within social fraternities. This context will
altow for closer examination of the inherent issues by way of social psycho-
logical constructs. Examples of fraternal behavior are drawn from common
advisors” anecdotes.

“Standard of conduct” can be a difficult concept to fully understand.
To focus the discussion, the most pressing issue is agreement on how these
standards are established and what relationship they have to members’ pre- -
existing attitudes. Intuitively, one might expect better adherence fo standards
if a previous personal investment is present, but these investments change as
group dynamics affect the individual (White, Hogg, & Terry, 2002).

Norms: Their Establishment

The most convenient inroad to understanding the concept of standards
is to approach it psychologically with the idea of norms. “Underlying the
formation of norms is the ubiquitous belief that there is a correct response
for every situation and an abiding interest for persons to base their responses
on these correct foundations” (Friedkin, 2001, p. 167). Individuals accumu-
late experience and learn what kinds of actions elicit favorable responses in
cerfain circumstances. Specifically, norms are defined as “social attitudes of
approval and disapproval, specifying what ought to be done and what ought
not to be done” in any given social situation (Sunstein, 1996, p. 914).
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It is important to note that norms exist independent of value judgment.
Normative behavior can be just as often déstructive as it is constructive or
healthy (Cannon & Edmondson, 2001). For example, fraternity men who act
graciously with elderly alumni at a chapter dinner and compete in drink-
ing contests later that night in a nearby bar are displaying different kinds of
normative behavior. They have made a tacit agreement with each other and
their alumni that elders are to be treated with total respect and have likewise
agrecd with each other that public drunkenness is acceptable and encour-
aged. These behaviors are in stark contrast with each other, but both come to
exist in the same way.

Since a norm may arise or persist independent of its value, it will be
important to explore the substance of these norms later. This will provide the
bridge between the concept of norms (value-blind behavior) and standards
(value-conscious behavior). For now, it is important to understand how
norms are established and maintained.

Feldman (1984) outlined four sources from which norms develop in
most groups. The first is statements by external authority, which might be
codes of conduct or other expectations outlined in student handbooks or
other communication from college administrators. Alumni of a fraternity
might have specific expectations that would also fall into this category.
Second, “critical events in the group’s history” (p. 51), like stories, legends,
traditions, and other artifacts or values of a group’s culture, influence the
development of current norms (Kuh, 1995; Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Martin,
2002) . They can also be distorted by time and might perpetuate norms that

have false roots. Third, the first behavior pattern that emerges in a group
often sets group expectations (Feldman, 1984). This could range from where
people sit during chapter meetings to whether someone brings a case of beer
to an alumni gathering. Finally, individual interests help create norms. If
members are recruited to a fraternity based on their interest in community
service, then conversations or activities surrounding service activities will
play a part in the norms structure of that group.

While these sources provide the material of group norms, the condi-
tions under which the norms develop are equally important, Pendry and
Carrick described how a predisposition to avoid conflict accelerates the
normalization process (2001). Instead of stubbornly asserting their initial
preferences, individuals with previously disparate interests succumb to a
desire to conform and minimize turbulence, This facilitates reaching a modi-
fied consensus more quickly. The substance of the norm is secondary to the
individual desire to belong; this can have serious implications for the norm’s
genesis. Insecure new members with a strong desire for direction in a newly
formed group could likely warm to more dubious norms as long as those
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norms provided some sense of normalcy and stability. Where established
groups with rooted norms are concerned, however, this dynamic describes
only members who do not wish to create unrest in their new groups. Enter-
ing college students fit this description (Sidle & McReynolds, 1999). If they
are faced with values they do not agree with in an organization they wish to
join, such as alcohol use in a fraternity, they must decide whether or not to
abandon their previous value structure (Arnold & Kuh, 1992).

Norms: Their Enforcement

Once norms are established, they are perpetuated through enforcement
within the group. There is no shortage of research on how norms are sup-
ported (Costarelli, 2005; Fehr & Fischbacher, 2004; Horne, 2001; Marques,
Abrams, & Serodio, 2001; Sunstein, 1996). Feldman (1984) efficiently de-
scribed the four primary conditions governing how and why groups enforce
their norms among members.

First, members tend to enforce norms that facilitate group survival. An
example might be an expectation that alcohol not be brought to fraternity
alumni gatherings because those alumni have a cooperative relationship with
college administrators and wish to encourage more educational activities,
such as service projects.

Members also enforce norms that help to make behavior predictable.
When members know how to act in given repetitive situations, they are
more comfortable. If a fraternity member usually takes notes at a mecting
and is absent one week, the resulting confusion may seem disproportionate.
That member’s role is ingrained in the group, so his absence unexpectedly
disrupts the meeting’s routine.

Members more readily enforce norms that articulate the central beliefs
of the group. If a group’s stated values are in opposition to its enacted val-
ues, norms enforcement could be difficult. A fraternity “committed to chival-
ry” whose member is suspected of sexual assault faces difficult choices. To
be clear, if his guilt is obvious or proven then sanctions may be inevitable. It
is when details are murky and there is opportunity to dodge the charges that
the true character of members can be ascertained. In turn, the identity of the
organization, as perceived by both members and nonmembers, may be in
jeopardy (Feldman, 1984).

Finally, norm enforcement helps to prevent members’ embarrassment.
The in-group loyalty to fellow members drives this enforcement motive.
Members want to help others preserve their self-image and protect them
from sitnations where threats may arise (Sabini, Garvey, & Hall, 2001). In a
fraternal context, the practice of hazing new members is problematic regard-
ing this point. Students traditionally regard hazing as temporarily unpleas-
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ant, ultimately creating a valuable shared experience instead. Once the pro-
cess is complete, they argue, all members enjoy the bond of those degrading
cvents (Nuwer, 1999). Fraternity advisors work diligently to help students
see that this logic.is faulty, however, and that hazing is a destructive means
to establishing common bonds. It is now understood that the embarrassment
that hazing elicits has lasting effects and compromises the ability of fraterni-
ties to effectively enforce norms (Campo, Poulos, & Sipple, 2005).

Fehr and Fischbacher (2004) explored important concepts regarding
the position and disposition of the punisher/defender in relationship to the
norm violator. That is, there is a distinction between an enforcer with a stake
in the violated norm and an enforcer who is a more neutral third party. The
authors demonstrated that a norm violation rarely has an immediately direct
and deleterious effect on g person. When it does, it can be hard to distin-
guish whether or not norm enforcement would be an effect of commitment
to the norm or retaliation for whatever loss the enforcer experienced. For
this reason, the authors posited that third parties are actually responsible for
almost all meaningful norm enforcement. Bernhard, Fehr and Fischbacher
(2006) referred to this as “altruistic” norm enforcement (p. 217): The third
party has no truly personal stake besides defending the norm itself, which
in turn defends the organization whose norm is threatened. Tn this case, it
is much easier to approximate the motive for enforcement because private
interests are removed from consideration.

An example of this intuitive dynamic might involve two fraternity

brothers discussing a rivalry with another fraternity. One member insists
that they prank their rival by stealing and smashing its (rightfully earned)
intramural trophy. The other brother, who does not endorse the plan, has
two choices: He can either agree with his friend and accompany him on the
mission or he can employ reasonable strategies to change his friend’s mind,
The member with this choice has no personal, private stake in the decision.
The potentially destroyed property is not his, and he is extremely unlikely
to be caught or sanctioned for the crime if he pariicipates. In fact, the plan is
likely to be carried out with almost no risk and the member in question will
not suifer repercussions either way. But his fraternity’s stated values pro-
mote honor and integrity, and these actions would contravene those values.
He knows this, and though his brotherhood may include a small number of
troublemakers, the group generally tries to promote more productive behav-
ior. The student must decide if he is committed to those values, Demonstrat-
ing that commitment here would be an act of altruistic norm enforcement as
described by Bernhard et al. (20006).

Altruism, insofar as an enforcer has nothing material to gain from the
transaction, contributes to the present question of standards enforcement
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(Fowler, 2005). It may not be the prime concept, however, in the case of
student organizations like fraternities. Group cohesion may instf:ad play that
role. Hogg and Hains (1996) described a cohesive group as havmg “intra-
group conformity, intergroup differentiation, stereotypic perception, ethmo-
centrism, and positive intermember attitude” (p. 298). The authors noted that
memmbers who are perceived as more similar to the rest of the group tend to
be better liked, so homogeneity is also important. This needs to be distin-
guished from simple personal attraction. In this case, members’ “depersonal-
ized” social attributes rather than their “idiosyncratic preferences” govern
likeability and, consequently, group cohesion (Hogg & Hains, -l 996., p. 296).
That is, a member is more likely to be embraced by the group if he is much
like other members in attitude and philosophy. Personal likes and disﬁkeg
are important only to the extent they maich the group’s idea of a prototypi-
cal member. Otherwise, these qualities are idiosyncratic and do not figure
prominently into a member’s acceptance into the group. ‘ -

In student groups demonstrating high levels of cohesion, the willing-
ness to enforce norms, altruistically or otherwise may be seriously com-
promised. Flache and Macy (1996) described a dynamic where Sapctions
for deviating from norms may be discouraged due to group cohemgn. As'
articulated by Horne, “sanctioning may create the risk that the devmnt- will
retaliate. Tt also requires resources that could be nsed more proﬁt‘ably in
other personally beneficial exchanges™ (2001, p. 258). This implies that_ it -
could be more unpleasant to impose a sanction within a close group gf indi-
viduals who have frequent meaningful interaction than to do so With{ﬂ a less
cohesive group with less meaningful interaction. The costs to the ind1v1du'al
could be great, and the larger group would not benefit if th(? s.maller cohesive
group objects to the enforcement as unjust instead of examining the norm at
stake. That results in the enforcer using social capital in an investment that
ultimately does not pay off.

Meta-norms

Horne’s (2001) examination of Flache and Macy’s (1996) research
explored how norm enforcement patterns emerge. Sife incorporated the
concept of meta-norms, or the degree to which individuals are encopraged
to enforce an organization’s norms. That is, “a meta-norm emerges insofar
as group members reward those who punish deviance” (Hormne, %001, p-.
255).This reward need not originate with group members exclus.wely but
could be affected by reactions or encouragement from third ‘parties as v&feﬂ.
For example, a fraternity that runs social events without incsldﬁn‘c3 even if
it takes more effort and the events are a little tamer than many might pre-
fer, may derive certain benefits from the college’s administration for suc.h.
behavior. These benefits, such as leniency on report deadlines or recognition

27



Jowrnal of the Indiana University Student Personnel Association

in an alumni newsletter, can encourage meta.l—norms towan_i enf(_)rcement of
policy-friendly norms. Alternatively, alum_rn of ?he fraterm'ty might create 2
hostile atmosphere for such enfor(‘:ement, invoking the senou_snegs of tradi-
tion and past practice (Kuh & Whitt, 1988) as arguments against it
Horne (2001) noted that the benefits to the group for sanctioning devi-

ant behavior may not outweigh the costs to the enforcing individual or the
group’s costs of rewarding that person. Horne shifted the focus in order to
answer these concerns about group cohesion and itg supposed harmful effect
on sanctioning. Individuals may reward sanctioners with whom they have a
pre-existing relationship in order to preserve that relationship. This is more
likely the stronger the relationship is.

This dynamic, however, presupposes that a smaller group, perhaps
informally known as the major group’s enforcers, is willing to sustain a level
of moral responsibility and bear that for the rest of the major group. Though
Fowler (2005) showed how this kind of altruism has been sustained through-
out civilization by evolutionary means, the shorter-term implications are
more dependent on context and individuals, Certainly Fowler aliowed for
extreme examples: tragic, altruistic individuals who have been subsumed by
the vulgar intuitions of their respective mobs. This is exactly the dynamic
that must be avoided on the micro-level to promote the enforcement of
norms, especially those that benefit the group.

Prosocial Norms
It is appropriate here to differentiate between types of norms. The
norms most salient to the concept of standards at iss

ue in this paper are most
commonly referred to as prosocial norms:

Prosocial norms are those whose increased frequency in a population
enhances the average level of well-being. .. The importance of prosocial
norms arises in interactions structured such that the uncoordinated actions
of individuals lead to ontcomes inferior to those that would have been at-

tainable had coordination of the individual actions been possible. (Bowles
& Gintis, 1998, p. 2)

This definition requires refinement to isolate the kind of norms that
will ultimately comprise standards for fraternities and other student organi-
zations. Adhering to Bowles and Gintis’s definition, individuals might act in
ways that benefit their friends or other individuals but ultimately compro-
mise the success or well-being of the group. This is up to interpretation by
those individuals, but if one member of a fraternity helps another member
cheat on exam and no one finds out about it (i.¢., the group’s reputation
remains intact), the cheaters could argue that their actions enhanced the
“average level of well-being” (Bowles & Gintis, 1998, p. 2). To avoid these
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Joopholes, it is important to highlight certain distinctions within the realm of
rms.
prosoliﬁltiut)o address the example above, the norms exercised mu'st i?e.ﬁmc—
tional in terms of the group’s goals. They cannot benefit only the deidualis
involved in the transaction that enacts the norm, but rather s_hould benefit the
individuals and enhance the group’s needs (Brief & Motowidlo, 198.6).'
Baruch, O’Creevy, Hind, and Vigoda-Gadot (2004) 131ade the distmc~
tion between norms that are exercised both “in—rqle” fmd ¢ extrg—role (p
402). This signifies the difference between engaging in prosocial behavior
while acting within a defined position or outside of it. The (}eveiopment
officer of a fraternity, for example, can help comm1_ttee chairs developh 1
programs to encourage responsible use of alcohol (111-1‘01?:), as well as help
monitor members’ consumption at events where alcohol'ls‘})re‘sent {extra-
role), While it would be an oversimplification to term this going the exira
mile,” extra-role prosocial behavior generally augments any given position.
The distinction is that this behavior can be undertal?er’l, encouraged and
enforced regardless of role. Extrapolating frr:')m Astin’s s.;tudy of t?le c‘:o—clup
riculum (1999), the value of this less fom?ahz.ed prosocial behawor. isc ea;’.
Extra-role prosocial norming is likely indlcat-lve ofa deeper Fsommltment 0
standards than in-role norming, as it uses an 1ntc?rnal mot}vatlon rather than
the imposed role definition to encourage prosocial bghfivmr. "
Finally, it is important to recognize that the reczplen't of p'rosom.a
behavior need not be an individual or a specific group of md.lwdu‘als, the
organization itself can benefit as well (Podsakof, MacKeInZIe, chulne, &fth
Bachrach, 2000). Loyalty or vigilant adherem‘:e to prosocial traditions of the
group, such as the fraternity brother who routinely awakes t?aﬂy t}) care-
fully raise the flag in front of his house, is an examp_le o_f this clhst_m_ctlor;.‘
Prosocial norms can also seem to damage the organization or individual m
the short term but eventually provide long-term beneﬁts (Horne, 2001}, such
as in cases of whistle-blowing (Mesmer-Magnus & V1swe§varan, 2905).
When members of a fraternity enlist advisors’ h'elp to eradlcaiie hazing,
for example, the group suffers temporm negative -?ffects d}mng_ the ensu-
ing investigation. Those who initiated it may experience animosity from
other members. The organization emerges from that ordeal, bowle\{er, better
equipped to promote prosocial norms. The norms that affect 1-nd1\.f1dua;s, a8
opposed to the organization, are clearly germane tf’ th.e examlpatlon of ac- X
countability since the interest lies in students monitoring and informing eac
OtherSB:fbiZ?z‘rlllc(l)gdotowidlo (1986) acknowledged that distinciiions like th‘ese
can rarely be made cleanly. Any act that commits to a prosocial norm rmgdht
be functional on the surface but simultaneously feeds a more seli-centere
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and dysfunctional need that detracts from the group’s well-being or goals,
Likewise, it can be difficult to distinguish between in-role and extra-role
behavior, and many actions can benefit both individuals and the group as a
whole.

To be sure, there are cerfain additional considerations for specifically
enforcing prosocial norms. There can be two types of enforcers: Gintis
(2000) described “strong reciprocators™ (p. 169) who proimote prosocial
norms within their immediate groups, while Carpenter, Matthews, and
Ong’Ong’a (2004) described “social reciprocators” (p. 408) who ;nforce
'these norms regardless of the violators’ group affiliation. Though it ié
}mportant that the concept of a “group” be clear, the authors only asserted
it must be “well-defined” (Carpenter et al., 2004, p. 416). The examination
seems to hinge on the group subscribing to the same norms, so both types
of §nforcement may surface for students depending on subgroups and how
their norms may differ from those of the larger organization (Kuh & Whitt
1988?. Carpenter et al. (2004) found that these two styles of “punishment”:
are differentiated from that of “fitness differential theory,” whose punish-

ers do so only {o equalize the benefits between prosocial norm violators and
themselves (Price, Cosmides, & Tooby, 2002, p. 203). When these prosocial
norms are en_forced, they are enforced by strong or social reciprocators who
are doing so in order to promote the norms in question regardless of the cost
to them or the benefit accrued to the violators (Carpenter ef al., 2004)
Bemhard_, Fehr, and Fischbacher (2006) built on this research an'd
found that punishers “give in-group norm violators more of a break” (p
22(-))..Their 'ﬁndings suggested that the “impact of group affiliation on ai—
trulsFlc pl.mls.hment i3 a stable phenomenon with external validity” (p. 221)
The implications of this possible in-group leniency are heavy, as stud;‘-:nts ’

may be more reluctant than expected to enf i
_ orce prosocial norm i
closest peers. F * among their

. Thls 1mglication can be most relevant when considering a group that
exhlbit.s especially high levels of cohesion, such as a prototypical social
fraternity. Hogg and Terry (2000) discussed social identity theory, insofar
as people’s identities are determined in some part by the groups in, which
they choose to persist, This theory has been tested in terms of loyalty to a
group and the conditions under which members might be willing to leave it
to protect tlheir own interests (Van Vugt & Hart, 2004). “High identifiers” in-
vest more in the group and are less willing to abandon it. This may not mean
thf:y will enforce inconvenient norms, however, especially if they identif
with some other possibly more convenient or casily enforced set of normyé
also existing within the group. One crisis that may elicit the choice to sta
ot to leave is that of divergent norming within the group. If some membefs
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prioritize prosocial norms and others believe different norms to be primary,
the resulting schism can test the level to which individuals identify with the

group.

The Role of “Groupthink”

This possibility raises the specter of the long-popular notion of “group-
think” (Janis, 1971), a theory explaining why cohesive groups can demon-
strate, occasionally or habitually, poor decision-making. As articulated by
Haslam, Ryan, Postmes, Spears, Jetten, and Webley (2006):

A group that has fallen prey to the syndrome tends to believe it is more
powerful and invulnerable than it really is and has unquestioning faith in
its own moral authority... Within-group consensus is also highly prized, so
that individual group members who have doubts fail to voice them (i.e.,
they engage in self-censorship} and the group as a whole puts pressure on
members who deviate from the group position. (p. 608)

This phenomenon is a real possibility in a fraternity. Having typically
been founded years earlier by one group of students, the ideals on which it
was established may be interpreted, amended, or ignored by each new cohort
of students who join. This kind of transfer is expected, but prosocial norms
may eventually be displaced by baser beliefs. This degeneration is reminis-
cent of Pendry and Carrick’s (2001} discussion on quick compromise in the
establishment of norms. Such an erosion of values may result in the majority
of the membership believing the group stands for one set of compromised
ideals while a minority sees that the founding ideals are more important to
the group’s health. These students, the would-be enforcers, can be stifled by
peers’ subscription of a groupthink-driven norm fo which they are implicitly
pressured to conform.

While groupthink continues to be a popular term and has caught on in
mainstream language, it is important to acknowledge the shortcomings of
research that supports the original thesis. Esser (1998) reviewed the litera-
ture and found scant empirical findings that rigorously tested and supported
groupthink. He did, however, conclude that certain antecedents to the phe-
nomenon appeared to hold up under scrutiny. Groups with a “lack of impar-
tial leadership™ {p. 131) exhibited the dangerous characteristics listed above.
Without embarking on a detailed examination of leadership theory, if student
leadership is more directive and less collaborative, membership is likely
{o stem its efforts to influence the organization’s activities and collective
decisions (Rost, 1993). Limiting this labor promotes groupthink symptoms.
Another solid finding follows the same logic: Groups lacking “methodical
decision-making procedures” (Esser, 1998, p. 132) also exhibit groupthink
tendencies. :
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Counterintuitively and in opposition to Janis’s (1971) assertions, group
cohesion has not been demonstrated as an antecedent to groupthink, While
Esser {1998) hypothesized this may involve lower levels of trugt (and thus
higher levels of self-censorship) among members of less cohesive groups,
his primary concern is that cohesiveness has not yet been operationalized
appropriately. In any case, there is presently no empirical support for cohe-
siveness predicting the symptoms of groupthink as described here,

In spite of the research outlining the development and enforcement

of prosocial behavior, groupthink has the potential to thwart students’ best
behavioral efforts. In college fraternities, declines in group commitment to
founding values are well-documented (Kilgannon & Erwin, 1992; Reisberg,
2000). The residual damage from the material and chemical excess and mags
departure from those values in the late 1970s and 1980s is only now being
addressed purposefully and has created a strong recalcitrance in the all-im-
portant alumni support base (Baade & Sundberg, 1996). Alumni entrust their
fraternity to incoming students who are eager to form attachments within
their new environment (Rice, Fitzgerald, Whaley, & Gibbs, 1995), and those
students readily accept the group’s established (and compromised) norms as
part of its legitimate history, Depending on their level of identification with
the fraternity (Van Vugt & Hart, 2004), new members set about internaliz-
ing the prevalent norms and discouraging deviant opinions as to the group’s
identity. Some of these attitudes are socialized forcibly through hazing and

other antisocial mechanisms, as vividly described by Nuwer (1999) and
Arnold and Kuh (1992).

Relationships to Student Development Theory
In terms of students holding each other accountable to prosocial stan-
dards of behavior, the prominent norms are those functional to the group,
existing outside of activities associated with formal roles, and benefiting in-
dividuals as opposed to the organization. Concentrating on these distinctions
helps to identify the norms that match best with student development theory.
Kohlberg’s (1976) theory of moral development is central to the idea
of accountability through norms, This sequential model describes levels and
stages that studenis experience in order (Evans, Forney, & Guido-DiBrito,
1998), each incorporating aspects of those previous to it. In the preconven-
fional level, students are concerned with avoiding punishment. As students
move into the conventional level, they become interested in living up to
peers’ expectations and translating those into a consistent set of rules that
apply to everyone. Students at the principled level recognize that context is
essential to determining the best course of action and guidelines for conduct
are not merely dictated by the will or whim of those around them (Kohl-

berg, 1976). Students must have reached this principled level to hold each
32 :
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her accountable. Though the conventional level ack-nowlel:dges groups’
ot ership of their norms, consensus on those norms is unlikely. In 01.rder for
Ownmbers to assert their own values in a group context, they must behfeve
met the group’s norms need prosocial realignment and rgake norm adjust-
e ts W%‘fh other members. The abilities to balance muliiple moral perspec-
‘?1 \?:s and negotiate paths toward value and norm improvement are halimarks
i
hiberg’s third level (1976). ' ' .
o KOThough morality is difficult to assess rigorously (Gibbs, Basinger, &
Fuller, 1992), it remains a topic of keen interest and such assess'mentts age
rll cor;stant d:avelopment (Evans et al., 1998). One of the p'reexélénen haih .
1nduring assessments is Rest’s Defining Issues ”lje'st (1979, 1.9 ), wal ch ha
geen shown with modest success to judge capability of makmﬁlmor ;1 Si
ments according to Kohlberg’s levels. In one early but compe ;I;g :11;; : 3;5 ,
isi i hown to have noticeable
eful advising and education were 8 '
pur'lzlods ment (Schlaefli, Rest, & Thoma, 1985). Worldly experience fz;pg—;ars
?;1 tjrun%p deliberate efforts to develop morals, howeveg 80 Stuc(l)i?;an;m
iti imited opportunities to engender pros
ractitioners may have limite : .
l;nﬂf)rcemf:nt from a moral perspective (Bf:é)egu & {:ﬁﬁgﬁoﬁzim i
i i i 3) provided a sul
Chickering and Reisser (199 . : ! .
seventh vector, developing integrity. This vector 1s comprised of three
Stagei: Moral absolutism becomes a mote humanized value syster, 1cor-
orati ? i f one’s own.
ating others’ needs into those of one -
gorCoregvalues emerge and reconcile with the behejfs of otheri. g
3. A sense of congruence materializes between action and belief, a
. i ] and social needs.
alues must satisfy both persona : .
TheseV components are sequential but overlap and influence .'each Ot}:leé}l ?ztli( _
dents are not expected to progress neatly from 01;16 st:[age to gzg Zf;i :[hat e
i isser’ tors are similar to the stages a
ering and Reisser’s seven vec A
i th more complex.
t is more elementary and the seven : . N
flffo;gh them or revisit them according to their own experiences and succe
i ing the lessons in each. . '
" leagvei 0. the fact that “social responsibility” appears 1n ‘f?e most .
dvanced staére of the highest vector indicates that_ accounta.bi ity Caéled -
2 difficult quality for students to attain. Though this theory is grmiin ealn
research on college students, by no means do all or even mOSt()Szt-qu ubei
to experience characteristics of all seven vectors (Flowers, 20f ﬁ;'s ou an,y
Nixon. Sisson, & Barnes, 2005; Glover, 2000). Assessment of thi nd oo
d elc; ment t’heory can be fraught with challenges, but early rescar -
sl?zwnlz‘eaching the seventh vector can be a long journey and fnayorjgn :
time beyond the college years (Evans et al., 1998). This is an 1mp
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point to consider when searching for a willingness to exercise accountability
in these students. If they are not moving through Chickering and Reisser’s
seventh vector, they may not have the capacity to hold their peers to stan-
dards via the prosocial norm enforcement described herein.

Though it is not a social psychological theory, Perry’s theory of cogni-
tive development (1968) also helps to contextualize this idea of accountabil-
ity. It is an intuitive continuum in which students start as dualistic (seeing
issues in absolute terms), progress to multiplistic (acknowledging there are
several perspectives and solutions for any given problem), and eventually
become relativistic (able to select the best solution based on the right infor-
mation). Versions of this final stage, which students may not reach during
their college years, indicate the importance of incorporating others’ views
into one’s own (Evans et al., 1998; Perry, 1968). This relativism amounts
to seeing a problem from multiple perspectives and evaluating the merits of
each. This is necessary for one to recognize which norms are most appropri-
ate and why prosocial choices are best for the group. A prosocial enforcer
must be advanced in Kohlberg’s levels (1976), Chickering and Reisser’s
scales (1993), as well as in Perry’s continuum {1968).

Conclusion

The constructs of accountability and the standards to which one is held
accountable are complex, comprised each of several concepts that can be
difficult to disentangle. Having insight into how students operate in social
groups is an essential component of advising strategy, and enables faculty
and staff to better facilitate students’ progress in learning important life les-
sons while pursuing their degrees. For colleges that profess a role in meeting
global needs by graduating leaders and community-minded citizens, having

the tools to encourage this essential education outside the classroom has
never been more important,
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