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In March 2009 the Minister for Finance Brian Lenihan noted the ability of the Irish 

people to accept severe austerity measures and how it had impressed and amazed his 

European counterparts quipping ‘In France there would be riots’  (Irish Times, 2009). 

Why Irish people accept without protest what its European neighbours will not is a 

question often raised in public commentary during the prolonged political and economic 

meltdown of Ireland Inc. Irish protest may have been dealt with severely in the past but 

modern inhabitant's reluctance to engage in this behaviour is worthy of further 

investigation. What causes the continuation of past behaviours despite profound 

societal changes? The differences in how and when Irish people protest may be 

explained by historical, structural and social psychological theory but currently lack 

empirically derived, evidence based explanations. The focus of this research therefore is 

to determine what group identities contribute to attitudes towards protest. If, as 

postulated negative attitudes towards protest are a part of the normative landscape of 

Ireland, then an understanding of how these serve to evoke pressure on the current 

inhabitants is necessitated. This will be interrogated by examining the norms present in 

the structural, political and economic landscape of Ireland. A particular attitude towards 

protest may be a historical in origin but its effects are current, as Marx put it ‘The 

tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living’. This 

analysis will bring together current perspectives on group identity and collective action 

research to develop a snapshot of what it means to be ‘Irish’ with respect to specific 

forms of action, in this case, protest.  
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In developing a model for the barriers to mobilisation in Ireland I propose to examine 

the normative landscape associated with identities; specifically how being a part of a 

religious or national group is laden with norms, beliefs and values which regulate 

behaviour for group members. This research aims to establish a link between the 

identification with groups, the normative content associated with those groups and how 

these contribute to attitudes about protest; all of  which may affect the mobilisation 

context of collective action.  Moving from the macro level group identities, this will 

contextualise the social psychological micro-dynamics of protest by addressing the 

normative constraints or motivators present within group affiliation and membership. In 

measuring personality factors I will utilise authoritarianism sub scales to account  for 

individual dispositions in attitudes towards protest. This analysis will lead to greater 

understanding of the content of identification with groups within Irish society, as well as 

the individual dispositional basis for such adherence. This goes beyond mere strength of 

identification with groups in developing a map of the norms associated with being a 

member of a group in a society. This will integrate current theoretical and empirical 

shortcomings in Social Identity (Tajfel & Turner 1979) research and Self Categorisation 

Theory (Jetten, Spears & Manstead, 1996) literature. It will also contribute to a greater 

understanding of the cultural specific norms associated with national and religious 

identification, as well as the mobilization context of protesters.(van Stekelenberg, 

Klandermans & van Dijk  2009; Leach & Van Zomeren, 2008)  

In developing a picture of this phenomenon, first one defers to the stipulation that this 

research is culture dependant; what Irish people do is not what others do and their 

identity is tied to certain beliefs and behaviours specific to Ireland. The behavioural 

differences noted in alternate cultures act to define group memberships. Differing 

cultures giving rise to ‘different mental universes’ (Triandis, 1989) As collective action is 

by definition the action of groups (van Stekelenberg et. al. 2009) and must be examined 

from the standpoint of group identities. . How one acts in a culture signals their 

proficiency at being a member of specific group with highly component actors towing 

the line and acting in harmony with group level expectations for its members. Each 
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culture has its own set of norms values and beliefs and “when we behave in terms of 

our social identity we act on the basis of beliefs, norms and values associated with that 

industry”(Reicher, 2004). Normative social influence in many aspects of human 

behaviour is a well documented phenomenon, leading to behavioural effects in many 

domains from economic to social acts. (For a full review see Nolan et.al. 2008). Norms 

also establish collective action expectations for groups within a society and they 

encompass the gambit of acceptable group actions within specific contexts. Socialisation 

involves the assimilation of these collective expectations. These may focus on individual 

or group actions and this research focuses on the influence of norms on group 

behaviour. 

A complex entity such as norms have numerous definitions and are by their very nature 

resistant to a singular definition. For the purposes of this research I will adopt a social 

psychological definition of norms being common or typical behaviours of a group (Smith 

& Voneche, 2006). People conform to these unwritten rules for behaviour for the sake 

of maintaining the status quo, personal esteem and group cohesion. Norms are implicit, 

unobserved and taken for granted as being the background soundtrack to every day 

behaviour in a culture. They provide a frame of reference by which we can locate our 

own and others behaviour in a social comparative context, thus playing a regulative role 

in human behaviour. (Caldinin & Goldstein, 2004). Norms are shared beliefs about 

appropriate behaviours for group members both descriptive (what is done) and 

prescriptive  (what ought to be done)  

Norms are noted as determinants of behaviour in many models, but their place in 

motivating compliance in collective action remains untested. The word “normative” has 

different meanings in different disciplines. In this instance it refers to  “what ought to 

be” expectations for behaviour sometimes referred to as empirical expectations as 

opposed to “what is” which describes what normally happens  in given circumstances 

(Garfinkel, 1967 cited in Caldini, Reno & Kallgren 1990).  Empirical norms refer to those 

norms that we expect the majority of other group members to adhere to, what we see 
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and expect our peers do (Caldini et al. 1990) Normative expectations are the second, 

important ingredient in leading people to follow a norm (Sugden, 1998 and 2004; 

Bicchieri, 2006).  A normative expectation is what we would expect another to do, an 

‘ought’ to do in that given situation. (Xiao & Bicchieri 2009)    When a norm is followed 

what one ought to do and what one actually does are in alignment, this the norm is 

‘normal’ of typical behaviour in a given situation.  The presence and adherence to both 

produce compliance with the norm. (Xiao & Bicchieri, 2009)  

Towing the line  

As humans are driven to maintain and create worthwhile social relationships, 

part of normative alignment is displaying behaviours which other people will approve of 

and thus engender positive reciprocal relations. (Caldini and Goldstein, 2004). In the 

absence of formal sanctions against norm violations, shame and guilt are powerful 

manipulators of compliance (Keltner and Haidt, 1999; Elster, 1989, 1999; Rilling J, et al., 

2002) Towing the line is more fruitful for popularity than standing out, or breaking 

informal rules.  Studies of shame guilt and embarrassment suggest that these emotion 

act to constrain behaviour in line with social norms. Embarrassment is a powerful means 

of constraining behaviour, stemming from the realisation that one has broken a norm 

and the perceived negative judgement of peers.  It acts to encourage people to conform 

to set expectations for behaviour (Miller, 1996) 

Witnessing what others do in given situations as well as communicated values in the 

absence of direct observation act to influence others in a society. Personal values are 

not the sole predictors of behaviour across differing situations. The influence of group 

norms on inhibiting or guiding appropriate behaviour is context, time, and group 

specific. Conformity to social norms may inhibit or exacerbate behaviour as people 

conform to group pressure. In all cultures individual behaviours are dependant on social 

situations, as people act in line with their peers. Norms establish collective action 

expectations for individuals and groups and they encompass the gambit of acceptable 
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group actions within specific contexts; thus there are acceptable behaviours associated 

with groups. As collective action is a group level process must be investigated by 

examining how the groups within Irish culture accept or reject protest. When 

questioning when Irish people will or will not engage in protest, one must look to group 

psychological processes.  

GROUP PROCESSES 

Collective action by its very nature is the work of groups and must be understood 

through the psychological impact of group membership on adherents.  Social identity 

can be understood in terms of the emotional and value significance given to 

membership of groups by their members. (Tajfel, 1974; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) Social 

identity forms the basis for group action and thus social action. In establishing the basis 

of collective action as originating in and stemming from shared psychological group 

membership and a desire to act collectively understanding the mechanisms which may 

inhibit this in terms of ones identification require disentangling, can thinking of yourself 

in terms of your group membership stop one from acting in ways that encourage 

collective action against authority?  

In thinking of oneself in terms of what we do rather than what I would do group 

members act in line with group norms, thus this research measure strength of 

identification with groups (both national and religious) while controlling for individual 

variation in deference to authority, conformity and traditionalism by means of RWA 

scale measures.  Self categorisation theory (SCT)(Turner 1985;Turner et al. 

1987)encourages individuals to assimilate into relevant group norms and behave 

accordingly . Self categorisation theory brings clarity to the influences of groups in their 

members actions. It sheds light upon the how  individuals when thinking of themselves 

as members of psychological groups identify with the shared norms of the group 

through depersonalisation. (Leach et al, 2008) The SCT ‘self’ is a hierarchically organised, 

differing levels of identification with groups eliciting differing personal identities. It is 

context specific emerging through a process of comparison between self and others. 
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Thus examination of the levels of identification with groups as the strength by which 

individuals are attached to these groups mediates their behaviour and attitudes. 

(Ellemers, Spears & Doosje, 1999) By using a multiple component model of in-group 

identification and measuring satisfaction, centrality and solidarity of group members a 

picture of what kind of norms act on group members relative to their strength of 

identity will be explored. This builds on the work of Leach et al. (2008) in developing the 

normative components relevant to group identity. Other studied have noted the 

likelihood of high identifiers to engage in collective action on behalf of group, while low 

identifiers are less inclined to engage on behalf of the group. This research will be 

testing if this is the case within a culture not renowned for collective action. (Van 

Zomeren , Spears & Leach 2008) 

 

Social psychological theories provide an interactionst framework to explain social 

processes connecting people to their own and other groups within society. Groups act 

to facilitate and strengthen themselves, increasing group cohesion and definition by 

adherence to sets of  norms values and beliefs unique to them. Individuals acting in a 

way that runs contrary to the groups norms and and values are devalued, for 

membership of groups comes with a defined set of  acceptable parameters to act in 

situations. As protest is collective action it must be explained by examining how group  

members  themselves behave, in terms of how much they see themselves as 

prototypical members of a group or identification strength.  

INDIVIDUAL VARIATION  

Individual personality variants  will be controlled for using measurement and 

analysis of Authoritarianism through the covarying components, submission, 

conventionalism and aggression. (Kessler & Cohrs, 2008). Individual differences in 

deference to these components may explain some of the socialised aspects of norms 

associated with national or religious group membership, but the exact  levels of 

identification tied to these will yield fuller understanding of the impact of group 
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identification and membership within Ireland.. Conventionalism begets a deference to 

the past ways of doing things which fit with norms and traditions of yesteryear and 

evolution from these is a slow and gradual process because it's channel is socialisation. 

Submission maintains group cohesion and normative markers by distinguishing ‘good’ 

group members from those who ‘break the rules’.   

The relative desirability of adherence to group norms, those that display them 

best and tradition combine to denote the norms of the group as ‘morally’ bound. 

(Kessler and Cohrs, 2008). The desirability of ‘this’ way of doing things in line with these 

morally begotten norms pave the way for punishment of deviants who would break 

these sacred tenets. Aggression, towards those who threaten these normative group 

values forms the third axis of Authoritarianism. These processes if present in a group 

serve to strengthen group identification and efficacy. I will interrogate levels of national 

and religious group identification with these component parts of Authoritarianism to 

establish patterns of association between individual dispositions and  group 

membership. 

THE ROLE OF CULTURE:  

Culture is a reserve that we draw from to make sense of reality rather than a “rigid 

determinant of our social being” Reszler, 1992 (cited in Reicher 2004). The tradition of 

dead generations makes its present felt in particular ways in post colonial nations. Irish 

culture has been shaped in part by oppression and patriarchy, which Moane  (2003) 

notes manifest themselves in psychological patterns of inferiority and helplessness. 

Thus internalisation of the mechanisms of oppression through socialisation in a post 

colonial country continues through a generation's adherence to norms. These norms are 

group norms and with Catholics making up  86.8% of the Irish population in the 2006 

census. (CSO, 2007) further scrutiny of the norms associated with this and the Irish 

national  group will be the primary focus of this research. Given that Irelands 

burgeoning democracy deferred authority to the Catholic Church since the formation of 

the state (O’Connell, 2003), this may be one source of the continuation and 
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maintenance of such power structures. This analysis combines both individual micro 

level effects as well as noting the group (meso) and macro level structures which have 

melded effects on the citizen. Moane notes that exclusion of groups and peoples from 

having their voices heard, in particular restriction on assembly also forms part of post 

colonial political landscapes. Noting the fall out from such structures manifest in feelings 

of powerlessness, frustration , lack of a cognitive alternative and anger. The normative 

expectations associated with being an Irish Catholic point to collective action frames in 

existence prior to baptismal. Merely through membership of religious groups people 

contribute to the construction and reconstruction of the belief systems associated with 

them. If norms concerning morality, conventionalism and submission were historically 

associated with religious groups then they should also be present today.  

The Republic of Ireland is widely understood to take religion and church matters 

as a part of everyday  public life despite the relative decline in the power of Church since 

the 1960’s.  Stevenson & Muldoon (2010) note the banality of the ideology of specific 

parts of national identity, the proliferation of religious iconography in Ireland. Irish 

Catholicism is a backdrop for everyday life. In most cultures common language and 

religion are considered markers of ethnic identity. In the European Values Survey (EVS 

2008) sample 28% of people felt being a catholic was ‘Very Important’ in terms of their 

identity as Irish, more than twice as important as language. (13%). The role of 

catholicism and the church in shaping the lives of people within this society is of 

significant interest because any individuals intention to act is determined by personal 

evaluation of an action as well as social pressure. (Bagozzi & Lee, 2002) Adding to this, 

the EVS (2008) found evidence that Irish people were ‘more inclined towards religion’ 

than their European counterparts (Inglehart & Baker, 2000, p.30) as they still placed 

religion and faith as having a daily importance in their lives. The catholic group accounts 

for the majority of Irish people, but its role in adherance to and deference to authority 

through normative manipulation requires investigation. Considering the relative scarcity 

of protest behaviour in Ireland as opposed to the normalisation of protest within many 

of our European counterparts.  
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ANALYSIS and Testing  

This analysis combines both individual micro level effects as well as noting the group 

(meso) and macro level structures which have melded effects on the citizen. It will 

measure attitudes towards protest to determine underlying group norms which 

constrain or motivate behaviour. Attitudes are rooted in prior knowledge structures 

which are activated and compounded time over again through interaction with others in 

a society. As already mapped out there are a number of possible roots of these 

attitudes, both historical, structural and psychological; through groups and individuals. 

Constant exposure to norms present within a social group (Sears, 1993) strengthen 

attitudes without actually adding further factual knowledge, ‘The right stimulus will 

ignite experiential connection and vividly bring those latent attitudes to life” (Szasz, 

1994, p64 in Simon 7 Klandermans, 2001) Therefore, when thinking in terms of group 

membership, individuals will differ in responses to stimuli. Attitudes are formed and 

transformed in a process of elaboration of information both pro and con the attitude 

object( Petty & Cacciopio, 1996) The more pro, the more positive the attitude. Thus 

positive group norms concerning protest (legitimacy, desirability, prototypically) will 

result in positive attitudes towards it and if it is non normative the opposite is true.  

This research will be investigating current effects of past histories and culture to 

determine  how people today acting as group members are constrained by norms. 

Wallerstein(1991) cited in Reicher 2004  notes “Maybe a people is something that is 

supposed to be inconstant in form”  Which points to a changing level of power to 

enforce norms exerted by subsequent generations, which could lead to interesting 

generational effects and analysis of strength of identification of religious group 

members with adherence to norms.  

In developing this data set and subsequent analysis of the majority group patterns of 

attitudes and adherence to norms I will  redress the lack of empirical evidence in 

existence on social groups norms and their influence on protest within Ireland.   The 
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findings should contribute a deeper understanding to the nature of being ‘Irish’  

Our research question concerns how group norms referencing protest impact 

individuals attitude and behaviour in the Irish cultural context. Specifically we apply 

social psychological principles to analyze the influence of group memberships on 

individual’s evaluations of protest 

METHODOLOGY 

Both Step 1 and Step two will involve random allocation of subjects to either national or 

religious conditions. This experimental design will prime participants with national or 

religious group membership. Supplementary to this I will develop a scale of 

measurement of attitudes towards protest. This will to assess the variation in attitudes 

towards protest as a function of strength of in-group identification. This manipulation of 

the identity frame that is salient for participants while measuring attitudinal responses 

will enable attrition of specific responses as being in line with the primed  group norms 

values and beliefs. 

 

Step one will examine the effects of national or religious levels of identification on 

attitudinal judgments of protest. In order to control for the effects of socialization a 

comparative group Irish Protestants will also be surveyed to develop a clear 

understanding of the norms associated with specific groups.   

 

Step 2 will concern itself with controlling for the effects of national identity, by 

comparing the first sample with a comparative sample of Scottish Protestants and 

Catholics to disentangle the specific norms associated with being an Irish catholic.  This 

sample will be drawn from Glaswegian catholic and protestant communities to examine 

the effects of national identity. Utilizing this design will enable clear delineation of 

religion and national norms ensuring the measurement of Irish norms are indeed Irish.  

Individual personality variables which impact on these scores such as measures of 

Authoritarianism as a function of group membership will also be included in all sample 
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data. By measuring  strength of identification with groups (both national and religious) 

while controlling for individual variation in deference to authority, conformity and 

traditionalism by means of RWA scale measures a clearer picture of what norms are 

associated with group members will become clear. The point being to establish, what 

kind of people hold what attitudes which constrain collective action.  

By mapping how levels of identification with specific groups bother national and 

religious a clearer picture of group norms specific to protest will be developed. It will 

enable a explanation of who in Irish society dependant on strength of identification with 

national or religious groups sees protest as normative.  

 

 

Bibliography  

Bagozzi, R.P., & Kyu-Hyun, L. (2002) Multiple routes for social influence: The Role of 

Compliance, Internalisation and Social Identity. Social Psychology Quarterly, Vol 65 No.3 

Bicchieri, C. (2008). The fragility of fairness: An experimental investigation on the 

conditional status of pro-social norms. Philosophical Issues, 18, 229-248. 

Brandon (2000) Articulating reasons: an Introduction to Inferentialism Cambridge MA; 

Harvard University Press. 

Caldini, R.B., Reno, R.R., & Kallgren, C.A. (1990) A Focus Theory of Normative conduct: 

Recycling the Concept of Norms to Reduce Littering in Public Places Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology Vol. 58, No.6 

Caldini, R.B. & Goldstein N.J. (2004) Social Influence: Compliance and Conformity Annual 

Review Psychology 55:591-621 

Central Statistics Office (2007) Population Classified By Religion and Nationality 2006 

available at http://www.cso.ie/statistics/popnclassbyreligionandnationality2006.htm 

[accessed 22 Aug 2010] 

http://www.cso.ie/statistics/popnclassbyreligionandnationality2006.htm


12 

 

Ellemers, N., Spears, R., & Doosje, B. (Eds). (1999) Social Identity : Context, Commitment, 

Content. Oxford, England: Blackwell Publishers 

Garfinkel, H. (1967) Studies in Ethnomethodology Engelwood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Heath, J. (2008). Following the Rules: Practical Reasoning and Deontic Constraint. 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press). 

Keltner, D., & Haidt, J. (1999). The social functions of emotions at four levels of analysis. 

Cognition and Emotion, 13, 505-522. 

Kessler, T. & Cohrs, J.C. (2008) The Evolution of Authoritarian Processes: Fostering 

Cooperation in Large Scale Groups. Group Dynamics, Theory, Research & Practice. 

Vol.12, No.1  

Leach, C.W., Zebel, S., Vliek, M.L.W., van Zomeren, M., Ouwerkerk, J.W., & Spears, R. 

(2008) Group level Self-Definition and Self-investment : A Hierarchical (Component) 

Model of In-Group Identification. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology  Vol.95 

No.1 144-165 

Miller, R.S. (1996) Embarrassment: Poise and Peril in everyday life. New York; Guilford 

Press. 

Moane, G. (2003) Bridging the Personal and the Political; Practices for a Liberation 

Psychology. American Journal of Community Psychology ,Vol 31, Nos, ½  

O’Connell, M., (2003) Changed Utterly the New Irish Psyche. Dublin, Liffey Press 

Reicher, S. (2004) The Context of Social Identity: Domination, Resistance, and Change. 

Political Psychology Vol 25. No 6 

 

Smith, L., & Voneche, J., (2006) Norms in Human Development. Cambridge UK; 

Cambridge University Press. 

Stevenson, C., & Muldoon, O.T. (2010) Socio-political context and accounts of national 



13 

 

identity in adolescence. British Journal of Social Psychology, 49, 583-599 

 

Triandis, H.C., (1989) The Self and Social Behaviour in Differing Cultural Contexts. 

Psychological Review, Vol.96, No. 3. 

 

Van Stekelenburg, J., Klandermans, B. & van Dijk W.W. (2009) context matters: 

Explaining How and Why Mobilizing Context Influences Motivational Dynamics. Journal 

of Social Issues, Vol 65, No 4. 

 

Van Zomeren, M., Spears, R, Leach, C.W. (2008) Exploring psychological Mechanisms of 

Collective Action, Does Relevance of Group Identity Influence how people Cope with 

Relative Disadvantage? British Journal of Social Psychology .47, 353-372  

 

Xiao, E. & Bicchieri, C., (2009). Do the Right Thing: But Only if Others So. Journal of 

Behavioral Decision Making, 22(2), 191-208. 

 

 


