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‘Perceived Norms’: Why do we think so many people do things when 
they really don’t?
Many believe that the norms of their peers are less healthy than they really are. Studies have 
found that perceived norms influence a wide variety of behaviors including alcohol and other drug 
use, particularly amongst young people. By sharing ‘positive norms’ (i.e., that many teens do not 
regularly drink alcohol), students are taught to hold healthier, more realistic beliefs and to feel less 
pressure to ‘fit in’ by drinking alcohol or using other drugs, potentially delaying, and possibly even 
preventing, future use. 

Objectives: 
 To explore the difference between perception and reality 

 To challenge personal perceptions around teenage drinking

 To reiterate that most Year 9 students do not drink alcohol

Materials:
 Whiteboard and markers

 Butchers paper

 Photocopies of Worksheets 1 and 2 (one per student) 

 
Perception is the way in which we understand or expect something to be whilst reality is 
what the facts tell us. Perceptions can be based on facts or they can be based on opinions. 
What we perceive to be true and what is actually the truth are not always the same. 

Place students in pairs or small groups and hand out Worksheet 1. Students then discuss 
the questions, recording their answers in the first two columns, i.e., ‘What do you think?’ and 
‘What do you think the class will say?’ Give them the correct answers, provided below, to enter 
in the third column and ask them to compare their answers

YEAR 9 WORKSHOP

  ACTIVITY 1

In 2016, what percentage of:

 15–24-year-old Australians did volunteer work? (17%)

 Australians were Muslims? (2.6%)

 14–15-year-old girls and boys worked for an employer? (31% of girls, 24% of boys)

 Australian teens aged 14–17 had a mobile phone? (91%)

 Australian teens were already on to their second or subsequent handset? (75%)

 Australian bicycle-related emergency department presentations were children under 
15-years-old? (75%)

In 2016, what was the average life expectancy for an Australian? (83.2 years)

In 2016, what was the most popular sport in Australia? (Swimming (3.1 million))

 Other sports that were on the list included cycling (2.4 million) and then soccer 
(over 2 million). They were followed by AFL (1.5 million), basketball (1.08 million), 
tennis (960,000), cricket (950,000), and NRL and netball (around 800,000 each)
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Facilitate a discussion around what they believed were the correct answers and the reality. 
Were their perceptions accurate or not? If not, why not? Did anything surprise them? 
Why do people sometimes believe things that are not accurate?

Back in their small groups, students should work through Worksheet 2. Students should 
answer the ten questions provided and then attempt to guess how the whole class will respond. 
Bring the group together and establish the actual responses. 

Facilitate a discussion around the answers. 

For the final activity, divide the room into 4 corners, labelling each 0–25%, 26–50%, 51–75% and  
76–100%. In addition, divide the room into True (front) and False (back).

Read out the five questions provided in the box below and ask the students to stand in the position 
they think matches the correct answer. Once they have made their decision, provide the correct 
answer and discuss how accurate they were. 

Discuss why we often believe that far more young people drink alcohol than really do? 

Our perception is affected by the information we are given (i.e., news that focusses on bad events 
or the unusual, or people who do take part in particular behaviour being loud, more obvious and 
telling others what they do). Reinforce that most Year 9s do not drink alcohol and if they are 
not drinking they are in the majority.

YEAR 9 WORKSHOP

  ACTIVITY 1

1. What percentage of Year 9 students do not drink alcohol? (81%)

2. True/False: Only one in ten (10%) of 15-year-olds have never drunk alcohol.  
(False – over one quarter (26%) reported they had never consumed alcohol)

3. What percentage of 14-year-old Australian secondary school students say they are ‘party 
drinkers’? (Only 5% of 14-year-olds reported they were party drinkers)

4. What percentage of Year 10 students do not drink alcohol? (63% of 15-year-olds 
reported they were non-drinkers)

5. True/False: The percentage of students aged 12–17 who drink alcohol has increased 
over the past 6 years. (False – figures have consistently decreased according to the 
ASSAD survey)



In 2016 …
What do  
you think?

What do you 
think the class 
will say?

Actual  
answer

What percentage of 
15–24-year-old Australians 
did volunteer work?

What percentage of 
Australians were Muslims?

What percentage of 
14–15-year-old girls and boys 
worked for an employer?

What percentage of 
Australian teens aged 14–17 
had a mobile phone

What percentage of 
Australian teens were already 
on to their second  
or subsequent handset

What percentage of 
Australian bicycle-related 
emergency department 
presentations were children 
under 15-years-old?

What was the average 
life expectancy for an 
Australian?

What was the most popular 
sport in Australia?

YEAR 9 WORKSHOP

  ACTIVITY 1 – WORKSHEET 1



About you … Yes/No How many 
people in 
your class …

What do  
you think?

Actual 
number

Do you have a 
dog?

… have a dog?

Do you have a 
younger sister?

… have a 
younger sister?

Did you have a 
birthday party last 
year?

… had a birthday 
party last year?

Do you own  
a bike?

… own a bike?

Have you ever 
been overseas?

… have ever 
been overseas?

Are you 
lefthanded?

… are 
lefthanded?

Do you play 
organized sport 
on the weekend?

… play organized 
sport on the 
weekend?

Have you had a 
flu shot this year?

… had a flu shot 
this year?

Do you have a 
swimming pool at 
home?

… have a 
swimming pool  
at home?

Does your family 
have a white car?

… have a family 
that has a 
white car?

YEAR 9 WORKSHOP

  ACTIVITY 1 – WORKSHEET 2




