
Social Influence 

Conformity = a change in a persons behaviour or opinions as a result of real or 
imagined pressure from a person or group of people 

Types of conformity 

• Compliance is simply 'going along with others' in public, but
privately disagreeing with that opinion or type of behaviour.
Compliance results in a superficial change, and that particular
behaviour/opinion stops when you leave that situation (eg leaving a
tip in a restaurant). Also known as group acceptance/influence.
People do it because they want to be accepted into what society
believes is right, and have a favourable reaction from others.
Yielding to group pressure.

• Identification is group membership. Identification happens when we
conform to the opinions/behaviour of a group because we
value/admire something about that group, and potentially want to
be part of it. It means we may publicly change opinions/behaviour in
order to be accepted by the group even if we don’t agree privately.

• Internalisation is when a person genuinely accepts the group norms.
This results in a private and public change of opinions/behaviour.
This attitude is shown even in absence of other group members.

Explanations for conformity 
Researchers Morton Deutsch and Harold Gerard (1955) developed a two 
process theory, which argues that there are two main reasons people conform. 
Based on two central human needs : to be right (ISI), and to be liked (NSI). 

• Informational social influence (ISI) (to be right) is about who has the
better information, is it you or the rest of the group? Often we are
uncertain about what behaviours or beliefs are right or wrong. If the
rest of the group gives one answer, you accept it because the
majority is likely to be right. It leads to a permanent change in
opinion/behaviour. Most likely to happen in situations that are new
to you.

• Point - A strength of ISI is that there is research
evidence to support ISI from the study by Todd Lucas
(2006)

• Evidence - Lucas found…. 

• Explanation - this shows ISI is a valid explanation of
conformity because the results are what ISI would
predict.

• Normative social influence (NSI) (to be liked) is about what is normal
behaviour for a social group. Norms regulate the behaviour of
groups and individuals, because people don’t like to appear foolish,
and want to gain social approval.

• Point - A strength of NSI is that the evidence supports it
as an explanation of conformity.

• Example - Asch
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• Explanation - This shows that some conformity is due to 
a desire not to be rejected by the group disagreeing 
with them. 

  
Evaluation  
ISI -  

• Point - A strength of ISI is that there is research evidence to support 
ISI from the study by Todd Lucas (2006) 

• Evidence - Lucas found…. 

• Evaluation - this shows ISI is a valid explanation of conformity 
because the results are what ISI would predict. 

• Make a counterpoint ( both NSI and ISI probably operate together) 

  
NSI -  

• Point - A strength of NSI is that the evidence supports it as an 
explanation of conformity. 

• Example - Asch 

• Evaluation - This shows that some conformity is due to a desire not 
to be rejected by the group disagreeing with them. 

• Counterpoint - individual differences 

  
  
NB always conclude with a 'this shows that' or 'therefore' 
  

  
Unanimity = the extent to which all the members of a group agree 
  
  
Asch's baseline procedure: 

• 123 male American participants were tested, each in a different group with 
other apparent participants (who were actually confederates) 

• Each participant saw two large cards with white lines on (as shown in 
image below)  

• The line X is the standard line, and lines A B and C are the comparison 
lines 

• On each trial the participants had to announce which of the comparison 
lines was the same length as line X 

• The participants were tested in groups of 6 to 8, of which only one was a 
naïve participant, always seated last or next to last.  

• The other people were all confederates, who gave incorrect, scripted 
answers 

 



  

Results:  
• On average the genuine participants agreed with the confederates' 

incorrect answers 36.8% of the time (so they conformed 1/3 of the time) 
  

  
Variables investigated by Asch 

• Group size 

o Asch wanted to know whether the size of the group would be 
more important than the agreement of the group. 

o To test this he varied the number of confederates from 1 to 15 

o Conformity did increase with group size, as show in the graph 
below: 

 
• Unanimity  

o Asch wondered if the presence of a non-conforming 
confederate (a dissenter) would affect the naïve participant's 
conformity 

o He introduced a confederate who disagreed with the other 
confederates 

o This meant the naïve participant conformed less often in the 
presence of a dissenter. 

o This suggests that the influence of the majority depends on it 
being unanimous 

• Task difficulty 

o Asch wanted to know whether making the task harder would 
affect the degree of conformity 

o He increased the difficulty of the line-judging task by making 
the comparison lines more similar to the stimulus line 

o The results showed that conformity increased  
o This could be because the situation is more ambiguous when 

the task is harder 

  
Evaluation of Asch's study: 
Weaknesses: 

• The task and situation were artificial, therefore the findings do not 
generalise to real-world situations 

• The participants were American men, therefore the findings tell us little 
about conformity in women and people from other cultures 

Strengths: 



• Asch's research has support from other studies for the effects of task
difficulty

Ethical issues: 
Asch's research increased our knowledge of why people conform, which may help avoid 
mindless destructive conformity. This means the naïve participants were deceived 
because they thought the other confederates were also genuine participants. This 
ethical cost should be weighed up against the benefits gained from this study. 

Social roles = the parts people play as members of various social groups. 
Examples include parent, student, passenger etc. these are accompanied by what 
is appropriate expectations and behaviour (caring, obedient, bossy etc) 

Stanford Prison Experiment (SPE) 
Description: 

• Attica riots led Zimbardo to carry out this experiment (1973)
• Zimbardo was prison superintendent (head of all the guards)
• Investigating whether it was dispositional or situational, whether your

attitude and morality allows you to rise above a negative environment
surrounding you

• 21 male students (emotionally stable) . Payed $15 a day
• In basement of psychology department in Stanford university
• Voluntary students were randomly assigned to play the role of prison

guard or prisoner
• The student participants were false arrested at home, handcuffed, strip

searched (degradation due to humiliation and lack of rights), dressed in
loose smocks and caps to cover hair

• Officers were given uniform, wooden clubs, handcuffs and mirrored shades.
• The prisoners were treated harshly

• The investigation finished prematurely (on the 6th day out of 14)
• Within 2 days the prisoners rebelled (ripped uniform, shouted and swore at

guards, blocked off their doors)
• Social roles have a strong influence on behaviour (brutal guards,

submissive prisoners)
• Social roles can be very easily adopted (including by volunteers such as

'prison chaplain')

Evaluation: 
Strengths: 

• Zimbardo and his colleagues had some control over the key variables
o Selection of participants (emotionally stable, random

assignment to roles)
o Rules out individual differences
o This increases internal validity (more confidence in conclusions

we make about the aim)
• Counterpoint to below: McDermott argues the participants behaved as if

the prison was real :



o 90% of conversations were about prison life (they couldn’t
leave the jail until sentences were over, prisoner 416 actually
thought he was in a real prison)

o This suggests that the SPE did represent a real prison
therefore there was a high degree of ecological validity

Limitations: 

• Lack of realism + ecological validity (stereotypes)
o Was done in a mock prison, not actually a real prison

environment
o Banuazizi and Movahedi argued that the participants were

play-acting rather than genuinely conforming to a role, that
their performances were based on stereotypes

o This suggests the findings of the SPE tell us little about
conformity to social roles in prisons

• Zimbardo could have exaggerated the power of social roles to influence
behaviour

o Eg - 1/3 of the guards actually behaved in a brutal manner
o Most guards were able to resist situational pressures to

conform to a brutal role
o This suggests that Zimbardo overstated his view that SPE

participants were conforming, and minimised the influence of
dispositional factors

• Ethical issues (see handout 1.8)
o Zimbardo put his own research interests before the welfare of

the participants
• Zimbardo overlooked the abusive behaviour of the

guards until a graduate student questioned the
morality

o The neighbours of the participants had no idea it was a
stimulated study

• This might reflect negatively on the participant and
his neighbours

o The participants were probably treated more harshly than they
originally expected when they volunteered to take part

• Weren't able to give conformed consent to each
thing the guards did to them

Obedience = A form of social influence in which an individual follows a direct 
order. The person issuing the order is usually a figure of authority, who has the 
power to punish when obedient behaviour is not forthcoming.  

• Obedience is more direct than conformity

Milgram's study  
Description: 
Procedure: (3 marks) 

• Done to see whether ordinary American citizens would carry out
harmful acts to humans (be obedient) like the Germans did to Hitler

• 40 male participants (ages 20-50, different occupations) were given
role of Teacher through fixed draw (they thought it was random)



• Teachers were ordered to give (fake) shocks to Learner
(confederate) by an experimenter

• Shocks supposedly increased 15 volts with each mistake on memory
task, up to 450v

Findings: (3 marks) 
• No participants stopped before 300v and 65% (2/3) went all the

way to the top of the shock scale, 450v.
• Many showed signs of stress, most objected but continued anyway.
• Previous prediction: Prior survey said 3% would obey until the end 
• Conclusion: Americans also carried out harmful acts to fellow human

beings, so it wasn’t just the Germans

Evaluation: 
Limitations: 
Deception 

• One limitation is that Milgram advertised for "A Study of memory"
which is deceiving the participants before they even start the study

• Deception also when they thought it was a random draw (but was
actually fixed/rigged)

• Deception because they thought they were actually giving shocks

Low internal validity 

• One limitation is that Milgram's procedure may not have actually
tested what they intended to test

• Orne and Holland argued that participants showed signs of stress
and discomfort because they did not believe the set up was real

• This suggests that participants may have been responding to
demand characteristics, and playing a part in the 'please you' effect,
trying to fulfil the aims of the study. This means Milgram's
experiment lacks internal validity.

Counterpoint: 
• Sheridan and King conducted a study using a similar procedure to

Milgram's, emitting real shocks to puppies as a response to orders
from experimenters

• 54% of males and 100% of females obeyed the experimenters and
delivered what they thought was a fatal shock to the puppy

• This suggests that the effects in Milgram's study were genuine
because people behaved obediently even when the shocks were real

Support research 
• Milgram's findings were replicated in a French documentary
• They were paid to give fake electric shocks to other confederates
• 80% of participants delivered the maximum shock of 460v to an

'unconscious' man
• This supports Milgram's original findings about obedience to

authority, and demonstrates that the findings were not just due to
special circumstances, or only valid for Americans

Situational variables = Features of the immediate physical and social environment 
which may influence a person's behaviour (such as proximity, location and uniform). The 



alternative is dispositional variables where behaviour is explained in terms of 
personality. 
  
Proximity = The physical closeness or distance of an authority figure to the person they 
are giving an order to. Also refers to the physical closeness of the Teacher to the victim 
(Learner) in Milgram's studies.  
  
Location = The place where an order is issued. The relevant factor that influences 
obedience is the status or prestige associated with the location.  
  
Uniform = People in positions of authority often have a specific outfit that is symbolic 
of their authority, for example police officers and judges. This indicates that they are 
entitled to expect our obedience.  
  
Milgram's study extended evaluation 
Situational variables: 
There are 3 main types of situational variables, they are 

• Proximity 

o When the learner and teacher were in the same room, 
obedience went down (from 65%) to 40%   

o When teacher forces learners hand onto shock plate, 
obedience went down to 30% 

o When the experimenter left the room and gave instructions to 
the teacher by telephone, obedience went down to 20.5% 

This is because decreased proximity allows people to psychologically distance 
themselves from the consequences of their actions. 

  

 
  

• Location 

o Obedience = 47.5% in run down office building, compared to 
at Yale university 

This is because the university environment gave Milgram's study legitimacy and 
authority. Participants were more obedient at the university because the prestige 
(respect) of Yale University gave the setting more credibility and legitimacy than 
the run-down office. 
  

• Uniform 

o In the baseline study, the experimenter wore a grey lab coat as 
a symbol of authority 



o In one variation, the experimenter in the lab coat was called 
away, so the role of the experimenter was taken over by 'an 
ordinary member of the public' (confederate) in everyday 
clothes. Obedience dropped to 20% (lowest of them all) 

This is because uniforms 'encourage' obedience because they are widely 
recognised symbols of authority. We accept that someone in a uniform expects 
obedience because their authority is legitimate, and is granted by society. 
  

Link to impersonation of firefighters, making use of the uniform 
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-11-13/nsw-bushfires-conditions-set-to-continue-
expert/11698322  

  
Evaluation: 

Strengths: 

• Research support 
o Bickman carried out a similar study in New York (3 outfits - 

jacket and tie, milkman, security guard)  
o People were twice as likely to obey the security guard than the 

jacket and tie 

o This supports the view that a situational variable such as a 
uniform does have a powerful effect on obedience 

• Cross-cultural replications 

o His findings have been replicated in other cultures 

o Dutch participants were ordered to say stressful things to a 
confederate who was desperate for a job 

o When the person giving orders left, obedience decreased 
dramatically 

o This suggests that Milgram's findings about obedience are not 
limited to Americans or males, but are valid across other 
cultures and genders 

• Counterpoint -  
o Replications of Milgram's research are not very 'cross-cultural' 
o They suggested that most other replications took place in non-

western cultures (which are similar to each other).  
o The results of a study done in China would have been different, 

because they could have been more obedient 
o This shows that it is not appropriate to conclude that Milgram's 

findings apply to all other cultures 

• Low-internal validity 

o One limitation is that participants could have been aware that 
the procedure was faked 

o Orne and Holland made this criticism of Milgram's baseline 
study, because it is likely the participants are aware because of 
the manipulation of variables. 

o When the experimenter is replaced by a 'member of the public' 
it is very likely the participants knew the situation was 
contrived (deliberately created), so would have demand 
characteristics. 

o In all of Milgram's studies it is unclear whether the findings are 
genuinely due to the operation of obedience because the ppts 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-11-13/nsw-bushfires-conditions-set-to-continue-expert/11698322
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-11-13/nsw-bushfires-conditions-set-to-continue-expert/11698322


responded to demand characteristics and saw through the 
deception. 

  
  
 Legitimacy of authority: 
Legitimacy of authority = An explanation for obedience which suggests that we are 
more likely to obey people who we perceive to have authority over us. This authority is 
justified (legitimate) by the individual's position of power within a social hierarchy.  
  
Legitimate authority = Some people have positions of authority because they have 
been  
entrusted by society with certain powers (e.g. police).  
  
Power = One power is the power to punish, so we obey authority out of fear  
of punishment, which we learn in childhood. 
  
Destructive obedience = We behave in cruel ways if the legitimate authority orders us 
to do something destructive.  
  
My Lai Massacre during the Vietnamese war: 

• Milgram's findings have been used to explain the notorious war crime at 
My Lai in 1968 during the Vietnam war.  

• As many as 504 unarmed civilians were killed by American soldiers. 
Women were gang-raped and people were shot down as they emerged 
from their homes with their hands in the air.  

• The soldiers blew up buildings, burned the village to the ground and killed 
all the animals.  

• Only one soldier faced charges and was found guilty, Lt William Calley. His 
defence was the same as the Nazi officers at the Nuremberg trials, that he 
was only doing his duty by following orders. 

  
The army is a perfect example of an extremely structured hierarchy, in which power 
increases with rank. The soldiers at My Lai accepted that Lt Calley was entitled to 
expect their obedience because of his position in the army's hierarchy and the power to 
punish them.  
  
Evaluation of legitimacy explanation: 
Strength - cultural differences 

• Many studies show that countries differ in the degree to which people are 
obedient to authority. 

• Kilham and Leon (1974)  found that only 16% of Australian females went 
up to 450 volts in a Milgram-style study 

• Mantell (1971) founds that 85% of Germans went up to 450 volts  

• This shows that in some cultures authority is more likely to be accepted as 
legitimate and entitled to demand obedience from individuals. This reflects 
the ways that different societies are structured and how children are raised 
to perceive authority figures 

  
Limitation - this cannot explain all disobedience 

• Legitimacy cannot explain instances of disobedience in a hierarchy where 
the legitimacy of the hierarchy is clear and accepted (eg the army) 



• This includes the nurses in Rank and Jacobson's study 

• Most of them were disobedient despite working in a rigidly hierarchical 
authority structure 

• A significant minority of Milgram's ppts disobeyed despite recognising the 
Experimenter's scientific authority 

• This suggests that some people may just be more (or less) obedient than 
others. It is possible that innate tendencies to obey or disobey have a 
greater influence on behaviour than the legitimacy of an authority figure 

  
  
Agentic state: 
Agentic state = A mental state where we feel no personal responsibility for our 
behaviour because we believe ourselves to be acting for an authority figure, i.e. as their 
agent. This frees us from the demands of our consciences and allows us to obey even a 
destructive authority figure. 
  
Agentic state = We fail to take responsibility because we believe we are acting on 
behalf of an authority figure ('just following orders').  
  
Autonomous state = We feel free of other influences and so take personal responsibility 
for our actions.  
  
Agentic shift = We switch from autonomous to agent because we perceive someone 
else is an authority figure to be obeyed. Binding factors maintain us in agentic state - 
they allow us to minimise obedient behaviour and reduce moral strain.  
  
  
  
 Dispositional explanation = Any explanation of behaviour that highlights the importance of the 

individual's personality (i.e. their disposition). Such explanations are often contrasted with 
situational explanations.  
  
Authoritarian Personality (AP) = A type of personality that Adorno argued was especially 
susceptible to obeying people in authority. Such individuals are also thought to be submissive 
to those of higher status and dismissive of inferiors.  
  
AP and obedience = Adorno et al. : Extreme respect for authority and obedience to it, inflexible 
outlook, contempt for inferiors.  
  
Origins of AP = Harsh parenting (conditional love) results in hostility but cannot be expressed 
so displaced onto weaker others (scapegoating).  
  
Adorno et al.'s research = Adorno et al. studied over 2000 middle-class white Americans and 
their unconscious attitudes to racial groups.  
  
Used the F-scale = questionnaire to see how well you agree/disagree with statements about AP 
and obedience e.g. 'Obedience and respect for authority are the most important virtues children 
should learn'.  
  
Findings = High F-scale scores linked with identification with the 'strong',  
contempt for the 'weak', deference to higher status.  
  
Authoritarian personality and obedience 




