

Social Psychology – Social Influence


Conformity

The main concern of social psychologists is to understand behaviour in a social context and the ways in which the social context can influence behaviour. Psychologists who specifically study social influence want to find out how other people affect our behaviour. An example of how people can affect our behaviour could be if you have ever laughed at a joke that you didn’t find funny, just because everyone else laughed. You may not have been asked to laugh, but you chose to conform to the norms of the group. At the other extreme, people can obey to the point of killing innocent people (like in Nazi Germany). For the topic of Social Influence we will look at some of the research which has tried to discover more about why people conform and why they obey. 

Conformity

We may like to think we make our own decisions, but in reality we often adjust our actions and opinions so that they fit in with those of other people in a group. This is known as conformity, a definition may be ‘yielding to group pressure’. One of the earliest research studies of conformity was conducted by Sherif (1935). He used the autokinetic effect – which is a visual illusion in which a stationary dot of light appears to move when shown in a very dark room. Participants were asked how far they thought the light moved, and when they were asked alone they gave a wide variation of estimates. They were then asked to estimate in front of the other participants and they found that a group norm emerged, showing that the participants had been influenced by the others’ estimates. 

Further research into conformity was conducted by Asch (1951). He argued that Sherif’s participants conformed to a group norm because they were uncertain of the answer. Asch wanted to know how likely it would be for an individual to go against a group norm when there is no uncertainty, and they actually know the answer. In Asch’s studies he studied conformity in groups of six to nine people. There was one participant, and the rest of the people in the group were confederates (people who were pretending to be participants). Asch told the participants that he was testing visual perception and showed the group lines of different lengths. Each person in turn had to say whether line A, B or C was the same length as the test line. (See example on the next page). The ‘real’ participant was one of the last to give their judgement. What do you think happened? The participant often gave the same answer as the confederates. It was found that 25% of participants conformed to the rest of the group on most of the occasions when the group was wrong, and overall 75% of participants conformed to the wrong answer at least once. When participants were interviewed afterwards most said they knew they were giving the wrong answer but they didn’t want to look a fool or upset the experiment.



Crutchfield (1954) tested conformity of situations where participants answered questions in private. They sat in a booth with a row of lights in front of them. Each of the lights was supposed to indicate the answers that others had given to the same question. Participants gave answers by pressing a button (a much cheaper and faster procedure than Asch’s). Crutchfield found that on average about one third of participants conformed, a similar result as found by Asch. He found that some participants were very conforming and others very independent. As a follow up, Crutchfield gave his participants personality and IQ tests. He found that those who conformed were also more likely to be open to the influence of others and be less intellectually competent, perhaps relying more on the judgements of others. These individual differences may go some way to explaining the differences in levels of conformity which both Asch and Crutchfield found. 
Although the above studies demonstrate how people conform in a laboratory type setting, the following newspaper article from 27th March 1997 also shows the effect on conformity in real life. 

It is strange to think that so many people would take their own lives together like this. But this isn’t the first time it’s happened and also not the largest group to have done it. In November 1978 almost 900 members of a group, led by the Reverend Jim Jones committed suicide together by taking poison. These suicides can be seen as extreme examples of conformity. 

Lesson Objectives: (By the end of the lesson you will be able to…)


Describe what is meant by ‘Social Influence’


Define ‘conformity’


Describe the key studies of Asch and Crutchfield on conformity
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Comparison Lines





UFO Cult Suicides – 39 Dead


39 members of a cult were found dead, believed to have taken their own lives in a mass suicide, in San Diego, California. The cult was linked with the Hale-Bopp comet by the belief that they would be delivered to eternal life after death if they committed suicide at the right moment and linked up with the comet’s tail, it was revealed. The cult known as the Heaven’s Gate had its own website and left details of the suicide in videotaped announcements. Police found the bodies of the 21 women and 18 men in a wealthy suburb near San Diego. The cult used purple shawls in triangular shapes to cover parts of their bodies and all of them were found in the same position. Their deaths were believed to have been the result of an overdose of sleeping tablets. The group had prepared themselves well for their ‘departure’ with suitcases and notes about the drugs they had taken; these were mixed with alcohol. They had also left official papers to allow themselves to be identified easily and had written details of their mission which had been posted on the Internet. 








