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What is conformity?

When a person changes their behaviours, attitudes and/or
values due to ‘real’ or ‘imagined’ group pressure. For example…
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Types of conformity

According to Kelman (1958) there are three levels of conformity,
including:

Compliance

Identification

InternalisationSA
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Types of conformity

Task: Complete the table below to outline the three types of
conformity: compliance, identification and internalisation.

Is there a change in 
public behaviour?

Is there a change in 
private beliefs?

Is the change short-
term / long-term?

COMPLIANCE Yes No Short-term

IDENTIFICATION Yes Yes
Typically short-term, 
while in presence of 

group.

INTERNALISATION Yes Yes

Long-term, semi-
permanent change; 

continues without the 
presence of the group.SA
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Explanations for conformity

In addition to the three types of conformity, there are also two
explanations for conformity.

According to psychologists, people conform because of:
1. Normative Social Influence
2. Informational Social Influence
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Explanations for conformity

Task: Define what is meant by the terms Normative Social Influence
and Informational Social Influence and outline reasons why people
conform in each of these situations.

Normative Social Influence 
(NSI)

Conforming to be accepted
and belong to a group.
Why?
Socially rewarding
Avoid punishment

Informational Social 
Influence (ISI)

Conforming to gain 
knowledge and be ‘right’.
Why?
To act appropriately
To avoid standing outSA
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Warning

Do not get TYPES of conformity and EXPLANATIONS for 
conformity mixed up!
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Asch (1951)
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Can you spot the 10 mistakes?

Aim: To see if participants would conform and give the incorrect answer in a situation where the
correct answers are always really obvious (ambiguous situation).

Method: Asche used a large group of confederates (fake participants) and 60 real participants
who were Male American postgraduates. In the experiment, the real participants were put into
groups of 6, where they were the only real participant, and the other 7 were confederates.
Before the experiment started the confederates were instructed by Asch to give the wrong
answer on 14 of the 18 trials, these 14 trials were called the experimental trials. Once in their
groups, they were all shown a standard line and three comparison lines of different lengths. They
were then all told to call out, in turn, which of the 3 lines was the same length as the test line.
The correct answer was always obvious.

Results: The overall conformity rate on the critical trials was 39%. However, 26% never
conformed at all.

Conclusion: Even in unambiguous situations, there is still pressure to conform to the majority.
From the post-experiment interviews, Asch found that some people experienced informational
social influence, so conformed to avoid being rejected. Whereas others experienced
informational social influence so conformed because they doubted their own judgement.
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Can you spot the 10 mistakes?

Aim: To see if participants would conform and give the incorrect answer in a situation where the
correct answers are always really obvious (unambiguous situation).

Method: Asche used a large group of confederates (fake participants) and 123 real participants
who were Male American Undergraduates. In the experiment, the real participants were put into
groups of 8, where they were the only real participant and the other 7 were confederates. Before
the experiment started the confederates were instructed by Asch to give the wrong answer on 12
of the 18 trials, these 12 trials were called the critical trials. Once in their groups they were all
shown a standard line and three comparison lines of different lengths. They were then all told to
call out, in turn, which of the 3 lines was the same length as the target line. The correct answer
was always obvious.

Results: The overall conformity rate on the critical trials was 32%. However, 26% never
conformed at all.

Conclusion: Even in unambiguous situations, there is still pressure to conform to the majority.
From the post experiment interviews, Asch found that some people experienced normative
social influence, so conformed to avoid being rejected. Whereas others experienced
informational social influence so conformed because they doubted their own judgement.
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Asch (1951)

Task: Complete the following table on your handout and state
whether each variation is higher/lower than Asch’s (1951) original
and the %, if you can remember.

SA
MPLE

Presenter
Presentation Notes
VariationOverall conformity on critical trials (higher/lower) and % (if applicable)Group Size: 1 ConfederateLower (3%)Group Size: 2 ConfederatesLower (12.8%)Group Size: 3 ConfederatesRemained the same (32%)Group Size: 15 ConfederatesLower (?%)  Historical Context: Perrin & Spencer (1981)Lower (0.25%)Culture: Meta-analysis by Smith & Bond - FijiHigher (58%)Culture: Meta-analysis by Smith & Bond - BelgiumLower (14%)A Non-Unanimous MajorityLower (5%)
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 In Asch’s original research he found an overall conformity rate on
critical trials of 32%. Since 1951, numerous studies have been
conducted looking at different effects of conformity.

Task: You will now be shown
different variations of Asch’s
research.

Your task is write on a mini-
whiteboard (or your handout)
whether you think the conformity
rate is higher / lower than 32%.

Asch (1951) – Original – 32% 

SA
MPLE



www.tutor2u.net/psychology

 Variation 1 Group Size: In one variation there was only 1 confederate
(actor) and 1 real participant. Do you think overall conformity on
critical trials was higher or lower than 32%? Why?

Asch (1951) – Original – 32% 

Overall conformity on critical trials 
dropped to 3%

However, it could be argued that
this is NOT an example of social
influence or majority influence.
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 Variation 2 Group Size: In one variation there were 2 confederates
(actor) and 1 real participant. Do you think overall conformity on
critical trials was higher or lower than 32%? Why?

Asch (1951) – Original – 32% 

Overall conformity on critical trials 
dropped to 12.8%SA

MPLE
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 Variation 3 Group Size: In one variation there were three confederates
(actor) and 1 real participant. Do you think overall conformity on
critical trials was higher or lower than 32%? Why?

Asch (1951) – Original – 32% 

Overall conformity on the critical trials 
remained the same at 32%.SA
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 Variation 4 Group Size: In one variation there were 15 confederates
(actor) and 1 real participant. Do you think overall conformity on
critical trials was higher or lower than 32%? Why?

Asch (1951) – Original – 32% 

Overall conformity dropped slightly to 
approximately 29%.SA
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 Variation 5 Historical Context/Expertise: Perrin & Spencer (1981)
replicated the Asch study 30 years later, with 33 male students who
were studying engineering, chemistry or mathematics.

Asch (1951) – Original – 32% 

Overall conformity was almost non-
existent (0.25%).

Question: Do you think that this is
because the experiment took place
30 years later, or do you think it’s
because of the type of students
taking part?
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 Variation 6 Culture: Smith & Bond (1993) conducted a meta-analysis
of 31 studies and found two key findings: 1) Fiji, 2) Belgium. What do
you think the overall conformity rate on critical trials was in these two
countries…

Asch (1951) – Original – 32% 

Overall conformity on critical trials was 
14% in Belgium.

Question: What might cause a
difference in the conformity rates
between different countries?

HINT: Think cultural variations of
attachment…

Overall conformity on critical trials was 
58% in Fiji.
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 Variation 7 Unanimity: In one variation, one other confederate
(actor), out of the 7, gave the correct answer on the critical trials.

Asch (1951) – Original – 32% 

Overall conformity dropped to 5%.
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 Variation 8 Unanimity: In one variation, one other confederate
(actor), out of the 7, gave a different incorrect answer to the majority.

Asch (1951) – Original – 32% 

Overall conformity dropped to 9%.
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 Variation 9 Task Difficulty: In one variation, the task was made
significantly more difficult, by making the difference between the line
lengths significantly smaller.

Asch (1951) – Original – 32% 

Overall conformity increased, although 
Asch didn’t report a %.
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Variation
Overall conformity on critical trials 
(higher/lower) and % (if applicable)

Group Size: 1 Confederate Lower (3%)
Group Size: 2 Confederates Lower (12.8%)
Group Size: 3 Confederates Remained the same (32%)
Group Size: 15 Confederates Lower (29%)

Historical Context/Expertise: Perrin & Spencer (1981) 0.25%

Culture: Meta-analysis by Smith & Bond - Fiji 58%
Culture: Meta-analysis by Smith & Bond - Belgium 15%

Unanimity – Where one of the confederates gave the
correct answer throughout. 5%

Unanimity – Where one of the confederates gave a
different incorrect answer to the majority. 9%

Task Difficulty – Where the task was made significantly
more difficult, by making the different between the
line lengths significantly smaller.

Increased.SA
MPLE
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Zimbardo (1973)
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Zimbardo (1973)

One problem students have is summarising Zimbardo’s research
concisely. Imagine you are outlining Zimbardo’s study for 6 marks.
Task: Summarise the aim, method, results and conclusion of
Zimbardo, in 75 words or less.
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Milgram (1963)
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Milgram (1963)

Task: Complete the table with the % of participants who obeyed to
450 volts and outline which variable/factor each variation was
testing. Use the following labels to help you.

 Agentic state
 Location
 Legitimate Authority
 Proximity (Learner)
 Proximity (Authority 

Figure)
 UniformSA
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Milgram (1963)

MILGRAM’S VARIATION VARIABLE %

Someone else administered the shock.

Milgram’s Original.

The experiment took place in a rundown
building.

The teacher and learner were in the same
room.

The experimenter gave instructions to the
teacher over the phone.

The experimenter was replaced by another
‘participant’ in ordinary clothes.

Agentic State 92.5%

65%

Location & Legitimate 
Authority

48%

Proximity (Learner) 40%

Proximity (Authority 
Figure)

21%

Uniform & Legitimate 
Authority

20%SA
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Dispositional Explanations for Obedience

These factors are all situational factors. However, research also
suggests that dispositional factors can also affect obedience.
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Dispositional Explanations for Obedience
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Evaluating Asch, Zimbardo and Milgram

Evaluating research in social psychology couldn’t be easier. Fortunately,
three of the key studies encountered all have the same issues. Task:
Complete the table, explaining how the evaluation point applies to
Asch. The first one has been complete for you.

 POPULATION VALIDITY LABORATORY 
EXPERIMENT ETHICAL GUIDELINES 

AS
CH

 

Asch’s experiment was 
conducted on 123 male college 
students and therefore we do 
not know if females would 
conform in the same way. 
Furthermore, Asch’s research 
demonstrates a beta bias, as 
his research may have ignored 
or minimised the differences 
between men and women in 
relation to conformity. 

  

ZI
M

BA
RD

O
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POPULATION VALIDITY LABORATORY EXPERIMENT ETHICAL GUIDELINES
AS

CH
Asch’s experiment was conducted 
on 123 male college students and 
therefore we do not know if 
females would conform in the 
same way. Furthermore, Asch’s 
research demonstrates a beta 
bias, as his research may have 
ignored or minimised the 
differences between men and 
women in relation to conformity.
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Resisting Social Influence
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Resisting Social Influence

Locus of Control

In some cases, individuals can
resist pressures to conform (or
obey) because of their
personality.

Social Support

Another way in which people can
resist the pressure to conform or
obey, is if they have an ally,
someone supporting their point
of view.
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Resisting Social Influence

 Internal Locus of Control – People feel they have control over the
events in their life. They tend to have more confidence and need
little approval from others. These people are less likely to conform
or obey.

 External locus of control – People feel they have little or no control
over their lives and often believe in ‘luck’ or ‘fate’. They believe that
what happens to them is determined by external factors and
therefore these people are more likely to conform or obey.
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Resisting Social Influence

 Question: Watch the following clip of Asch’s experiment. What
happens to the rate of conformity when the real participant is given
a partner?

In this variation the rate of conformity
dropped to just 5%.
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Resisting Social Influence

 In one of Milgram’s variations, the real participant was part of a
team of three teachers. In this variation the other two teachers
refused to continue. Question: What do you think happened to the
level of obedience?

In this variation the level of obedience dropped
to just 10%. SA

MPLE
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Minority Influence & Social Change

Minority influence is a form of social influence where a persuasive
minority changes the attitudes & behaviours of the majority.

Social change is when a whole society adopts a new belief or way of
behaving which then becomes widely accepted as the norm.
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Minority Influence & Social Change

Task: Match the following definitions (below) with the key terms
consistency, commitment and flexibility and write these in the definition
(AO1) column on your handout.
 A minority must be dedicated to their cause. The greater their dedication,

the greater their influence.

 Although a minority must be consistent, they must show a willingness to
compromise when expressing their opinions.

 A minority must be stable in their opinion over time and there must be
agreement among the minority.SA
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DEFINITION (AO1)
SUPPORTING EVIDENCE 

(AO3)
(Research or Case Study)

EXPLANATION (AO3)
How does the research or case study support the 

explanation?

CO
N

SI
ST

EN
CY

CO
M

M
IT

M
EN

T
FL

EX
IB

IL
IT

Y

A minority must be 
dedicated to their cause. The 
greater their dedication, the 
greater their influence.

A minority must be stable in 
their opinion over time and 
there must be agreement 
among the minority. 

Although a minority must be 
consistent, they must show a 
willingness to compromise
when expressing their 
opinions. SA
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Minority Influence & Social Change

Task: Each table will be given four pieces of evidence. Use the
information to complete your tables that you started earlier. Ensure
you include at least one piece of evidence to support each definition
and most importantly EXPLAIN how the research/case study supports
it.
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Application (AO2)

With reference to the article above, explain how social influence
[minority or even majority influence] leads to social change. (Total 6
marks)

The following article appeared in a newspaper:

Britain’s views on homosexuality – the biggest social change of
the last 30 years?

In the UK, views on homosexuality have changed significantly in recent times. 
Thirty years ago, almost two-thirds of the British public opposed same-sex 

relationships because they were ‘morally wrong’. These days, homosexuality is 
accepted and the majority of British people support recent changes to the 

laws on gay marriage and adoption.SA
MPLE



Application

AO2 = 6 Possible content:
Application of social influence research to changing views of homosexuality from the following:
 Social change occurs when minority view, e.g. Gay Rights campaigners, challenges majority

view and is eventually accepted as the majority

 Factors affecting minority influence including consistency, commitment and flexibility.

 Theory related to conformity such as informational social influence and / or internalisation

 Influence of obedience, e.g. changes to the laws making equal rights more of a social norm.
 Credit other relevant points, e.g. influence of media, as long as they are rooted in sound

psychology

 Can also credit theories linked to minority influence, e.g. social impact theory, snowball
effect, social cryptoamnesia.SA
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Moscovici (1969) – Blue/Green Study

 Aim: To see if a consistent minority can influence a majority to give an incorrect
answer in a colour perception task.

 Method: 172 female American participants were told they were taking part in an
experiment on colour perception. Six participants at a time were asked to estimate
the colour, out loud, of 36 slides (which were all different shades of blue). Two of
the six participants were confederates. There were two conditions: 1) Consistent:
the two confederates called the slides green on all the trials; 2) Inconsistent: the
two confederates called the slides green 24 times, and blue 12 times.

 Results: Participants in the consistent condition were influenced by the minority as
they called the slides green on 8.4% of the trials. Participants in the inconsistent
condition only called the slides green in 1.3% of the trials.SA
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Nemeth (1986)

Aim: To investigate whether a flexible minority could influence a majority to give less
compensation to the victim of a ski-life accident.

Method: Participants were placed in groups of four and had to agree on the amount
of compensation they would give to a victim of a ski-lift accident. One of the
participants in each group was a confederate and there were two conditions: 1) when
the minority argued for a low rate of compensation and refused to change their
position (inflexible); 2) when the minority argued for a low rate of compensation, but
compromised by offering a slightly higher rate of compensation (flexible).

Results: Nemeth found that in the inflexible
condition, the minority had little or no effect
on the majority, however in the flexible
condition, the majority was much more likely
to compromise and change their view.SA
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Real Life Case Studies - 1

 History has provided many real life examples, where consistent individuals
have challenged and questioned the valued and norms of society (and
have been criminalised for their views).

 Martin Luther King and Nelson Madela, led civil rights movements and
were consistent in their views against apartheid for many years, which
help bring about social change – demonstrating that a consistent minority
can lead to social change.
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Real Life Case Studies - 2

 A black woman named Rosa Parks living in Alabama, in the 1950’s riding
on a segregated bus, refused to give up her seat to a white male
passenger.

 The bus driver had her arrested for violating US law. This event helped
trigger the civil right movement to end the racial segregation laws in
America, at a personal cost to Rosa.

 Rosa’s sacrifice (being arrested) helped lead to social
change.
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Social Psychology – Revision Lesson  
What is conformity? When a person changes their behaviours, attitudes and/or values due 
to ‘real’ or ‘imagined’ group pressure.  
 
Task: Complete the table below to outline the three types of conformity: compliance, 
identification and internalisation.  

 
Is there a change in 
public behaviour? 

Is there a change 
in private beliefs? 

Is the change short-
term / long-term? 

COMPLIANCE    

IDENTIFICATION    

INTERNALISATION    

 
Task: Define what is meant by the terms Normative Social Influence and Informational 
Social Influence and outline reasons why people conform in each of these situations. 

NORMATIVE SOCIAL INFLUENCE INFORMATIONAL SOCIAL INFLUENCE 

  
Definition: 
 
 
 
 
Reasons: 
 
 
 
 

Definition: 
 
 
 
 
Reasons: 
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Task: The following summary of Asch 
contains 10 mistakes; can you spot all 10? 

Aim: To see if participants would conform 
and give the incorrect answer in a situation 
where the correct answers are always really 
obvious (ambiguous situation). 

Method: Asche used a large group of 
confederates (fake participants) and 60 real 
participants who were Male American 
postgraduates. In the experiment, the real 

participants were put into groups of 6, where they were the only real participant, and the 
other 7 were confederates. Before the experiment started the confederates were instructed 
by Asch to give the wrong answer on 14 of the 18 trials, these 14 trials were called the 
experimental trials. Once in their groups, they were all shown a standard line and three 
comparison lines of different lengths. They were then all told to call out, in turn, which of the 
3 lines was the same length as the test line. The correct answer was always obvious. 

Results: The overall conformity rate on the critical trials was 39%. However, 26% never 
conformed at all. 

Conclusion: Even in unambiguous situations, there is still pressure to conform to the majority. 
From the post-experiment interviews, Asch found that some people experienced 
informational social influence, so conformed to avoid being rejected. Whereas others 
experienced informational social influence so conformed because they doubted their own 
judgement. 

 
Task: Complete the following table and state whether each variation is higher/lower than 
Asch’s (1951) original and the %, if you can remember. 

VARIATION Overall conformity on critical trials 
(higher/lower) and % (if applicable) 

Group Size: 1 Confederate  
Group Size: 2 Confederates  
Group Size: 3 Confederates  
Group Size: 15 Confederates  
  
Historical Context/Expertise: Perrin & Spencer 
(1981) 

 

  
Culture: Meta-analysis by Smith & Bond - Fiji  
Culture: Meta-analysis by Smith & Bond - Belgium  
  
Unanimity – Where one of the confederates gave 
the correct answer throughout. 
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Unanimity – Where one of the confederates gave a 
different incorrect answer to the majority.  

 

  
Task Difficulty – Where the task was made 
significantly more difficult, by making the difference 
between the line lengths significantly smaller. 

 

 
One problem students have is summarising Zimbardo’s research concisely. Imagine you are 
outlining Zimbardo’s study for 6 marks. Task: Summarise the aim, method, results and 
conclusion of Zimbardo, in 75 words or less. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Task: Complete the table with the % of participants who obeyed to 450 volts and outline 
which variable/factor each variation was testing. Use the following labels to help you. 

 Agentic State  Proximity (Learner) 
 Location  Proximity (Authority Figure) 
 Legitimate Authority  Uniform 

 

MILGRAM’S VARIATION VARIABLE % 

Someone else administered the shock.   

Milgram’s Original.   

The experiment took place in a rundown building.   

The teacher and learner were in the same room.   

The experimenter gave instructions to the teacher 
over the phone.   

The experimenter was replaced by another 
‘participant’ in ordinary clothes.   
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These factors are all situational factors. However, research also suggests that dispositional 
factors can also affect obedience.  

 
 
Evaluating research in social psychology couldn’t be easier. Fortunately, three of the key 
studies encountered all have the same issues. Task: Complete the table, explaining how the 
evaluation point applies to Asch. The first one has been complete for you. 
 

 POPULATION VALIDITY LABORATORY 
EXPERIMENT ETHICAL GUIDELINES 

AS
CH

 

Asch’s experiment was 
conducted on 123 male college 
students and therefore we do 
not know if females would 
conform in the same way. 
Furthermore, Asch’s research 
demonstrates a beta bias, as 
his research may have ignored 
or minimised the differences 
between men and women in 
relation to conformity. 

  

ZI
M
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O
 

   

M
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G
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M
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 DEFINITION (AO1) 
SUPPORTING EVIDENCE (AO3) 

(Research or Case Study) 

EXPLANATION (AO3) 
How does the research or case study support the 

explanation? 

CO
N

SI
ST

EN
CY
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M

M
IT

M
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T 
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IB
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The following article appeared in a newspaper: Britain’s views on homosexuality – the 
biggest social change of the last 30 years? 
 
In the UK, views on homosexuality have changed significantly in recent times. Thirty years 
ago, almost two-thirds of the British public opposed same-sex relationships because they 
were ‘morally wrong’. These days, homosexuality is accepted and the majority of British 
people support recent changes to the laws on gay marriage and adoption. 

 
With reference to the article above, explain how social influence [minority or even majority 
influence] leads to social change. (Total 6 marks) 
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