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Topic 1: Social Influence

Social influence is the foundation upon which all other social psychological
processes build. It explains how our behaviors are shaped by the real or
imagined presence of others, often without our conscious awareness.

Let's explore the pioneers, experiments, and real-world applications of this
fascinating psychological concept.

HUMANITY
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Proponent: Kurt Lewin Definition

Often called the "father of social psychology," Kurt Lewin Social influence is the process by which individuals adjust
pioneered the concept of "social influence" in the early their thoughts, feelings, or behaviors due to the real or

20th century. His field theory emphasized how individual imagined presence of others. This can occur through direct
behavior is a function of both the person and their interaction, observation, or even the mere anticipation of
environment. others' reactions.

Lewin's groundbreaking work showed that we are fundamentally social creatures whose behaviors cannot be understood in
isolation from our social context.



Muzafer Sherif's groundbreaking experiment on the autokinetic effect provided early and profound insights into how individuals

perceptions and judgments are shaped by group dynamics, even in ambiguous situations where objective reality is unclear. His

work laid a critical foundation for understanding the subtle yet powerful ways social influence operates.

Muzafer Sherif's Autokinetic
Effect (1936)

In a darkened room, participants were asked to observe a
single, stationary point of light. Due to a visual illusion known
as the autokinetic effect, the light appeared to move, though it
was perfectly still. This ambiguity was key to the experiment,
as it created a situation where there was no objectively correct
answer, forcing participants to rely on social cues.

When asked to estimate how far the light moved:

e Individually: Participants initially provided a wide and
varied range of estimates, reflecting their subjective
perceptions of the illusion.

¢ Ingroups: When individuals performed the task together,
their estimates began to converge. Over several trials, a
group norm emerged, and individuals' judgments shifted to
align with this collective consensus. This demonstrated
how group interaction can quickly establish shared
realities.

e Laterindividually: Crucially, when participants were later
tested alone again, they continued to maintain the group-
influenced estimates rather than reverting to their original,
individual perceptions. This finding suggested that the
group norm had been internalized, becoming part of their
individual frame of reference.

Sherif's experiment elegantly demonstrated the formation of
social norms and how people internalize these norms even in
the absence of explicit pressure, particularly when faced with
uncertainty.

Theory: Mechanisms of Social Influence

Sherif's work, along with subsequent research, helped
elucidate two fundamental mechanisms through which social
influence operates:

1. Informational Influence: This occurs when we look to
others for guidance because we believe they possess
accurate information or have a better understanding of the
situation. In ambiguous situations, such as Sherif's
autokinetic experiment, people genuinely believe that the
group's collective judgment is more likely to be correct. We
conform because we want to be right. For example, if
you're in a new city and don't know which way to go, you
might follow a crowd that seems to know where it's going.

2. Normative Influence: This refers to conforming to group
norms to be accepted, liked, or to avoid rejection or
punishment from the group. We conform to fit in, even if we
don't privately agree with the group's view. This type of
influence is less about wanting to be correct and more
about social desirability. An example might be laughing at a
joke you don't find funny just because everyone else is
laughing.

Both mechanisms highlight the powerful human need for both
accuracy and belonging, driving much of our social behavior.



Example: Emergency Behavior

The Example

During emergencies like fires or earthquakes, people often look to
others to determine appropriate reactions. If others remain calm,
individuals typically stay calm as well, even when danger is present—a
phenomenon called "pluralistic ignorance."

The Fact

Social influence shapes decisions across all aspects of life—from
which restaurant to visit based on its crowd size to which career path to
pursue based on family expectations. These influences operate largely
below our conscious awareness.




Social Influence in Action: A Short
Story

At Chandni Chowk, Delhi's busiest market, Priya browsed fabrics when
she noticed a man staring upward. Curious, she followed his gaze,
finding nothing unusual. Soon, two more shoppers looked up, then five
more. Within minutes, dozens of people were gazing skyward.

Eventually, someone pointed out a rare black kite circling unusually low.
As people began taking photos, Priya smiled, realizing she'd participated
in a perfect demonstration of social influence—changing her behavior
based solely on others' actions.

The story illustrates how easily we're influenced by others' behavior, even
without direct communication.




Topic 2: Conformity

Conformity represents a specific type of social influence where individuals
adjust their behaviors or beliefs to align with group norms. While sometimes
adaptive, conformity can also lead us to override our better judgment.

Let's explore why humans have such a powerful tendency to conform to
group expectations.




Proponent: Solomon Asch

In the 1950s, Polish-American psychologist Solomon Asch conducted
groundbreaking research on conformity that challenged prevailing views
about human rationality. Unlike his contemporaries who focused on
perception, Asch was interested in how social pressure affects objectively
verifiable judgments.

Definition

Conformity is the tendency to adjust one's behaviors, attitudes, or beliefs to
match those of a group, even when one privately disagrees with the group
consensus. It represents alignment with perceived social norms.

Unlike previous researchers who

focused on ambiguous situations, Asch
specifically designed experiments
where the correct answer was obvious
—making conformity all the more
striking.



Asch's Line Judgment Experiment
(1955)

In this famous experiment: The Asch Effect
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Conformity in Everyday Life
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Example Fascinating Fact
Teenagers often adopt fashion trends they privately dislike Research shows conformity increases with group size up to
simply to fit in with their peer group. This fashion conformity approximately 7 people, after which additional members have
serves as a visible symbol of group membership and little effect. However, having just one dissenter in the group can

acceptance. reduce conformity rates by up to 80%!
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The Price of Conformity: A Short Story

In Professor Sharma's physics class at Delhi University, Rajiv knew the answer to a complex problem was 15.3 meters per
second squared. When the professor asked for answers, Rajiv prepared to speak.

Before he could, five classmates consecutively gave the same wrong answer: 12.7. When his turn came, Rajiv hesitated, looking
at his calculations again. Despite his confidence in his answer, he quietly said "12.7" to avoid standing out.

Walking home, he wondered why he'd abandoned his correct answer so easily. The experience taught him more about human

psychology than physics that day.




Topic 3: Compliance

While conformity involves changing behavior to match a group, compliance
refers to behavior change in response to a direct request. The science of
compliance reveals powerful techniques that can be used ethically to
encourage positive behaviors—or manipulatively to exploit others.

Let's examine how and why people comply with requests.

Community Support
Initiative
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Proponents: Freedman & Fraser Definition

In 1966, social psychologists Jonathan Freedman and Scott Compliance refers to the act of changing one's behavior in
Fraser conducted groundbreaking research on compliance response to a direct request from another person or group,
techniques. Their work on sequential request strategies without necessarily changing one's private beliefs or
revolutionized our understanding of persuasion and attitudes. It involves public agreement without private
influence. acceptance.

Unlike conformity, which can occur without explicit requests, compliance specifically involves responding to direct appeals or
commands from others.



Foot-in-the-Door Technique

The Experiment

Freedman & Fraser's
groundbreaking study:

e Group 1: Asked directly to
display large "Drive Safely" sign
in yard (17% complied)

e Group 2: First asked to sign
small petition about safe
driving, then two weeks later
asked about yard sign (76 %
complied)

The dramatic difference revealed
the power of sequential requests.

The Theory

This phenomenon works through
several psychological mechanisms:

1. Self-perception: "I must care
about this issue since | agreed
earlier"

2. Consistency: Drive to appear
consistent with previous
actions

3. Commitment: Initial small
commitment creates
momentum




Compliance in Action
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Inspiring Example

Charitable organizations often strategically ask for small initial

commitments like signing a petition or making a ¥100 donation.

Later, they request larger contributions, leveraging the donor's
established identity as a supporter.

Fascinating Fact

Research shows that over 50% of homeowners complied with a
large request after agreeing to a small one first—compared to
only 17% compliance without the initial request. This nearly
triples effectiveness of persuasion attempts.



The Power of Small Beginnings: A Short Story

Aarti volunteered for an environmental NGO in Mumbai. Rather than directly asking people to participate in a weekend beach
cleanup—a significant time commitment—she developed a two-step approach.

First, she knocked on doors and asked residents: "Do you have just one minute to discuss plastic pollution?" Nearly everyone
agreed to this minimal request. After briefly explaining the issue, she'd leave.

A week later, she returned to ask about the cleanup. Those who had spoken with her previously were three times more likely to
volunteer than those approached directly—demonstrating the remarkable effectiveness of the foot-in-the-door technique.




Topic 4: Obedience to Authority

Perhaps the most troubling form of social influence is obedience to authority—our tendency to follow orders from authority figures
even when those orders conflict with our personal values. This phenomenon helps explain some of history's darkest chapters.

Let's explore the psychology behind this powerful social force.



Stanley Milgram: The Scientist
Behind Obedience Research

In 1963, Yale psychologist Stanley Milgram, himself Jewish and
deeply affected by the Holocaust, designed experiments to
understand how ordinary Germans could participate in
atrocities under Nazi orders.

His research questioned whether "just following orders" could
explain unconscionable behavior—and his findings shocked
the world.

Definition

Obedience to authority is the tendency to comply with
commands from perceived authority figures, even when these
commands conflict with personal moral standards or would
normally be considered harmful to others.



Milgram's Shock Experiment (1963)

The Experiment

Participants told they were
helping study effects of
punishment on learning

Instructed to deliver
increasingly powerful "shocks"
for wrong answers

"Learner" (actually an actor)
gave predetermined wrong
answers

As "shocks" increased, actor
screamed, pleaded, and
eventually went silent

If participants hesitated,
experimenter used
standardized prompts: "The
experiment requires that you
continue"

Shocking Results

65% of participants continued to
the maximum 450-volt level
marked "XXX" despite:

e Hearing screams of apparent
pain
o Expressing severe distress

themselves

e Believing they might be causing
permanent harm

Theory

Milgram identified key factors
enabling extreme obedience:

e Perceived legitimacy of
authority

e Gradual progression of
requests

e Shifted responsibility to
authority figure




Obedience in Real Life

Example

Military contexts powerfully
demonstrate authority obedience.
Soldiers often follow orders due to
hierarchical structures, training
emphasizing obedience, and belief in
necessity. This can lead to both
heroic acts and troubling ethical
violations depending on the orders
given.

Disturbing Fact

Milgram's findings shocked the
scientific community by revealing
that ordinary citizens from all walks
of life—teachers, engineers, laborers
—were capable of potentially lethal
actions when ordered by an
authority. This contradicted the
prevailing belief that only "evil"
people commit atrocities.

Revealing Story

One Milgram participant, a middle-
aged teacher, protested: "l can't
continue, he's in pain!" The
experimenter calmly stated: "The
experiment requires that you
continue." After visible distress and
repeated objections, the teacher
reluctantly continued administering
shocks while trembling—illustrating
how difficult resisting authority can
be despite moral objections.



