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Asch's conformity study without the confederates

Mori and Arai (2010)
With the help of five to eight 'confederates' (research assistants posing as naive participants), Solomon Asch in the 1950s found that when it came to making public judgments about the relative lengths of lines, some people were willing to agree with a majority view that was clearly wrong.


Asch's finding was hugely confounded by the fact that some confederates will be more convincing than others. To solve these problems Kazuo Mori and Miho Arai adapted the MORI technique (Manipulation of Overlapping Rivalrous Images by polarizing filters), used previously in eye-witness research. By donning filter glasses similar to those used for watching 3-D movies, participants can view the same display and yet see different things.

Mori and Arai replicated Asch's line comparison task with 104 participants tested in groups of four at a time (on successive trials participants said aloud which of three comparison lines matched a single target line). In each group, three participants wore identical glasses, with one participant wearing a different set, thereby causing them to observe that a different comparison line matched the target line. As in Asch's studies, the participants stated their answers publicly, with the minority participant always going third.

Whereas Asch used male participants only, the new study involved both men and women. For women only, the new findings closely matched the seminal research, with the minority participant being swayed by the majority on an average of 4.41 times out of 12 key trials (compared with 3.44 times in the original). However, the male participants in the new study were not swayed by the majority view.

There are many possible reasons why men in the new study were not swayed by the majority as they were in Asch's studies, including cultural differences (the current study was conducted in Japan) and generational changes. Mori and Arai highlighted another reason - the fact that the minority and majority participants in their study knew each other, whereas participants in Asch's study did not know the confederates. The researchers argue that this is a strength of their new approach: 'Conforming behaviour among acquaintances is more important as a psychological research topic than conforming among strangers,' they said. 'Conformity generally takes place among acquainted persons, such as family members, friends or colleagues, and in daily life we seldom experience a situation like the Asch experiment in which we make decisions among total strangers.'

Looking ahead, Mori and Arai believe their approach will provide a powerful means of re-examining Asch's classic work, including in situations - for example, with young children - in which the use of confederates would not be practical.
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Activity
Discuss the questions below as a small group and then write them up individually; this can be completed as hw.

1. Describe Asch’s study in no more than four action-packed sentences (4)

2. Paragraph 2 describes a problem with Asch’s original study; outline this problem choosing terminology from the suggestions below. (3)

3. Compare the procedures used by Asch 1951) and Mori And Arai (2010); find as many similarities and differences as you can (8)

4. Compare the findings of Asch (1951) and Mori and Arai (2010); is there anything surprising or unexpected about the findings? (3)

5. Based on these new findings, what are your thoughts about whether demand characteristics and the low ecological validity of the laboratory setting were responsible for the light levels of conformity in Asch’s original study? (5)

6. Why is it difficult to draw these conclusions (2)

7. Compare the findings of Mori and Aria with Williams and Sogon (1986); what can we conclude from this? (4)

8. How can these findings be interpreted using social identity theory and the also the results from Abrams (1990) (4)

9. Discuss the influence of culture and gender on conformity using as much terminology as possible and relating to as many research studies as possible. (8)

10. Why do Mori and Aria suggest that the use of confederates may not be appropriate with children as participants?  (3)

11. Summarise your final thoughts regarding how Mori and Arai’s study has contributed to the literature on conformity (8) (you may wish to use the GRAVE to structure your thinking when it comes to the credibility of the study)
12. Can you think of any alternative strategies for researching conformity using qualitative methods and data analysis techniques; how cold this type of research contribute further to the literature in this field? (5)



Key terminology


internal and external validity, reliability, demand characteristics, experimental realism, measured variable (DV), cohort effects, etic and emic approaches, deception, informed consent, psychological harm, mundane realism, objective credibility, subjectivity credibility, qualitative data





Studies of conformity


Jeness (1932), Sherif (1935), Asch (1951 52, 56), Crutchfield (XXXX), Bond and Smith (1996), Abrams (1990), Perrin and Spencer (1981), Larsen (1974, 79), Stang (1973), Williams and Sogon (1984)








