
is operating. Without an external frame of reference, people reasonably relied on the
judgments of others. Follow-up research supports this interpretation. Even when tested
alone one year after the experiment, participants continued to use the standard estab-
lished by their group (Rohrer, Baron, Hoffman, & Swander, 1954). It is interesting to
note, however, that participants were unaware that they had been influenced by other
people. In interviews conducted at the end of the experimental sessions, the majority of
participants reported that they had formed their own opinions and were not swayed by
other people’s opinions.

This finding raises an important point. Most people value independence and do not
like to think they are swayed by other people’s opinions. This need is strong enough
to blind us to the power of social influence. Even when we think we are doing our
own thing, we very well may be going along with the crowd. Of course, some peo-
ple value independence more than others do (C. R. Snyder & Fromkin, 1980), and
uniqueness is more highly valued in some cultures than in others (Kim & Drolet,
2003; Kim & Markus, 1999). Nonetheless, we are all susceptible to the power of
social influence, particularly when we are placed in a novel, ambiguous situation.

D. Asch’s Experiment: Conformity in an
Unambiguous Situation

Solomon Asch was not convinced by Sherif’s findings. As noted in Chapter 1, Asch
was a Gestalt psychologist who fled Germany when Hitler rose to power. Among other
things, Gestalt psychologists believe that perception cannot be influenced by motiva-
tional factors (see Chapter 2). It would be maladaptive, they argued, if people were
free to decide what to see and what not to see. For this and other reasons, Asch
believed that Sherif had succeeding in demonstrating conformity only because he had
used an ambiguous stimulus. Had he used a more unambiguous standard, Asch
contended, people would rely on their own judgments and would not be swayed by
the opinions of others.
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FIGURE 8.4
Sherif’s Study of Social
Consensus and the 
Autokinetic Effect

Participants were asked to
estimate the movement of
a light under two condi-
tions: alone and then with
others. Although
participants had unique
judgments when 
performing the task alone,
the judgments converged
toward a group norm
when the participants
performed the task
together. These findings
suggest that social norms
can form through social
consensus.

Source: Sherif (1936).
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