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1. The Experimental Procedure

Asch (1955, 1956) developed an experiment to prove that people would not succumb
to social pressure when judging an unambiguous stimulus. As before, imagine your-
self being a participant in this experiment. When you arrive for an experiment on
visual acuity, you find six other people seated in a semicircle around a table. The only
seat open is number 6 (next to the last), so you sit down and listen as the experi-
menter explains that, on each of 18 trials, he will be showing the group two cards
(see Figure 8.5). The line on the left-hand card serves as a standard, and your task
will be to identify which of the lines on the right-hand card is closest in length to the
line on the left. Finally, you learn that each of the group members will be calling out
his answer in order, going around the table. Unbeknownst to you, the rest of the par-
ticipants are actually confederates of the experimenter, and they have been trained to
give wrong answers on 12 of the 18 trials.

The experiment proceeds rather uneventfully at first, with everyone calling out the
correct answer. However, on the third set of lines, all of the participants seated before
you call out the wrong answer. At this point, you confront a dilemma. Should you
rely on your own senses—which tell you the others are wrong, or should you con-
form to their judgments in order to fit in with the group? Although you probably think
you wouldn’t conform, Asch found that almost 75 percent of his participants went
along with the incorrect majority on at least 1 of the 12 critical trials, and 50 percent
went along at least half of the time. Finally, approximately 37 percent of the partici-
pants conformed on any given trial.

2. Possible Confounds and Limiting Conditions

The findings in Asch’s conformity studies created quite a stir. Many social psycholo-
gists were disturbed to learn that individuals readily succumbed to social pressures and
meekly surrendered their own good judgment. Several researchers raised objections
and numerous others made attempts to identify variables that moderate or modify the
effect.

FIGURE 8.5
Line Judgment Task
Used in Asch’s 
Conformity Studies

The participants must
identity which of the com-
parison lines is closest in
length to the standard line.
The task is relatively easy,
and participants made very
few errors when perform-
ing the task alone. But
when placed into a situa-
tion where other people
gave the wrong answer,
participants conformed
about a third of the time.

Source: Asch (1955).
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