
Just after midnight on the morning of September 28, 1997, Boston police were called
to a fraternity on the campus of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Scott
Krueger, an 18-year-old pledge of Phi Gamma Delta, was in an alcohol-induced coma
after drinking excessively at a fraternity party. Krueger died three days later, setting
off a nationwide examination of the prevalence of binge drinking on college cam-
puses. When asked why so many students drink heavily, one student replied, “When
you go to a party, it’s not socially acceptable to just sit there and have a couple of
drinks. You have to drink as many you can, especially around the time you want to
get into a fraternity.”

Peer pressure is one of the strongest forces we face in social life (Cialdini &
Goldstein, 2004; Cialdini & Trost, 1998). Although we rarely pay a price as severe
as the one Scott Krueger paid, we all succumb to the power of social influence. The
cars we drive, the clothes we wear, and the music we listen to are all influenced by
the tastes, preferences, and behavior of others. In this chapter you will study basic
principles of social influence—the process by which other people affect your own
thoughts, feelings, and actions.

Table 8.1 shows that social influence forms a continuum, depending on the
amount of pressure involved. With imitation, we change our behavior to match the
behavior of others without feeling any pressure to do so. Conformity is another form
of social influence. Here our behavior changes as a result of real or imagined social
pressures. Conformity probably explains why so many college students engage in
binge drinking: They fear being excluded or ostracized, so they drink to excess even
though they know it is bad for their health. Compliance is a third form of social
influence. Here our behavior is changed in response to a direct request. If you have
ever done something on a dare or bought something you didn’t need from an
assertive salesperson, you have displayed compliance. Obedience represents a final
form of social influence. Here we do what an authority figure tells us to do.
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TABLE 8.1 Four Forms of Social Influence

Type of Social
Influence Description Amount of Pressure

Imitation Behavior change in the absence of No pressure
social pressure.

Conformity Behavior change in response to real
or imagined social pressure.

Compliance Behavior change in response to an
explicit request to perform some action.

Obedience Behavior change in response to a Extreme pressure
demand to perform some action.

Social influence varies according to how much pressure is involved. Imitation involves no pressure, conformity
involves peer pressure, compliance involves an explicit request to perform some behavior, and obedience is a
response to a direct order to perform some action.
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