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To what extent are individuals influenced by the majority and how can this be explained?

Being influenced by a majority can be explained by conformity which is defined as ‘yielding to group pressures’ (Crutchfield, 1955). A good example to demonstrate this is situations in which a person feels inclined to act in a particular way in an attempt to fit with the crowd. However people do not always follow the majority influence, instead they go with the minority influence; which is the opposite of conformity. This is where individuals follow the ideas of a smaller group and not the larger group of people. Minority influence can be just as important as the majority influence depending on the situation.

This essay will go to show how far individuals would go to conform and why this is. This will include studies that have been carried out on conformity and explanations for this kind behaviour.

Experiments carried out by Asch and Sherif show how minorities are influenced by the majority either in unambiguous situations or in an uncertain situation. Individuals feel they have to conform because they think their wrong they thing this because everyone else seems to disagree. This still happens even though it is apparent that the majority is wrong and that they are right.

Asch’s (1953) paradigm experiment was where a naïve participant was among a group of participants and they were given some paradigms. Each person had to say his or her answer out loud in front of each other. There were two trials, the first trial all the participants gave the right answer then in the second trial all the participants gave the wrong answer to an unambiguous situation; so the naïve participant felt they had to conform even they knew that it was clearly the wrong answer.

This shows that people do things so they do not feel like outcasts or inferior to others. Asch’s study shows some conformity. However, this experiment was carried out in the period when conformity was high. This shows the amount of influence conformity can have on some people no matter whether it is small or not. Participants could have conformed because they felt uncomfortable and socially abnormal so they felt that conforming was the only easy option. There are other numerous reasons why people conform this can be explained through the different types of social influence. The Informational Social Influence (ISI) states that when we feel uncertain about an ambiguous situation, we look to others to help us to perceive the right answer. This kind of conformity is shown in Sherif’s experiment which I will discuss further on. This can also be explained because of compliance. This is where you conform but you still keep your own private judgement. In Sherif’s study the participants might have chosen this because it wasn’t so hard to conform to and still feel that you don’t have to change what you believe just because others don’t agree.

The conformity that Asch found could also be explained by individual differences. Some evidence show that those who tend to conform are those with low self-esteem, high in need of social support or approval, high in anxiety and feelings of insecurity, low IQ and females. There is also the problem that those who conform in one situation might not conform in another.

Sherif (1935) carried out a study, which also showed conformity. . His experiment was based on a visual illusion called the autokinetic effect, whereby a stationary spot of light seen in an otherwise dark room appears to move. The participants were asked to say how much the light had moved. This was done individually first then they were placed in a group. This is where they heard two other participants answers which constituted the group situation and lead to a group norm.

Conformity is expected in this kind of situation where participants were placed in a situation where group size was bound to have an influence. Most find that three to five people tend to have more of a conformity effect.

The other reasons why people tend can be explained by group unanimity, minority influence, cultural differences and group differences. Group unanimity in Asch’s study showed that when confederates were instructed to act as a ‘supporter’ to the participant and answered before the real participant and giving the correct answer conformity dropped.  This showed that when participants did not felt different to the others because they weren’t the only ones giving a different answer. Supporters and dissenters are effective in reducing conformity because by breaking the unanimity of the group they legitimise the possibility of alternative ways of responding. Minority influence can arise because the minority have consistency of position which demonstrates certainty and commitment which is an alternative coherent view. Conversion can happen here because this is when people change their own views and beliefs to suit others ideas.

Studies that have been acknowledged show how far people would go by agreeing to things that are clearly wrong or agreeing to something they don’t know or disagree. This is just so that they feel part of a group. The many explanations above tell us why we as individuals in the twenty first century have to conform to feel ‘normal’ just so we can be accepted by our friends and even to the extent strangers.
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