Sherif Revisited: A Test on Conformity in Undergraduate Students with the Autokinetic Effect
Introduction:
Key to social psychological research is the study of how individuals come to be influenced by other members of their group or society. One prominent aspect of this is the issue of conformity. Conformity has been defined as ‘a change in belief or behaviour in response to group pressure when there is no direct request to comply with the group nor any reason to justify the behaviour change’ (Zimbardo & Lieppe, 1991, cited in Gross, 2005: p.442). Kelman (1958) identified three different types of conformity, including: (a) compliance, whereby the change in attitude or behaviour comes into effect due to the desire to obtain favour from the group; (b) identification, in which an individual conforms in order to establish or maintain a self-defining relationship to the group; or (c) internalisation, in which case the content of the attitude or behaviour is perceived to be consistent with individuals inner belief or attitude and is thus accepted internally.  Internalisation and compliance are comparable to the terms ‘informational’ and ‘normative’ social influence, respectively, as identified by Deustch and Gerard (Deustch & Gerard, 1955, cited in Gross, 2005: p.449). Turner’s later classification of referent informational influence, as proposed in his social identity theory, is comparable to identification (Turner, 1987, cited in Matelski and Hogg, 2015). Conformity is therefore driven by multiple goals, related to self-concept, social relationships and need for accuracy (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004). It has been shown to be influenced by factors such as; group size (Bond, 2005), culture (Bond & Smith, 1996), levels of unanimity, and status (Montgomery, 1971). Other research has also shown the role of accountability and determination for accuracy in resisting conformity (Quinn & Shlenker, 2002). 
The effect of informational influence has been understood to be the result of an individuals need to structure their experiences, particularly in the face of ambiguity or disorder, a tendency most famously displayed in experiments conducted by Sherif (1935) using the autokinetic effect. The autokinetic effect is an optical illusion, encountered when an individual is exposed to a single stationary red light in an otherwise totally dark room and perceives it to be moving. The effect actually occurs due to undetectable movements in the eye itself (Forsyth, 2008). Sherif proposed that an individual’s desire to have an accurate perception of reality, combined with a reduction in their ability to rely on their own perception leads to an increased susceptibility to the influence of others. This is known as the Social Reality hypothesis. 
In the original experiment, participants were asked to give their estimates of light movement for the first set of 100 trials alone. This allowed them to develop their own frame of reference and countered for individual variability. Afterwards, individuals went through 3 more sets of trials, the subsequent trials being conducted in a group. Sherif found that in the group condition, participants used each other’s estimates in order to establish a new frame of reference, and the estimates increasingly converged. In a separate series of trials, participants went through the same procedure, except the trials were reversed so that in the first 3 trials individuals gave their estimates in a group, and the final set of trials were conducted individually. Here, the results showed that participants internalised the frame of reference formed in the group condition and used it as a basis for their estimates in the alone condition (Sherif, 1935). A later study conducted by Rohrer et al. (1954), demonstrated that participants will utilise this frame of reference when being retested even a year after their initial assessment (as cited in Pollis et al. 1975). The extent to which these results were due to a general psychological tendency for structuring and ordering experience have been questioned by some researchers (Alexander et al. 1970), who suggest that these results were obtained due to situational expectations specific to the laboratory environment. However, conclusions from other studies have affirmed that where there are no implicit or explicit instructions, the tendency is toward convergence and decreasing variability (Pollis et al. 1975). Interesting research has been done on the role of suggestibility (Walter, 1955; Rechtenschaffen & Mednick, 1955; Miller, 1967) and reinforcement (Spivak, 1957; Kelman, 1950) in obtaining certain results. The current research sought to replicate Sherif’s original experiment in a University setting with a small sample of undergraduate students, with the expectation of confirming this tendency, without use of experimenter reinforcement or cues.

Experimental Hypothesis: 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The experimental hypothesis is that individual participant estimates of light movement in the autokinetic effect will tend toward convergence with other estimates when given publicly. The independent variable is whether the estimates are given publicly or privately. The dependent variable is the estimated distance of light movement.

Methodology: 
A total of 8 student participants were recruited using a combination of volunteer and opportunity sampling. A member of the University staff attended classes in order to request volunteers to put their names forward to take part in a psychology experiment. Explanations about the purposes of the experiment were not given at this point. Additionally, members of the research team requested members of peer groups to volunteer. For the purposes of the experiment, repeated measures design was used since repeated tests on the same participants were necessary to detect convergence. On the day of the experiment, participants were asked to meet in a quiet area of the university, where consent forms (see Appendix 3) were signed, and participants were given the first set of standardised instructions (Appendix 1). In compliance with BPS ethical guidelines, a detailed description of the procedure was given, and participants were required to make known any personal conditions which might inhibit them from taking part before signing their consent. They were also made aware of their right to withdraw at any time, should they change their mind. 
Once consent had been obtained, participants were escorted to the media building where the experiment was to take place. In order to avoid the possibility of participants establishing reference points which might interfere with the effect, they were each accompanied individually into the dark room by one of the researchers by torch. They were escorted one-by-one for health and safety reasons. Participants were seated in a single row of chairs, 7.1m away from the light apparatus. The LED apparatus was fixed at a height of 1.24m from the ground. In the first trial, participants were exposed to the light for 2 minutes. They were then escorted out of the dark room where they were asked to write their estimates down individually. During the first part of the study, participants were asked not to converse with each other about their experiences or estimates. Estimates were collected and analysed, and 3 participants were selected to stay for the final 3 trials on the basis of sufficient range between their estimates. Thus, the two highest estimates and the lowest estimate were selected. This gave a total range of 696cm. The rest of the participants were separately given a short debrief before leaving. 
In the first trial, it was noted that some participants had given their measurements in feet instead of centimetres. Therefore, it was necessary in between the first and second trial to give instruction on measuring in centimetres by reference to a tape measurer. Once all the participants felt confident, they were then once again escorted individually into the dark room by torch and seated in order of lowest to highest estimate. The participants were exposed to the red light for a period of 2 minutes, 3 times. After each presentation, participants were selected in order corresponding to their seat, and asked to give their estimates verbally before writing them down. When the final estimates had been given, participants were debriefed together and questioned on their experience.

Results: 
As seen in the graph below, estimates given in the 3rd trial, after being exposed to other participants estimates, show immediate convergence. By the 4th trial, the total range had been reduced from 696 to 430, with all participants adjusting their estimates.
Representation of convergence effect over trials in group conditions on participant estimates of light movement under the autokinetic effect (N=3)
            [image: ]

Treatment of Results: 
The results obtained showed progressive convergence across group trials, and were thus in accordance with experimenter expectations based on previous research. Whilst the results support Sherif’s Social Reality hypothesis, not enough trials were conducted to establish a real pattern, and the small sample size reduces the significance of the results, since they are unrepresentative of the general population. The lack of time and resources available also decreases the significance of the results obtained, since only a single initial trial was conducted to obtain individual frames of reference, no measures of individual variability could be taken into consideration. 

Discussion: 
The results of this experiment support the hypothesis that in an ambiguous situation, individuals will rely on information from the group in order to form individual judgements. During the debriefing process, participants expressed that hearing divergent estimates from other participants reduced confidence in their own answers. This is likely to have caused feelings of anxiety, which might have contributed to the convergence effect. Results from studies in conformity involving fMRI scans have shown that activity in the amygdala associated with emotion play a role in conformity as well as changes in perception (Berns et al. 2005). Although participants were not given standardised questionnaires to complete following the experiment, in contrast to Sherif’s (1935) study, during the discussion no participants explicitly denied being influenced by other people. However, research has shown a tendency in individuals to view themselves as less susceptible to social influence than others (Pronin et al. 2007). What is interesting is that participants determine the possible accuracy of their estimate based on its similarity to those given by others. 
One of the identified limitations of previous research in this area has been the poor generalisability to real-life group situations due to lack of ‘group-belongingness’ present due to participant selection (Pollis et al. 1968). Studies using the autokinetic effect to test cognitive-consistency models of behaviour have shown that individual judgements are affected differently depending on relationships between participants (Sampson & Insko, 1964). In the current research, participants were all students at the same small university campus, however, there was no reason to believe that students identified themselves as being a part of a group, even temporarily, nor was it determinable whether participants had positive or negative relationships with one another, or the extent to which this might have factored into their judgements. Future research on conformity could select participants from previously established groups (as in the study by Pollis et al, 1968), and utilise post-experimental questionnaires to examine the relationship between individuals’ perceptions of conformity in themselves and other members of a natural group. 
The lack of mundane realism is also a problem in regard to the extent to which conclusions can be made about conformity in the real world based on research utilising the autokinetic illusion. The illusion involves an unfamiliar setting, with levels of ambiguity that are not necessarily common in real-life situations. Whilst this is useful for studying informational social influence in particular, in contrast to other methods that have been utilised to examine normative social influence (Asch, 1952, 1955; Crutchfield, 1954 as cited in Gross, 2010), studies have shown there to be a relationship between the two (Insko et al. 1983). In other words, mechanisms which lead to internalisation intersect with those that lead to compliance. 
Another criticism might be that the information lacks personal meaning to the individual, which is likely to affect levels of informational social influence. This is in accordance with Sherif’s own Social Judgement theory (Sherif et al. 1965). Whether changes in attitudes or opinions would be internalised this way should the content of the information be more meaningful cannot be deduced from these studies. Discussion-based experiments might be more appropriate for this purpose (Mallinson & Hatemi, 2018). The extent to which participants are induced to conform by expectations that arise as a result of being a part of a scientific experiment is also a factor to consider, particularly when the participants involved are students. 

Conclusion: 
Results from the current research support the reliability of Sherif’s experiments on conformity in the autokinetic situation. However, limitations of the research undermine the significance of these results, and an argument has been made against the extent to which such experiments can provide us with meaningful information about real-life conformity behaviour. 
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Appendix:
1. Standardised Instructions 1:

Please turn off all mobile phones.

You will be guided into the dark room, one by one, by one of our researchers by torch, where each of you will be seated. 
Once inside the room it is important that you remain silent – unless you feel uncomfortable being there, in which case please make yourself known and the procedure will be halted while you are guided back out of the room.

Once you have been seated, a red light will appear for a period of 2 minutes. Your task is to determine the furthest distance you think the light achieves from its starting point during the 2 minutes.

After the 2-minute period is over, you will then be guided back out of the room, where you will be required to write down your answers individually. For the purposes of this experiment it is vital that you do not discuss your estimates or experience with any of the other participants. 

Some of you will be recalled to undertake the process again. The rest of you will be free to leave following a short debrief.


2. Standardised Instructions 2:

You will again be guided into the dark room, one by one, by one of our researchers by torch, where each of you will be seated.

Once you have been seated, a red light will appear for a period of 2 minutes. Your task, as before, is to determine the furthest distance you think the light achieves from its starting point during the 2 minutes.  This process will be repeated 3 times. 

After each presentation, you will be asked to give your estimate verbally, before recording on the card provided. One of the researchers will move along the line with a torch so that you are able to see enough to do this.

Once the 3 trials have been completed, the lights will be turned on and you will be asked to stay for a short debrief before being free to leave. 

3. CONSENT FORM:

Thank you for volunteering to take part in our research to aid us in the completion of our coursework.

The task today will involve sitting in a dark room for a short period of time and estimating the movement of a red light. It is important for us to disclose that the room will be pitch black, and you will not be able to see anything other than the light.

The whole process will take no more than 30 minutes in total. Some of you will only be required for the first 15 minutes. You are welcome to withdraw at any point during the process, without further explanation, if you feel uncomfortable, or for any other reason. The purpose of the investigation will be explained at the end of the procedure.

In order to protect your privacy, all of your responses will be kept anonymously. You will be allocated a number with which you will be referred to throughout.

Please sign below to confirm that you have read and understood the above, that you have no medical conditions which might affect your participation, and that you agree to take part.

Signature: _________________________________________    Date: __________ 

4. Raw Data:

Results from first trial (Individual)
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	5cm

	10cm

	200cm

	348cm

	396cm

	700cm
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