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Textbook presentations of Asch's.élésiical resegrith uere
used as a case exaqple'to evaluate whether an anti-group bias ex=
ists in social psychologys Ninty-aine géutbaok% were analyzed to
evaluate whether an overly conformity enph@sis was presented by
textbook descriptions of Asch, and whether independence and re-
sistance to group pressure-ﬁas ninimiéed.: The (ésﬁlts indiéated
. that authors tended to distort Asch”s sfudy in line with the hy-
pothesis and that fhis_tendéhcy has increased ¢ramatica(ly vith
time, Con;rery to expectation? an'increpsing-;ulber of textbooks
mention th;t Asch”s social support variation "reduced"™ ;onformirl
ty, but faried to stress that the power of.the group was very
ﬁuch.deple\ed with -the support ofﬁonly one otﬁer. The resu(ts
.ere.discusSed i the context of an anti-oroup bias in social
psychology and the-imﬁlica&ion this has ter social psycholoay to .
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The relationship bgtuee5~the inaiwidual?and the group }e-'
mainssa.critical issue fn_social psychology. Thfs issue, ho;ev-
ei. has evaluativ; implications in so tar as connotation§ at- |
téched to these soncepfs can affect tfe'course of theory and re-
search (Gergeny 1973)e 1In ge;te;n thought ihe rational,
«utonomous individual is assumed to pe the cultural ideal&'
(sampson, 1977, 1973, Brawmel & Friend, 1982i and qfoup in%}ﬁence
is perceived as 4 negativeforcq_pn thé individual. Gustéve Le
bany 5 iounder of European Social Psychologys wrote that | .
“isolated he may Be-a ;ultivated.individuat. in a croud, he'is 5'
Larbarian - that is, a creature acting by instinct™ (1895, p.'
53), In i“merica, the concept of individualism has been used to
support compét{tiée capitatlism (Lukes, 1973). Floyé Atlport -
(1924. 1973) during the post World War 1 period, began a crusaae
against the ¢roup éoncept and promoted an individu;listic social
¢sychologye Indeed, his anti-group bias was so strong'th;t'he
even ﬁ}sanalyzed-and ministerpreted his “own social facilitation
rPsear;h. which he believed had shown that groups lowered thought
wrocesses (Sramel ﬂfFriend. 1979)ﬂ His trothery Euraon Kllporto
also steeped in individualism and anti-group bias, presented a
view ¢t social osychotogy uhdse‘uission. he believed, was to ac-
cumulate a body of scientific knowledge that would help the indi-
vidual resist the negative aspects of the groupe Writing durine

the #¢ Carthy period, Allport believed that the evils of bLoth

vitler and Marx were based in their common heritage in Hejelian

- BEST (ZOPY
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(group5 theory. .(G. Allport, 1954 p. 34), v
The .1930L”s and the World Wwar I1 périod saw a sottening of

L]

the anti-group bias in socfal psychology. The depression hag
made it necessary for'uorking'peopke to resist economic exploita-
tion and it uai,é@’colled}ive rather than individuatl action that

this occurrec. 'similarly, the rising tide ot fascism'could not

-~ be attacked by separately acying individuals. The view that col-

Y [

lective action could be rational and necessary became generally,

accepted (cf, wack, 1979), 1In this'period, the Gestalt psycholo-

yies of Sherit, Leuinrjand AsSCi were developedluhich saw social

"and grbup~actipn as having a rational basis, and that the inai-

.

vidual depenced on the'social context fqr an adequate world viewe
16 a'variéty of ways, Lewin and his students showed that groups.
could be a positive and practical‘instrument of changé and that
in somé casesy, as iIn attitude change, thgy could be more effec-
tive than incividualistic methods (Lewin, “647). &t may‘véry
well bey as Steiner (1974) has accutely observed ahd.descTibed.
thaet in times.of tranquility the emﬁhasis in sociay psycgolOgy‘}s
un the individuﬁl. but that the 1920 - 19£t';“uere tines.of so-
cial conflict when attention became focused on groups (cf. H(auel
& ‘triendy 19:1), Subsequently, as the Mc (Carthy reriod eneryed,
LeQin‘s sccial psychology of group dynamics was attacked Ss being
unuemocratic (Kariel 1956, Gunderson, 19¢1a, 1951F) and his stu-
vents quickly retreate? fo the safety of the laboratory to pursue
more inaividuvalistic theory and research (Gramel % Friend, 1983).

saccordinu to Nelson & Kannenberqg (1976), who examinec references

in the rapdbook ¢f Zecial Psychology C(¢nd edd, in oraer to survey
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changes. in .the field of:sobial psychblqu from 19°¢3 to'1967, the

.emphasis on theory and methodology was incregsed, while attention
. - B )

to jroups steadily decreased.

Current Jndefdraduate student§ of psycholugy are'usually_in-

<

trcduced ‘to the' topic of social psychology with a—vivid,qmdzgra-

"matic.presentation of the fesearch of Asch, (1951, 1952, 1955,
1054)y Milgram, (1963, 1974), and Latane and-Darley (1970). | The

collective impact of this research often serves to.reinforcq the

o -~

pre2vailing asspmption that groups or institut%ons are ®sbad®"“or
ieople; that is, in the presence of others, individuals t)pically
vend the truth CAgch), hurt innocent people, (pilgram) and fail

to come to the assistance of thgse ié distress (Latane and
Larl;y). A corollary of this néga;ive view of soéial influence
is that the.solitary individual uhq reSists 9 roup gr;ssure acts
rercically aﬁd rationdlly, in a_nanner'consis}eni with higfhen
wwn vatues and beliefse. Thus,.in isth. vilgramy, and Latane and
tarley, in the absence of others, the indiviaual states what is
eésually seeny refuses:to hurt innocent othersy.and is more like-
ly to help others in distresse This striny of "conformity™ re-
sesrech can thus yive the impression that arouprs are bad for.indi-
viuualsy that collective social.action of a positive nature coes
not existy, and that it is only isolaited individuals who act ra-
tionally and pgcsitively. At the same time, the benetic;al
acpccts of social support andathe literating effects of groups

may have heen undersiated or even neglectey in textbgok rendi- .

1icns. ' .

4

It is our purpose to take Asch~”s receargh and determine d



‘whether textbook writers have presented an anti-group pefépecrive

in descyibing his classical studies on “conformity.® Texthook ac-
] ¢ ?

" ¢ounts of research may be a good “Rorschach Test*™ for*siudyiDQ'

Qalge~biases in social:psychofogy'sinbe writérs pave to communi-
lcate thel;glevancg.m; fheir.uork to otgers,'and fherefo}e indi -
cate.the value they see. in their-uprk tor society (Mills;.194!,_
;rdhelu& Friendy 1980). Asch®s study is among the m¢5or snes

used by teatbook writers to introduce the student to social psy-

chology. 0f the ninty-nine social psychology textbooks we re-

Nicweds we found only a few which failed to mention this classi-

- [
I~

cal work, . - ' -

solomon Asch (1951, 1952, 1955, 1556, 1961) was one of the -
first social psycholdgists to be concerned with the cgnditions
that lead to independence 7no yiel&ihg when subjects are con-
tronted with an arbitrary group'opb;sitibn. Though Asch;s re-

"search has been portrayed as concerned with "conformgity,” in ac-

tuality he was at least, if not more, interested in }he condi-
tions oétefminjng resistance to group pressuré. The word con-
tormity hardly appeared iu his writinas and his major report in-
cluded independence in it”s title. The following quote from Esch
(1952) summarizes- the assumptions he says motivated him to becure
involved in the study of social influence:

“current thinking has stressed the power of social con-

ditions to induce psychological changes arbitrarily.

"It has taken slavish submission to yroup forces as the

general fact and has neglected or implicitly denied the

capacities of men for independence, fur rising under

certain conaitions above group passion and prejudice®

(Aschy 1952, Deb51)e

asch conducted three basic experiments in which a. lone stu-
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gent was controntad by a majority of seven to nine fellou colleqe

students. ALL but one of these students e prevnstructed

L3

confederqtes.of fhe experinenter.,pA;cb : «oies did not control.’
m & .
" teor .the degree of acquaintanse between subjects aﬂﬂ confaderates,
, a’ %.’

in some of the experimental studiess the meambers of the malor1ty

~included frienas of .the lone subjects. Clubjects were told that
.they were participating in an euperiuenfVinvulving'oisual di-
scrimination and asked to compare the lengths of Llines on two

~large white cards, One card contained a single vertical black

L]
o

line and another card contained three vertical black Llines of
ui}fyreht lqngths; with one being eqdal in length to the ginglé
-line an the other card. 'Faqh student was asked to decide and an-
nQunce publicly which one of the comparison lines wac euua} to | <
tée single line, There were eighteen sets ot standard and. com-
parison Lines in which tuelve were "critical® trials, and the re-
waining six were "neutral®™ trials on which ;he majority responded
correctly.r in order to establish some trust in the pro?edure;
Asch used the "fuot-jn-the door™ techniqﬁe in which tﬁe~first tvo
responses of the confederatgs were veridical, and concurred with
the subject”s perceotion.” Tnese were followed by four more
“carrect® resﬁonses intermixed among the rélaining critical
trialse The subject always occupied a seat near the end of the
ro;. usually one seat from the end, ana therefore received the
full impact of .the majority response before givina his response.
. There are hasically two ways that Asch seasured his depend-

«nt variables The first measure, which was he primary way of

reporting the results, was simply to cuunt the proportion of



‘rorse The secono method did not look at the number of repopses

[
. .
K ' ¢ H
. ‘ - - . -
o P -
.« ¢

yielainy and-independent-reseonsés across suojectse Shnce there

were twelve eritical trjalsy and therefore the possibility of

-
P .

twelve érrbrs, it was possiple_to'determine'uhat perdentage_pt

N . ' o
"all responses were errors or correcty, and the .mean number of er-

>

-

uut.examinéd the pe};}ntage of subjecfs who “yjetded™ aor .
“rembined‘igdépendent“ according-to vgriqus critéria. It is this
seccnd measure, which we discuss below, that has be?n a2 source. ot
considerable confusion. Aaschy, however, did not use this latter

3

measure as his priwary one to reflect the Qegree'of_yielding or

‘indegendence. . He was only secondarily interested in the psycho-

a

logical processes underlying indiVidual differences, His main

interest .as in how cértain situational factors affect an

"individual®s behavior.

asch founa thatone-third of the responses in the experimen-
tal condition uere.yie(ding cnesy uhereés'tuo-thi:ds aof the re-
spanses rEnaned independgnt in spite of considerable érogp pres-
suree Approaimately twenty-five percent of the subieétE remgined
completely independent, uhile-fivé percent went with the er-
roneous judgments of the majority without exception.‘ thn'the
sFfoup”s unanimity u;S broken and subjects mage judgngnfs with a

supporting partner, the ability of the group to extract erroneous

juuyments was effectively undermined. The frequency of errors in

the cirection oY the majority dropped from 33 percent to 5.5 per= -

«pnte There was also a dramatic increase in the percentage of
inuependent subjects; overall 67 percent of the subjects remained

completely independent.,
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Despite thé fact that a large amount of yielding was ob-

»

servedy mofe Sg than Asch haa expected, the coiinant response was -

;stipl indepeddence. and the partner iondition showed that the in-"

8
* divigual is no longer Vulnerablg with a miniaum of social sup-

/ . porte ' P *

The purpose.of the.content analysis was to determine whether

social psychclogy textbooks have accurately represehte&'Asch‘s
> *results or whether they have emphasized the negative conseguences
of grdup infﬁuénce by stressing inStances oticonfornity and mini-~

* . [ 4
“ °

~-mi}ing the forms of independence, -

e »

10
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METHOD

- s e e a n— - we ap o w .
N ]

A content analysis of 99 social Psychology textbooks pu-

- blishead bgiueen.1953 and 1984 was conducted. 'Soc}ology socfal
. .. . - . . 4 [ ]
psyebology textbooks, texts published in other countries, hand-

yu—

vooks, 2nd eagiteyg bocks of readings were -..iuded.
Accordfhg to Gibson & Higbee ({980). there were 59 first
edition social psyc-ology textbooks publishea between 1953 and

1977. Fivty-four of these books (92%) were obtained. An addi-

» . tional .{ textpbooks were obtained from three New Tork\university.
"livraries and taculty offices for a grand total of 114 textbooks -

(Appendia A). O0f these 114 textbooks, 15 were excluded from the

- *
. "

"analysis; seven of these (identified by *), did not aention

-

Asch’s studies, and eight bocks (identified'by *2), were reprints
A Y

of baoks havlng an ortginal printing date prtor to 1953, Thus,

-

. -~

our final sample con51sted of 99 <ocial Psychology teutbooks. atli

~

juegfd as.representative of textbooks used in psycbologica&ly
oriented social psychology courses. Included among the 99 texts
. were 16 revised editions. Although tﬁis creates some redundancy
:in the content analysfs. ,any uf the texts were substantially
changed, justifying their inclusion. Among {Be 9¢ textbooks
analyzed,/gsuere-published between 1553 and 1964; 36 between 1945
anu 1374, and 55 between 1975 and 1984, CSince Asch®s research
.ﬁas first puttished in 1951,¢ue felt that ypoks publish;d in 1953
haa sufficient time to incorporaté this research into their text-

-

vooks. Overall, we feel confident in having procurea nearly all

@ BEST COPY.
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social psycﬁology texts available Ly mid 1984,
tontept Apalysis > _

Five basic issues of Asch”s studies.uere-identiiigd for
analysise The.first‘analysis assgsse& b@ots straightforvardly
according to-fivé different cétegorigs concerning the f}édﬁencv
of yip(ding.and independe®t responses ; As;h‘s main oqp?hdenf *

variable. Rooks falling into the fitst category rebor}ed, as

hsch didy that appfoxinately 67X of the stated judgments were

w

. ingependent and 31% were yielding. ©ooks talling into the next

®
two categories only presented one of these findinas, that is,

that 33% of the responses were incg;;iit or that €72 of the re-

sponses were independente Though 67X correct is the logical ob-

verse of 3% errors, it was felt that those authgrs anho made a

. point of mentioning that “67X of the judgments were correct™ were

wore likely to present the results and interpretations as Asch
6aa done, focusing on the amount of independence as‘uell as
yieldings The fourth category includec boots which failed to
mention the overall results characterized by frequency of re-
sponses. The fiith category included books where the fr€quency
of responses finding was confused with counts of “yielders™ ana
“non-yielders™ as persons as well as books giving inaccurate in-
torm$ jon. tooks falling into the sixth and final category did
not present the percentage of erroneous or correct responsese.
The second analysis determined what was stated about the
percentage of subjects who yielded or resained independent.
unilike the first analysis which simply involved the tabulation of

the statistics 33Y or ¢7%y there were numerous variations in the

12
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reporting of independent or yielding subjects. Out of the 99

.texts there uere 42 different variations in the reporting of in-

dividual differencesT Since §t was pot feagible'tohhave this
many categories, these renditions were classifiéd according to
the following five categories. The first category included books

uhich:did npt'e.phasi;e_one »type®” of subject over anofher. as

-exemplified by Xlijneberg (1954):

Some of.these critical ;ubjects remained entirg}ylindeq
pendent of the_grdup: at the other extreme there were
some uhq"agreeé with the 5qj6rity in euery-case-(p.
210%.°
gooks falling into the se. 2~J category emphasized the existence

of yielding subjects, an er: ple of which is found in Secord §

backman (1974):

Most persons placed ¥n these circumstances felt great
pleasure to Jisregard their ouwn perceptions and to;con-
form to the rest of the.group by choosing ansuers that
seemed obviouslg wrong (p. 3C4), ‘
seGinnies (1570) prpvides an example of books falling into the

third category which emphasize the existence of independent sub~-

jects:

There were cxtreme individual differences among the
naive subjectss About one fourth rendefed correct
juugneﬁts on all of the trials, despite the fact that
they were in disagreement with every other member of

the group (ppe 145-146),
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books falliné into the fourth cafegory gave confusing accounts of
this agspect of Asch”s findings. an euauple_oﬁ which is proviced
by McDavid & Harari (1968), who cohfuse-the frequency of re-
spdnses with percentages of subjects who yielded Of.reuained

independent.

When ihefjudgnent of the confederate subject was unani-

mously incorrect, about 27 percent of the 127 subjects

erred by conproniaing,-or yielding to the group®s in-

correct iudgnent LT 322).
sooks failing to mention this aspect of Asch”’s finding fell ‘into
the fifth category. | :

Since many textbooks reported misleading and vague state-
ments such as *7?5% conformed at least once‘ior “most subjects
confrrmed at least once,” textbooks repprting such statements, in
addition to teing placed in one of the above categories, were ta-
bulated in order to determine how prevalent .such statements were.
Textbooks'uere.also tabulqtgd with regard to yhether authors men-

tioned aor dic not mention the existence of completely independent

subjectse. .

A third analysis simply counted wvhether uriters mentioned
that a) subjects and confederates were acquainted, and b) the ex-
istence of neutrzl trials on which the confeo;rates had given
correct ansvers., Writers stressing unthinking conformity might
overlook these situational factors about the experimental proce-
aure in their textbook accounts.

Finally, the textbook accounts were assessed according to

«what they mentioned about social support, in order to determine

: 14
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in how aﬂch setail this.aspect'of Asch’s experiment was reported,
The textbook renditions were assessed by the first author.

.. in order to check oﬁ the reliabilty, every other textbooks taken

chronologically (n=49), was evaluated by a second rater wvho was

blind to the hypotheses of the study. Percentage agreements

- ranged ‘from £2% to 96X,

15
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RESULIS
freaquepcy of Errors:

%

The first analysis coampared textbook renditions to Qeteruihe

how many mentioned both the proportion of errors and correct re-

Sponses as Asch had,done in‘his studieso

Insert Table 1 about here

Susming the Llast three cétegories. we see that twenty-five
percent did not mention, or mentioned inaccurately, mhat Asch

considered to be his major finding. Only 17 percent reportea

?

both the 33X errcneous response and the 66 percent independent
responsesy as Asch had dones A good example of judicious re-

porting is Newcomb, Turner & Converse”s Socjgl Psychology,
(1965) : |

“AL.proximately one third of all their judgments were
errors identical with or in the direction of the
pianned errors of the majority. Since control groups
showed virtually no error in this situation, it uas
clear that the errors resulted primarily from the
unanimous majoritye At the same time, the influence of
the majority was far from complete, since about two-
thirds of all estimates vwere correct despite the ma-
jority verdict®” (p. 239).

The areatest pertentage of accuracy in reporting Asch®s main
tinsings in this manner occurred during the early time period

(1753-1964) with then a steady deccine (Figure 1),

16
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Insert Figure 1 about here

while tuenty-five percent of textbooks falling into the time

B3

period 1953 to 1964 reported that sixty-seven percent of the re-

_sponses were cqrrect and independent of the majority and that 37X

were erronecus, only 19 percent of textbooks from 1965 to 1974
ana fourteen percent of textbooks from 19753 to_19&4 teport'lsch‘s
main findings in this manner. . Consistent with this trend of de-
ﬁreasing accuracy 6ver t{ne. uas'the finding of a sharp ihcrease“
in the number of textbooks répofting only that thirty-three per-
cent of the responses were erroneous. Fifty-seven per?ent'failed
to mention the predominant response - accurate reporting by
Asch”s subjects - and ‘astead mentioned only that thirty-three
percent were errors. While only tuenty-five percent of texts pu-
olished between 1953 and 1964 }eport Asch‘s_iindings in this
manner, tifty percent of textbOORS'frou 1965 to 1974 and sixty-
five percént of textbooks from 1975 to 1984 mention conformity
unlye. <(haracteristic of these reports is the neglect to méntion
that.the majority of estimates, that is 662, were correct in the
face of considerable group pressure. A typical descript%on of
this mode of reporting can be found in Freed-aﬁ. Carlsmith §
spars (1570) Social Psychelogy:

“"The results did not support Asch’s preaiction. ¢Even
in this restricted situation, there was a great deal of
conformitye. Over many experiments and many trials
within ecach experiment, subjects conformed on about 35
percent of the trialse. That ¥s, about 35 percent of

17
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the time theéluent ;gainst their own senses and gave

the answer favorea by the rest of the group®™ (p. 216).,

it could be argdédrthat if~a_teutbooi.uriter reports =33%
conforuing‘responses' that also enphasizing that 671'01 the re-
sponses were independent jn unnecesary, Yety neglecting to men-
tion that the predominant tendency was resistance:i6~gro§p pres-
sure is likely to lead to an oyerenphasis of con%ornity. particu-
Xarly when the chapter or topic heading is “Conformity." That -
eighieeﬁ percent of the textbook writers, like Asch, felt it was
nécessa}yuto mention both the degree of yielding and independence
"suggests that tﬁese authors were sensitive to the need to éleﬁrly
communicate that considerable conformity and resistance were ob-
served. Comparison of'the~previously cited.quotes by Neucomb“et
al, who ﬁention both statistics, and fFreedman et al. uho.only
mentibns conformity, point; to_the very different impact tﬁat~the |
cdescription of the same results may have. |

Clearly the tendency of texts to emphasize conformity and to
fonore mentioning explicitly that the majority of respohses uwere
resistant to group pressure, Stotland & Cgnon (1972) particular-
ly, present the draconian cahsequences of fonformity: |

“This self~-doubt, and .its complement perception of the

group as expert, may become so great that the individ-

ual may begin to conform to the group, to publicly

state for example that a line that is shorter than an-

other is really the same lenothe. 1In fact, Asch found

that over 3U percent of the subjects” answers were er-
roneous ones in agreement with the group!

Interestingly enoughy in subsequent studies on the same
problem, the percentage.appears to remain around 30
percent! Furthermore, 58 percent of the subjects made
two or more conforming judgments in a3 series of trials.
tsch has, in a small way, created an Orwsellian world in
which long is short; the frightening possibility of
black being seen as white, good as bac, looms before
our imayginations.. The reader should not forget that

~ BEST COPY 18
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the subjects were students at colleges which are gener-
ally considered to have cuite high stanaards®™ (L. 425),
Anothér'sixteﬁn-oercent of textpooks tailed even to méntion
the overall results charactérized by.freéuenéy of responses.,
Tﬁese authors.slipped into reporting conformity in terws of

“nercentages of subjects who cenform.”™ This measure, which can be

N
N,

so easily biased in the conformity direction, as will be df§r\

D ~
cussed shortly, simplifies ﬁsch's-“qontradictory“ results, sup-
presses the degree.cf independent }esponsestoqnd. and itself
“canforms®™ to topic or chapter heading which invariaul§ is
‘wConformity.” Textbook writers who tind it difficult to report
“contradictory" results l%ght fesqrt to oversimplified accounts
which suppress tﬂe degree of resistance observed.

Although three fextbooks did not present any pereentages.of
the frequency of responsesy their description of these results
varied. Sargent R Williamson (1966) state:

The most fredﬁgnt reaction was aisbelief of their judg-

ment and acceptance of the majority viewpoint; they re-~

ported only what the majority saw and did not accept

their own visual experience (p. 371). .
tinally, sixn texts confuse the frequéncy ot responses uwith per-
centages of subjects who yielded or renaine& independent. An ex-

amp.le of this muddled reporting is provided by Goldstein (1980):

Asch tound that nearly one-third (32 percent) of the
subjectsy when confronted with an incorrect judygment by
all other group members, gave inaccurate judgments
themselves (po 330,

shereas Asch (1956) found that approximately 37X of the responses

were erroneous, the above mentioned textbook writers state that

27% of the subjects yieldede.

- 19
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dividual pifferences:

’ - ap

Asch undertook a phenqpenolog{ral_anal:sis in order to un-
de(stgnd.tue éar;ous.psychological processes under(jing individ-
ual d{ffefencgs in yielding and independence. Though this was '9
his main purpose for categorizihg.suoiects as "yielders*" and |

v

“independent.subjéﬁts,“ textbook u;itefs have .often used “the -

‘percentage who conformed® to indi;ate~the'general amount of coﬁ- .

tormity toun§ in the Asﬁhistudies. “Hheregg the “percentages of

errors” in the experimental condition (T1%) is a very stratght-
oy torward and unambiguous statistic, “the percentage who conform*
i< more ambiguous because it depends on “hat cut off point one
usese In Asch’s main study (*956) of 123 male subjects. these
results were rebofted quite unambiguously. Tventy-fqurApertent
(emained completely independent; fifteen percent mad; 1=2 errors;
tfourteen peicent na&e 2 errors; 119 percept .;de 4-5 errors; nine
percent.made 6-7 errors; fifteen percent mace 8-9 errors; eight
percent made 10-11 errors; and five peréent yielded all the_}iue.
These results clearly indicate that there were many more com-
pletely independent subjects than completely yielding oness In
tact the ratio of those who remained cqnpletely independent to
thuse who yielded is 5:1.

Howevery, in contrast tb_these unambiguous results, we unex-
pectedly found fort--two d{fferent variaticns in the report of
"3ngividual differencess Since it was not feasible to classity
the ninty-nine texthooks into forty-two categories, they were as-
siijned to five categories: those e?ohqsizing the ﬁercentage 0

A

conforming subjects;'those desc.//}ngﬁthe existance of the per-

o ‘ 20
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céntage of both'conforuipg and independent suﬁjects; those men=-
tioning onlLy indEpeﬁdént subj2cts; those neither mentioning the '
percehtagq of conforming or indcgendent sutjectSy -and those who

confused percentage of conformers with percentage of errors.

»
n .
w“
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v

" “Insert Table 2_.about here

As SPOHH in Table é. nine percent of the textbooks did not
present any statistics about fndividual ditferences. Anotpher
nine textbooks confused statistics concerning the percentage of
conformers with the f}equency of errors. 0Of the renainingv
tiyhty-one textbooks, thirty-four Wre;ent.tﬁe existance of both
independent and yielding subjecfsJ Five other texts emphasfaed
unly indépendence. Finally, forty-two of the gextbooks
emphasi zed conformity. . s

The results of two cther independent analyses are consistent
with ;he foregoing one, Textbooks were also analyzea with recary
to whether authors mentioned or did not gention the =xistence of
completely independent subjects. Asch had found tﬁa% there were
five times as many totally independent sul jects as there were
completely conforming subjects (24X vs, S%). Of the thirty-niue
bqeks which emphasized conformity, twenty-five (59%) did not men-

~N
tionthe existence of independent subjects, whereas ot the
N

thirty-tour textuooks which emphasized both conformity and inde- .
M N .

AN 21



.jects, ‘twenty-one were published between 1975 and 1984, while

19

Lendence, only & (12X) failed to mention the existence of cou-
pletely independent subjectse Tt is interesting to note that of
the twenty-five texts emphasizing conforming subjects, while

failing to mention the existence of completely independent sub-

none were published hetween 1953 and 197C.

-&-c;--—--_-----------——- ——————————

Insert fFigure < about here
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A second analyses oursued the method Ly uh%ch authors tended
to suppress the existence of independent subjects ang to magnifz
:he number of conforming subjeqts. . we previously reterred to the
ambiguity regarding the cut-off /point in determining conformity
cr indeprndence of subjects. A frequen;xoversimblified mode of
representing Asch”s main results, Berhaps to dramatize or inflate
thn‘extent of conformity, has consisted of such statements as
“73% ot the subieéts conformed at least once® or "the majority
cnnformeu'at one.tine or another.”™ for example Baron &% Ryrne
(1+57") state that “76% made at least one error by goiné along
with the group (p. ?53){ These stétﬁménts are particularly ais-
leading because thevy lable 2s conformers ap¢ tump together with
conformina subjects thaose who were primarily inderencent - for
tvxampley, the 35 cut of 123 subjects who were indepenaent on nine-

ten anu e¢leven tr{als out of tielve., (Footnote: one could also

tresent the ubverse statistic, thot is 95% ot the subjects were

22
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.iddependent ot least one of thé times). Of {he}fcrt)-tuo ;eit-
tooks (Table 2) which were categorized as emphasizing confbfmity, s
twenty=nine made such statements.'therepy aversihplitying and
.aagni}ying the extent of co;formity tound byrlsch; Of}these
twenty-nine textbooks, the dominant descrip;ion was the “75% con-
o tormed at least once™ statement. Overatl tuenty-o;e of }Eg .
thirty-nine texts emphasizing conforsity used this description to
aescribe Asch;s results. | | |
The iﬁdiyidual dif&erencg results analyzed over time q;e -
also revealingy indicating considerable consistency with the fre-
quency of errors analysis which showed an ijncrease uithvti-e in

empﬁésizing conformity., As Figure 3 shows the percentage of

texts emphasizing conformity increases with time whereas those \\-
s

<hu mention both decreases~(continuous tines). furihef‘analyse
cf the texts which emphasize conformity indicate that this trend -
is ulmost eptifety accounteq for by the increasing use of "75%7 ot
the subjects cbntormed as least once” (see pertforatea lines),
~lso cansistent with this trend in emphasizing conformity is that
"unly forty-five percent of recent texts (1975-1984) acknouleuqe”

the existenceVof independent subjects compared with seventy-two

pe;cen; and sixty-three percent in the middle and early periods.

<3
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Testbook writers neces: irily have to be seléctive as to what

aetails they include in summarizing any particular pijece of re-"

search. Tuorfeatufes,of the Asch study - ana whether they are

L]

réeported or not - have implications for whether the resultS'arg

pandtrayed as indicating blind or irrational conformity or not.
. . -

in Asch’s experiments, the members of the majority were often

triends or acquaintances of the subjectse In facts Asch had

askéd members of the najority'{b recruit ‘naive subjects., As

such, subjects had little reason to-distrust the majdrity who

- were often their friends or acquaintances, subsequent research

. Y
- has shown that conformity to group norms is greated when individ-

o

vals expect future interaction u{th the group members thanlﬁhen
they do not (Leuié. Langan t Hollander, 1972, Raven, 1959). 25
such, Asch”s subjects had no reason to auestion the good faith 61
the group, or the intenticns of the majority, and this may have

cepen an additional rational force accounting for some of the

' yielding., 'Failiqg to mention this.feature of the study might

also contribute to the notion that subjects were uncri;icallr

-

conforminge

Overall, ninty percent of the textbooks fajled to mention
this fact. Interestingly, another six percent vclunteered the
wisinformation that subjects and confeaerates were not ac-

quaintede.

The failure to mention that subjects were often recruited *y

scguaintances by itself is not of critical import, but taken with

*
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P

the failurﬁ to mention the inclusion of neutral trials might

1oster‘the_belief that subjects were gliding through the trials
«“lindly conforming,

Asch felt it édvisable to include a number of neutral trfa[s

"to which the majority responded correctly, because “we hoped that

T & .
thedr inclusioneueuld lend a quality of trustvorthiness to the

»

_majority™ (Asch, 1956, pe 7)), and "in order to reducg the poss-—

ibility that the naive subject will suspect collusion against

.

hia® (As;h,_1955;"p.32). As previously mentioned, Asch”s studies

’

¢either incluged five neutrdl and seven critical trialsy, or 6 neu-
tral and twelve critical trials, 8y failing to mention that the

wajority was ccrrect on appr&&imatefy 173 of the trials, texthook

4

writers give the'impress}on that subjects were slavishly sub-
: | | : : :
. mitting to obvious ‘errors; more fikely it is that subjects were

‘contused by ‘the céntradictory behavior of the confederates. To

- mention that one-third of the trials yere.qéutral is significant
tecause it informs the reader that sometimes the confederates

weré reliable ana'accurate sources.

The following table provides a symmary of these findings:

- t
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Insert Table * about here

The majority of texts L77X), failed to sention the correct

nuaber of neutral trials, thus adding to the stereotype of the

conforming subject. Nnly 372 of (extbhooks deflared the correct

/
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number of neutral and critical trials. ’n example of accuracy in
reportin? this aspect of Asch”s study is presented from

Tegeschi“s % Lindskold“s, (1976), §ggigg.g§zghglggzg

‘interdependences Interactions epnd Influepce:

"Zighteen pairs of card§ sere presented to the group.
On sia of the trialsy including the first two, the
confederates made correct matches but on 12 of the (%
trials,y, beginning with the third, the confederates made
incorrect but unanimous judgments. Hence, on 1¢ occa-
sionss the subjects were faced“ with tw, facts: (1) six
persons had publicly indicated ugreement in theif judg-
mentsy and (2) the judgments uwere aprarently wrong®™ (p.
54%)e .
An additional thirty-sia textbooks fail to mention the exact
number of neutrel trials or mention the incorrect number of such
trialse In addition to preSenting the size of each experimental

‘yroup erronecusty, as well as the wrong number of total trials,
Stotland & Canon, (1972), present the wrong number of neutral
trials:

“de assembles groups of approximately tuelve college

stuaentse.sdn each of twenty presentatioqf of sets of

lines, each of the students announced which he saw as

the Line of the same lergtheee After the first two

presentations, all the subjects eacept one, publicly

made erroneous judagments®™ (p. 423).

That neutral trials existed is not even mentioned in
twenty-three of the textbooks analyzed, anac a further ten percent

of textoocoks only imply their existence.

/
Asch found that when the critical subject was with another

insividual who wa% not aware of the prearranged agrecment with

26
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the rest of the group, the frequency ot errors dropped to 10.4%.

'hhen,thé partner was an instructed confederé;e of the experi-

menter, instructed to give the correct answer throughout, the

frequency of errors dropped to S+5X¢ In a ;ubsequent variation,

this "partner™. was instructed to respond c;frectly for the first
half of the e:periient and then'to 'desert' to thé niiority.
Appérentl}. the effe;t of having and then losin§ a p}rtner in-
creased the proportion of errors to 28.5% as opposed to the pre-
vious-lévgl of 8.5 pgréent. Houever, when the partner answered
correctly for the first half and then 1§ft-“to keep his appoint- S
ment with the dean," independent respdnses uere_éignificantly in-
creased.m Asch then evaluated the conseauen;es of gaining a
partner and founa that when the partnér sided with the majority
during the first six trials, and then 'bmoké' avay and gave the
correct.estiﬁates. the legel of.!iefaiﬁg was reduced to 8.72.. o
subseqﬂent study evaluated the presence of a “comproaise®
pargner® who always chose the Lline which was in-netween the stan-
vard and the extreme. Asch found that although the'najority of
the errors were similar to the error of the partnerjj)he frequen-
¢y 0f the errors was noéisigni*icantly reduced. |

Asch concluded that the presence of a supporting partner hao

a significant effect:

“it is clear that the presence in the field of one oth-
er individual who responded correctly was sufficient to
deplete the power of the majority, and in sorme cases to
destroy #t”™ (Aschy; 1951, p. 186). :
However, our hypothesis that the social support results

would ve suppressed was not supported.

27
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Insert Table & about here
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. s
‘Eighty-two percent of the texts mention social support
(Table 4). furthermore, with time, an incfeasing percentage of
teuts'geported that conforaity was reduced with social support

(Figure 4), . ' o o o

Interestinglyy five out.of the eight textbooks idmthe early

period (1954 - 1964)”failed to mention anythfnu atout socijal sup~-

. port.- Severtheles§. though_eightyfthree percent of the tE;ts
nentioﬁed social support, most stressea the reduction of contorm-
ity and only mentioned social support briefly in passing. Few |
textbooks mentioned that with one other partner, resfstance tn
group pressure was dramatically increased (cf, Willis & Leving,
1976). Only eight textbooks gave a detailed description of

Asch®s social support variations.
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. v =1 pIsCUSSION’

In his classical study on conformity solomon Asch found,
unexpectedly, large amounts of what he calteu yieldings However,
the predominant response was still resistance to group pﬁesSure: 

two-thirds of the judgments remained independent., Furtheramore,

. whether subjects yielded or resisted group pressure, Asch re-

ported considerable conflict and stresss Yet most textbook writ-

ers héve characterized the subjects as gliding through a series

of trials slavishly.confnrling to external pressure and have

minimized -the extent-of resistance found in- the study. ~-These
trends seem to have increased with time often acconpanied by gtib
statements such as *"75% confo;ned at least opne of the times." |
,'th then have textbook writers pfesenteo a picture of over~-
conformity? Severa! reasons can.be put forwardes First, what was
new aboute what Kgch fobnd was not independence but the amount of |

¢

conformitye. -Many authors dramatize this result by saying Asch
was sdfprised by this unexpected findinges Another factor, per-
haps parochial to social psychology teaching, is the need for

writers to demonstrate to their readers the puwerful effect of

group and situational variabless Asch”s study is a very conven-

ienty, clear and ostensibly unambiguous exaample of social
psycholoygyy®s subject matter. Tﬁat néartly all social psychotogy
texts (and numerous introductory texts) describe Asch”s study in
this context attests to this point. The considerable amount of
conformity otserved by Asch in the absence of material rewaras or
coercion i « vivid illustration of the jpowerful impact of other

seople on the¢ inaividual. Presenting, in addition, the substan-

29
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\tiél aaou;t ofhindependence and resistance aight seem to confuse

this picture. Authors have clearly opted for an oversimplified
account which repofts conforaity to group pressure rather than
the seemingly more confradictpry and complex results found by

Asch uhicﬁ”would alsuv include the substantial resistance to .the

_aajority.

A more important issue is whether the Asch work, as well as
other studies, have been used as vehicles of an anti-groupabias

in academic social psychology (Stéiner, 1974, Billig 19813, _As

.-mith other vaglue guestions the apnswer may tie in the-relation'be--

tween social psychology and society, Individualism is no doubpt a

treasured value of American society (“ramel & Friend, 1982).

Some (Luﬂ;g;w{973) have pointed out that'individualisn has deve-

a strong socialist tradition as fn'Europe; Hithinisociaipsicho-
loyy, Sampson, (1977, 1978) has argued that the ideal of the
self-containgd and self-sufficient autonomous individual pervades
the theoretical constructs and that tﬁe individual who separates
the s~ Lf from the'group eﬁbodies the cultural ideal. In this
context, what is dramatic about A;ch's finuiﬁg ¥s the implication
it has for Aneri;an chayacter structure:_ 1t ¥s perhaps shocking
to Americans® conceptions of themselves that they in fact are not
autonomous or individualistic as the iadeal seems to suggest, hut
tlindlyy uncritically, and slavishly submit to the group.

This stereotypical view that sutjects simply unthinkingly
cease themseves through the experiment by contorming Like sheep (a

view not shar~d by Asch but presented by many authors) is abetted
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by their neglect to mention scme critical features of the experi-

‘ments. Many authors failed to mention that one-third of the

trials on which the‘confederates were ‘correct were Strategically

esbedded among two-thirds of the incorrect trials in arder to ob-

“taih the trust of the subjects in thc‘validity vf the experimen-

tal sjtuation. Thege conflicting sighals from their confederates

‘must have beehnbewild%rihg for the subjects. Moreover, Asch had

also asked confederates to secure subjects for the experiment and

many of these were friends or acquaintances. Subjects thus came
to the euperinentxprobably'uithout any reason to di#trust ihen
tﬁus addiﬁg to the conflict. some authors, in dramatizing the
conformity resuits. even state fncorrectly that the subjects ﬁa&
no reasonable fear of gfving deviant responses because thé others
were strangers and they would not see then again, The omission
of these features of the expériﬁent by s;ne_authors encourages
the view that ihe subjecgs sere slavishly @ubnittingﬁand upcriti=-
cglly yielding t; group pressure.

The fear that people will bow to éroup pressure and that.
this méy characterize American socigtv was dramatically hig-
hlighted during the #c Carthy inquirfes when many prominent indi-
viuuals conformed to political and o;her pressure by cooderatino‘
in "naning names® before the House Committee on Unamerican
ACctivity (Navasky, 198(C)e There was considerable fear during the
1952°s about the alleged loss of ininiduality and concern auout
txcessive conformity (Riesman, 1950; Packard, 1959; whyte, 19506).
The ksch stuuy p}ovided’a vivid experimental verification for the

current populas view that Americans had become a nation of con-

31
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tormers and thst groups brevented individuals from accomplishing .
self-reslization, freedon, and independence. Asch €1955) him-
self. perhaps unwittinglyy contributed to this vieuw in his
popular s;1g93111; Aperican article in which, untypically, he Cor
the editor) stressed conformity, & ter- he ordinarily did not
use, and MIHIUized independence and social support found in his
study. Moreover, in one of the captions tg an illustration, he
presented an accurate but~ov;rsinp(ifﬁed statistic“thar 75 per=

. | cent of the subjects conformed "in various degrees®™ - a statistic
which was picked up ﬁ;_seaeral authors and subsequently pppu-'
larized as ™75 percent of the subjects conforues at,leastronce.P

By presenting Asch®s work as an example of the weakness of

the individual in the face of group.pressure, the stereotyps that
gféuDS~are generally never good for people is reinfsrced.f
western social science, since the Frénch Revolution..is replete
with exanples of the irrationality of the individual in bot;'*
groups and crowds (Le Bon, 1895; Frrud, 1922, F. Allport, 1924;
Go Allporty 1954). Textbooks often use Nietsche’s quotgi sr such
like, ivat “madness is the exaception in inaividuals, but the rule
in groups.”® Presengations of the forceful impact of the grdup

such.as the Asch, Milgram, and Latane and Darley research convey
the image that groups nearly alwvays tend to ni;lead the i;sivid-' &
ualy forcing the individual to act contrary to his or her senti-
ments; or to behave irrationally. In this way groups may be seen
as destroying individuality and are “undenocratic.'.Espesially

wuring the 1550°s groups and qroup dynamics came under consiaer-

able criticism as being undemocratics socialisty and subversive

o | 32
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(Gg;de;son, 1§S1a, 1951b, hir;el. 1956, §f. Caft;righi'x Lippitt,
1957, Bonner, 195?,'Branel_i Friend, 1983, ° |

By enphasiiing thg.pouerfui but detrimental effect of tﬁe
group on the individual, the discipline 6f social psycholoéy'may
have inadvertently undermined the practica( congribution and
bengfitsithat~groups_can.have tor individuals. It see-s,-because
of fhe antigroup biasy that social psychology may have cedeg the
prqctical aspects of group activity to #ndustrial péycholOgy. SO -
cial uq;k.tnursing,'and sociologys where groups appear fo be seen
ﬁore positiQely_and_pgﬁductiveo Kurt Leﬁin’s early work in so- :
cial "‘psychology was =n ;ttgppt to denonstrafe through espirical

researchy that democratically led grouﬁs, group membership, and

" gemocratic participation had positive material benefits for

various practical issues in race and industrial relations and so-

cial Ehange (Lewiny 1967.17948).

Asch also betieved t;at groups ¢ ,n make a positive contribu~-
tion to fhé.individual's interpretation o?‘egents. and social ac~-
tivity (Asch, 1952, Chapter 6)s He repeatedly questioned"the;
tendency for social psychology to eguate "social influence® with
,ﬁsuciallﬁoﬁstréint“ (1951, 1952, 1955, 1956, 1959, 1961). He be-
lieved that the individual was weak without socia! support (Asch
165%, p.33;- Isolated, the idﬂ;vidual_could resist, but with
considerable stress ‘and tension (cf. Bogdonoff et-al. 1961),

[
whereas with the social support of only one other person, resis-

tance with considerably Llexs tension did occur and the power of

vven the largest group could be very much depleteq. The prolif-

cration of self-help and sociil support groups during the past
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P
decades, and even socfal movements, attest to the need for indi-

viguals to cdoperate in sétisfying their neeus.through groups and
g;oup action (Gartner & Riessman, 1977, Born;n. 19823. Social
psy;hologi. by stressing the dangers ot groups and so;ial'influ-
encey, may have draun attention away from the céopérative'and pro=-
g ;uct%ve aspects of group interaction thus.unaernining it’s poten-
tial to be useful. Presentation of Asch®s work in this way may

have contributed to this one-sided view of social influence,

AT
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Table 1: Iextbook Presentations of Asch’s Findings e
on Promoction of Errors/correct Responses (N=99)

Mentions that 33% of all respenses
were incorrect and 67X were correct
and independent _ o 17.2

dentions only the 332 conformsing
responses: - S6eo

_ Mentions only the 67X accurate .
- responses: o, : - L

" Freg uenc, of responses finding ‘
not mentioned: ‘ v 1¢6.2

-~

trequency of responses
confused with "percentage of

supjects who contorm.": .‘ Ge
Mo errors/correct responses Given; 3.0

: . LN ----‘-"ﬂ
TOTAL ' 1n3x
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Main emphasis S On the nusper”
vf "Conformers,” -, ~ h2eb

txistance of conforming
. "and independent subjects
e ~ withoUt,.emphasis on either
: predominating: 3447

-

Main emphasis on the number

of “Independent Subjects."™ 50
’ l . : ‘,_,-V"

Individual Differenges not ;

mentionede. . : S o 9.1

individual differences confused
with frequency of responses: 9.1

Total | ] ’ h .99.912
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18gLE 3o Newgral Igials (N=99)

(%3

]

Neutral Trjals pat mentioned:

neytral Trials only implied:

1+

neutral Trials statgd - but not the:
exact number: ' :

veutral Teials stated - incorrect
numsber:

w

¢ .

neutral Trials stated - correct
number or percentage:

("

TOTAL :

L

e 2N
Y

8.1

30.2

1007
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betailed bresentation of
social support variations:

mentions conforming responses
were reduded by one quarter .
cf the level:

Mentions conforming responses .

were redyced.

Not Mentioned:

TOTAL:

38.4

35.3

1842

100%

38
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