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I . In t roduc t ion 

T h e investigations described in this 
series are concerned with the condi

tions of independence and lack of inde
pendence in the face of group pressure.2 

Of the many diverse forms of social in
dependence and submission, we have 
selected one in particular for study. By 

1 This is the first of a series of reports describing 
an extensive investigation of group pressures and 
their effects on judgment. The scope of the studies 
required support and the help of many persons. 

I am glad to record my gratitude for financial 
assistance from the Office of Naval Research, 
which supported these investigations as part of its 
policy of encouraging basic research in the psy
chological disciplines. In particular I wish to ex
tend my thanks and appreciation to Dr. J. V. 
Macmillan and Dr. Howard E. Page of the Office 
of Naval Research for their helpfulness and for 
their devotion to the interests of science. 

In the conduct of the investigations I was par
ticularly fortunate to have the assistance of a 
number of psychologists whose cooperation and 
enthusiasm made the work possible. The reader of 
these pages will soon discover that we were en
gaged in exacting experiments which can be 
justified on the ground of their potential scientific 
value provided the investigator treats the subject 
with respect, and succeeds in conveying to him that 
he is making a contribution. In such matters one 
can only rely on the sensitiveness and human feel
ing of the experimenter. I am proud to say that 
those who were associated with me in this work 
fully justified this confidence. It is with pleasure 
and thankfulness that I mention the help in the 
conduct of the experiments of Dr. David A. 
Emery, Miss Esta Soloway, Mrs. Enid Hobart 
Campbell, Dr. Dorothy Dinnerstein, Dr. Irwin M. 
Rosenstock, Mr. Jack Hahn, Mrs. Lillian Z. Berg 
and Mr. Irwin Feinberg. To Dr. Henry Gleitman 
I am indebted for expert help in the designing of 

means of a procedure shortly to be de
scribed we generated a disagreement be
tween a single person and a group con
cerning a simple and clear matter of fact 
in the immediate environment. Further, 
the group that disagreed with the indivi
dual judged the facts in question wrongly, 
while the individual could not but judge 

many experiments in this series and for the sta
tistical analysis of the data. In the latter work he 
was also ably assisted by Mr. Robert H. Peters. 

Mrs. Doris M. Joseph provided the arduous 
secretarial assistance. In time she also became 
responsible for the innumerable practical prob
lems accompanying an extensive undertaking. 
These tasks required, in addition to skill, a con
siderable expenditure of good spirits. For her 
help in keeping our work on an even keel I am 
very grateful. 

The studies were conducted in three institutions 
of higher learning. It seems proper not to identify 
them by name. This decision deprives me of the 
opportunity to acknowledge specifically the 
friendly cooperation of the authorities in these 
institutions, but I hope they will understand that 
their contribution has not been forgotten. 

It remains only to mention the many young 
persons who served as subjects in these experi
ments and who must also remain anonymous. If 
any of them should happen to read these pages 
they will, I hope, realize what we tried to have 
them understand at the time, namely, that the 
work in which they took part was not only with 
and about them, but also for them. 

To prevent a possible misunderstanding in un
wary readers I might also mention that among the 
subjects of the present series of studies there were 
no Swarthmore College students. 

* The present study grew out of earher experi
ments that have been reported in the writer's 
Social Psychology, Chapter 16 (1). A preliminary 
abstract of the present studies has appeared in 
Asch (2). 
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the facts correctly. Finally, the judgments 
were stated publicly; the single individual 
was always called upon to announce his 
judgment just after a group of equals had 
stated a wrong judgment. In short, we are 
concerned with public independence and 
lack of independence in the face of arbi
trary group opposition. The aim was to 
observe the impact of these conditions 
when the question at issue was that of re
sisting or bowing to a prevailing group 
direction. More generally, the object of 
the present investigation and of those to 
follow is to give an account of the facts ob
served and to state some of the conditions 
responsible for independence and failure 
of independence. 

This is therefore a study of a particular 
problem in the wide region of social in
fluences. While the fact of social influence 
is beyond doubt, we are only on the thresh
old of understanding the responsible proc
esses. The task of inquiry in this region is 
to explore the ways in which group actions 
become forces in the psychological field of 
persons, and to describe the forces within 
persons that cooperate with or resist those 
induced by the group environment. In 
the early stages of investigation the solu
tion to these questions appeared obvious. 
The far-reaching compliance of persons 
with group demands was referred to a psy
chological tendency to "uncritical accept
ance" of group ideas and evaluations. 
General observation and controlled studies 
seemed to support the conclusion that the 
fundamental social-psychological process 
was that of conformity. But the notion of 
conformity is essentially a restatement, in 
the guise of an explanation, of the observ
able events and adds little to our under
standing of them. A more analytical re
ward-punishment psychology stood ready 
at hand to convert the operation of group 
forces into the familiar terms of current 
learning theory and to refer action in line 

with group demands to prospects of re
ward and fear of punishment. The latter 
formulation, while it possesses a rough 
plausibility, again does little more than 
restate what is known in terms of opera
tions that have not been directly studied. 
These are substantially the directions that 
thinking has taken. They have guided the 
steps of investigation from the choice of 
problems to the interpretation of findings.3 

The apparent plausibility of these inter
pretations should not hide the fact that 
they are abstract and not based on careful 
observation. Granting the great power of 
groups, may we simply conclude that they 
can induce persons to shift their decisions 
and convictions in almost any desired di
rection, that they can prompt us to call 
true what we yesterday deemed false, that 
they can make us invest the identical ac
tion with the aura of Tightness or with the 
stigma of grotesqueness and malice? 

The abstract temper of present-day 
theory and investigation in this region 
rests to a considerable degree on a neglect 
of the cognitive and emotional exper
iences that are part of the individual's 
psychological field. This accounts for a 
certain one-sidedness of emphasis and a 
failure to note distinctions that are obvious 
enough to common sense. The prevailing 
accounts have taken as the prototype of 
social influence an arbitrary and slavish 
submission to group pressure, committing 
themselves hastily to a subjectivistic con
ception that comes near to equating group 
effects with the production of error and 
illusion ( i , Chap. 14). But we ought to 
treat with reserve the widespread assump
tion that there is a single form of social 
influence which is a prototype for all 
others. More likely there are diverse 
forms; like the terms "digestion" and 

3 For a discussion of some interpretations of 
social influence the reader is referred to Asch (1, 
Chs. 14-16). 
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"reproduction," "social influence" doubt
less refers to a considerable range of proc
esses. In particular, it is not justifiable to 
assume in advance that a theory of social 
influence should be a theory of submission 
to social pressure. One need not doubt the 
great power of social forces to realize that 
conformity is not the sole effect they pro
duce. The striving for independence and 
resistance to encroachment are as much 
facts about people as is conformity. It is 
consequently unduly narrowing to em
phasize submission, to the neglect of the 
not inconsiderable powers persons demon
strate on occasion for acting according to 
conviction and rising above group passion. 
The understanding of social influences will 
require the study of a wide range of condi
tions and of the interrelated operations of 
different psychological functions. 

I I . Plan of the Investigation: 
Experiment i 

A. General Description 

A group of seven to nine individuals was 
gathered in a classroom to take part in 
what appeared to be a simple experiment 
in visual discrimination. They were in
structed to match the length of a given 
line—the standard—with one of three 
other lines. One of the three comparison 
lines was equal to the standard; the other 
two lengths differed from the standard 
(and from each other) by considerable 
amounts. The entire task consisted of 18 
such comparisons. Figure 2 shows the 
main comparisons. The individuals were 
instructed to announce their judgments 
publicly in the order in which they were 
seated. The comparison lines were num
bered 1, 2, and 3 from left to right and 
permitted the subjects to state their judg
ments by calling out the appropriate num
ber. Table 1 contains the lengths of the 
standard and comparison lines. 

The following condition was the vital 

feature of the experimental situation. All 
but one of the group had met previously 
with the experimenter and were in
structed to respond on certain trials with 
wrong and unanimous judgments. Into 
this group we introduced a single indivi
dual who was not aware of this prearrange-
ment. This individual heard the majority 
respond unanimously from time to time 
with estimates that clearly contradicted 
his own observation, and that departed 
from the true value by amounts ranging 
from 3/4 to 1 3/4 inches. For example, on 
the first comparison reproduced in Figure 
2, the majority matched the standard 
which was 3 inches with a 3 3/4-inch line, 
or with a line 4 1/4 inches long. That the 
differences were clearly distinguishable is 
shown by the fact that under control con
ditions, namely, with subjects judging in
dividually, the estimates showed an ac
curacy of over gg per cent. 

This, then, was the essential structure of 
the experimental situation. By means of an 
artificial procedure we introduced a sharp 
disagreement between one person and an 
entire group when the task was that of 
judging a clear perceptual relation. We 
placed a single individual, whom we will 
call the critical subject, in the position of a 
minority of one against a wrong and unanimous 
majority. Perhaps for the first time this 
person found a massed majority contra
dicting the clear evidence of his senses. 

B. Details of Procedure 
The Instructed Majority 

The instructed majority consisted of 
male college students who had volunteered 
for the purpose. During a training session 
the general purport of the experiment and 
their role in it was explained. The major
ity was instructed to announce the judg
ments clearly and firmly, but not to take 
issue with the critical subject. They were 
also advised not to look directly at him 
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and to refrain from feigning surprise at 
his answers.4 The majority was therefore 
far from militant or aggressive; rather it 
tended to the side of impersonality. 

It might be added that the situation 
did not call for histrionic talents or any 
elaborateness of action. One brief explan
atory discussion followed by a single re
hearsal with one person acting as the 
minority subject sufficed to initiate the 
group to the task. It was found advisable, 
however, to have occasional discussions 
with the group subsequently for the pur
pose of correcting certain errors, such as 
responding too quickly or in too low a 
voice. 

A word need be said about the critical 
subjects and their introduction to the ex
periment. They, too, were male college 
students, drawn from the same population 
as the majority. A critical subject was 
always recruited by a member of the 
majority, the explanation being that a 
psychological experiment in visual dis
crimination was about to start for which 
an additional person was needed. When he 
arrived he found the group in the room or 
in the corridor, obviously waiting for the 
experiment to start. Upon the appearance 
of the experimenter they took their seats. 
The critical subject was nearly always 
seated before the last member of the 
majority. Unknown to him the majority 
left the designated seat vacant. This pro
cedure ensured that he would not occupy a 
conspicuous position and that he would 
hear the estimates of all but one before it 
was his turn to speak. (When occasionally 
the critical subject took another seat, it 
was not too difficult to suggest a rearrange-

* In the experiments preceding this investiga
tion (i, pp. 455-456) the majority played a some
what more active part. The present modification 
in the direction of greater passivity did not, as 
far as we could judge, alter the results, although 
it lightened the burden of the critical subjects. 

ment that followed the predetermined 
plan.) 

The experimenter opened the proceed
ings by placing in front of the room the first 
set of cards and then reading the following 
instructions: 

This is a task involving the discrimination of 
lengths of lines. Before you is a pair of cards. On 
the left is a card with one line; the card at the 
right has three lines differing in length; they are 
numbered 1,2, and 3, in order. One of the three 
lines at the right is equal to the standard line at the 
left—you will decide in each case which is the 
equal line. You will state your judgment in terms 
of the number of the line. There will be 18 such 
comparisons in all. 

As the number of comparisons is few and the 
group small, I will call upon each of you in turn 
to announce your judgments, which I shall re
cord here on a prepared form. Please be as accu
rate as possible. Suppose you give me your esti
mates in order, starting at the right in the first 
row, proceeding to the left, and then going to the 
second row.5 

By reading the instructions to the as
sembled group the experimenter conveyed 
the impression that all were equally new 
to the situation. To strengthen this impres
sion some members of the majority asked 
questions intended to "clarify" the instruc
tions. They inquired whether there would 
always be a comparison line equal to the 
standard and asked for a repetition of the 
way in which the responses were to be 
announced. When these questions were 
answered, the experimenter proceeded to 
call for the judgments on the first trial. 
The first member of the majority was pro
vided with the answers on a small card 
which he could consult inconspicuously; 
the others followed his lead on each trial. 
The experimental session lasted about 20 
minutes. 

Members of the majority served for 
considerable periods of time with succes
sive critical subjects. At times those who 

6 These instructions were adopted following a 
number of minor revisions with earlier subjects. 
The modifications of wording had no observable 
effect upon the results. 
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had been critical subjects were invited to 
become members of the majority in future 
experiments. 

As mentioned earlier, the majority con
sisted of seven to nine persons. I t was felt 
that this number was neither too large 
nor too small to produce a credible and 
serious sense of group contradiction. In a 
few instances the majority had only five or 
six members; this difference, we will show 
subsequently, did not affect the outcome. 
The members were not selected with any 
criteria in mind other than general reli
ability and absence of unusual features 
(such as visibly poor eyesight). While the 
composition of the group was fairly con
stant, some did drop out and had to be re
placed, a circumstance that seemed to 
have no discernible effect on the results. 

Both the majority and the critical sub
jects were asked to hold the experiment 
in confidence. This was a necessary condi
tion for continued work in the same insti
tution, and one that was achieved with a 
signal degree of success. 

The Critical Subjects 

The subjects were all male, white col
lege students, ranging in age from 17 to 
25; the mean age was 20. For certain pur
poses a large number of critical subjects 
was required for the present experiment. 
The present report is based on a total of 
123 subjects. 

The experiments were conducted in three insti
tutions which differed in a number of respects. The 
first group (Group I) was drawn from a small 
private college of high educational standing. Its 
student population came largely from upper 
middle-class homes, from families long resident 
in the United States. Their parents were generally 
college educated, with fields of work mainly in 
business, technical areas, and the professions. The 
previous education of these students was, by cur
rent standards, superior. They had attended ex
cellent high schools; in many cases they had re
ceived part of their education in Europe. In in
telligence they were considerably above the aver
age of the college norm. Perhaps even more 
pertinent to us is the social orientation of these 

students. Much of their previous and current dis
cipline had the purpose of instilling in them a 
spirit of independence. They had been taught and 
had adopted the values of self-reliance, of develop
ing personal convictions and standing up for them. 
The second group (Group II) came from a large 
metropolitan college. The population was more 
heterogeneous but predominantly lower middle 
class. A considerable proportion of the students 
were second-generation immigrants who had 
lived nearly always in an urban environment. 
They represented a more diversified array of pro
fessional and intellectual interests than either of 
the other groups. The third group (Group III) 
comprised students from a state teachers college, 
mainly from lower middle-class homes, whose edu
cational and intellectual development was poorer 
than that of the other groups. 

The critical subjects and their majority 
were always drawn from the same popula
tion. In short, we investigated the effect of 
a group of peers upon a minority of one. 
However, the degree of acquaintance with 
the majority was uncontrolled; it varied 
markedly from institution to institution, 
and also from person to person. In the 
first group the members of the majority 
were often acquaintances, and at times, 
friends of the critical subjects. This was 
far less frequently the case in the other 
groups. 

The critical subjects were chosen at 
random from the respective populations. 

The Materials 

As stated earlier, the task consisted of 
the comparison of a standard line with 
three other lines, one of which was equal 
in length to the standard. The lengths to 
be compared appeared as black vertical 
lines on white cards that were placed on 
the ledge of the blackboard in front of the 
room. As the instructions indicated, the 
comparison lines were numbered 1,2, and 
3 from left to right, and the members 
stated their judgments by calling out one 
of the numbers. 

The cards remained in position until all 
had announced their estimates; they were 
then removed and replaced by a new pair 
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of cards carrying a new set of standard 
and comparison lines. 

The lines were vertical black strips, 3/8 inches 
wide, pasted on white cardboards which were 
17 1/a by 6 inches. On one card appeared the 
standard line; the other card carried the three 
comparison lines. All lines started at the same 
level, their lower ends being a 1/2 inches from 
the lower edge of the cards. The standard line 
appeared in the center of the card, while the com
parison lines were separated by a distance of 1 3/4 
inches. The comparison lines were numbered 1, 2, 
and 3 from left to right with black gummed figures 
3/4 inches long. They were placed directly under
neath the lines and 1/2 inch from their lower 
end. The standard and its matched comparison 
line were always separated by 40 inches. 

The Seating Arrangement 

The group distributed itself in two rows 
of an ordinary classroom, in which they 
occupied adjacent seats. As mentioned 
earlier, the critical subject was in the next 
to the last seat in the second row. The 
cards were placed so that the critical sub
ject was directly between them. In Fig. 1 
we present a schematic outline of the 
position of the group with respect to the 
stimulus materials. 

(7) jc i ] (£) (7) ROW 2 

© © © © ROW 1 

STIMULI 

Fig. 1. Seating arrangement of majority and 
critical subject. The circled numbers designate the 
members of the majority and the order in which 
they announced their estimates. CS designates the 
critical subject. 

Structure of the Task 

The standard and comparison lengths, 
the order in which they appeared, and the 
responses of the majority, are included in 
Table 1. There was a total of 18 com
parisons. The errors of the majority, which 
varied from 3/4 inches to 1 3/4 inches, 
were smallest on the early trials, generally 
increasing as the experiment progressed. 
We will now describe the task in detail. 

Repetition of the series. We note first that 
the series consisted of nine comparisons 
which were shown twice without a pause, 

TABLE 1 
Majority Responses to Standard and Comparison Lines on Successive Trials 

Trial 

a* 
b* 
1 
2 
c* 
3 
4 
s 
6 
d* e* 
7 
8 
f* 
9 

10 
11 
12 

Length ot 
standard 
(in inches) 

10 
2 
3 
5 4 
3 
8 
S 
8 

10 2 
3 
5 4 
3 
8 
5 
8 

Length 

8 3/4 
2 
3 3/4 
5 3 
3 3/4 
6 1/4 
S 
61/4 
8 3/4 
2 
3 3/4 
S 3 
3 3/4 
61/4 
5 
61/4 

of comparison 
(in inches) 

10 
1 
4 i/4 
4 
5 
4 i/4 
8 
4 
8 

10 
I 
4 l/4 
4 
S 
4 1/4 
8 
4 
8 

lines 

8 
1 1/2 
3 
6 1/2 4 
3 
6 3/4 
61/2 
63/4 
8 
1 1/2 
3 
6 1/2 4 
3 
6 3/4 
61/2 
6 3/4 

1 Majority 
error 

1 (in inches) 

0 
0 

+3/4 
— 1 

0 
+ 1 1/4 
— 1 1/4 
+ 1 1/2 
- 1 3/4 

0 
0 

+3/4 
- 1 

0 
+ 1 i/4 1 
— 1 1/4 
+ 1 1/2 
-13/4 J 

Type oi 
error 

Moderate 
Moderate 

Extreme 
Moderate 
Extreme 
Extreme 

Moderate 
Moderate 

Extreme 
Moderate 
Extreme 
Extreme 

* Letters of the first column designate "neutral" trials, or trials to which the majority responded 
correctly. The numbered trials were "critical," i.e., the majority responded incorrectly. 

Bold face figures designate the incorrect majority responses. 
Trials d to 12 are identical with trials a to 6; they followed each other without pause. 
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We may therefore speak of a first and 
second half of the series, the latter follow
ing the first without a break. This dupli
cation wil l permit us to follow the develop
ment of the experimental effect in the 
course of time. The critical subjects were 
not aware that the series was being re
peated, although occasionally some re
marked about the similarity of one or an
other trial. 

Neutral trials. I t seemed advisable to in
clude a number of trials to which the ma
jori ty responded correctly; these we will 
call the neutral trials. We hoped that 
their inclusion would lend a quality of 
trustworthiness to the majority. For this 
reason we also decided to make the two 
opening trials neutral. The third neutral 
trial was interspersed in the fifth position. 
The same neutral trials reappeared in the 
second half of the series, in positions d, e, 
and f (see Table i ) . 

Critical trials. The critical trials were 
those to which the majority responded in
correctly. There were twelve such trials, 
six in each half of the series. Actually the 
critical trials consisted of a repetition of 
three basic comparisons reproduced be
low in Fig. 2. 

Moderate and extreme critical trials. For a 
reason that will soon become clear we in
troduced a systematic and constant dif
ference on each trial between the two un
equal comparison lines. In each case one 
of the comparison lines deviated from the 
standard more than the other, and this 
difference was in all cases 1/2 inch. 

Each of the three basic comparisons 
was shown twice within each half of the 
series, but the majority responded differ
ently to them on the two occasions. On its 
first appearance the majority matched the 
standard with the comparison line that 
deviated least from it; when the same lines 
reappeared, the majority matched the 
standard with the comparison line that 
deviated most from it. For example, Com-

3 V 4i/4" 3" 

5* 4" 6*fc" 

m 

8" 6'*" 8" 6W 

STANDARD COMPARISON 

Fig. 2. Critical comparisons. 

parison I which appeared on Trials 1 and 
3 called for the matching of a 3-inch stand
ard with one of the following comparison 
lines: 3 3/4 inches, 4 1/4 inches, 3 
inches. On Trial 1 the majority chose 3 3/4 
inches as equivalent to the standard, but 
on Trial 3 they chose the 4 1/4 inches line. 
We will call the former a moderate and the 
latter an extreme error; and we will refer 
to the corresponding trials as moderate 
and extreme. This property of the stimulus 
relations will permit us to follow the effects 
of moderate and extreme majority errors 
on otherwise identical comparisons. 

Table 2 exhibits the ways in which the 
three basic comparisons were employed 
in the series. I t shows that each of the crit
ical comparisons was shown four times, 
twice with the majority moderate and 
twice with the majority extreme. 

The lengths of the standards varied con
siderably, being 3 inches, 5 inches, and 8 
inches, respectively. The errors of the 
majority contained both over- and under-
estimations. The pair of unequal compari-
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TABLE 3 
Structure of Comparisons 

Standard 

1 3' | 
II 5" 

I I I 8" 

Comparisons 

3 3/4' 4 i/4' i" 
5" 4* 6 1/2" 
6 1/4' 8" 6 3/4' 1 

Moderate trials 

Trials 

1st half 

1 
2 
4 

2nd half 

7 
8 

10 

Dis
crepancy 

+3/4' 
- 1 ' 
- 1 1/4' 

Extreme trials 

Trials 

1st half 

3 
s 
6 

2nd half 

0 
11 
. . 

Dis
crepancy 

+ i 1/4' 
+ 1 1/2' 
-13/4* 

The three basic comparison trials appear at the left. Each was shown 4 times in the course of the 
experiment, twice with the majority erring moderately and twice with the majority erring extremely. 
The numbers of the trials in each row indicate the four positions in which a given comparison appeared. 
The columns labelled Discrepancy give the magnitude of the majority error. 

son lines varied in their relation to the 
standard: both were longer, both were 
shorter, and one was longer and the other 
shorter than the standard. On successive 
trials the correct comparison line appeared 
in each of the three positions. 

To summarize: The experiment opened 
with two neutral trials to which the ma
jority responded correctly. On the third 
trial, the majority deviated from the cor
rect value by 3/4 inches; on the fourth 
trial, the error increased to 1 inch. An
other neutral trial occurred in the fifth 
position. The next four trials were critical, 
the majority error increasing progressively 
to 1 3/4 inches. As described above, the 
majority responded with moderate and 
extreme errors. The entire set of the first 
nine trials was repeated without a break. 

Role of the Experimenter 

The experimenter acted throughout as 
an "impartial chairman." He conducted 
the proceedings in a matter-of-fact way, 
reading the instructions, presenting the 
stimulus materials, and recording the an
nounced estimates. When dissident judg
ments were given, he listened and recorded 
them without a show of surprise. By his 
behavior he indicated that he was aware 
of the presence of disagreement; he oc
casionally looked, for example, in the di
rection of the critical subject. But he re

frained from exerting silent pressure, with
holding expressions of displeasure or pleas
ure. His presence and example discour
aged discussion and other interruptions 
that might have occurred in a more in
formal setting. 

To state how the experimenter con
ducted himself is not, of course, to describe 
the effects he might have exerted. Actually 
he was a third force. Although he was 
above the clash of battle, he lent weight 
to the conflict. We know that subjects at 
times scrutinized him in order to obtain an 
inkling of his reactions. It is justifiable to 
say that the experimenter set the tone for 
the formal character of the session.6 The 
fact that he was interested in obtaining 
accurate results might be considered a 
stimulus to independence; in addition, it 
may have occurred to the subject that the 
experimenter could well judge the accu
racy of the estimates. He was also an au
thoritative witness, however, in front of 
whom the subject might find it difficult 
to appear a dissenter. Probably the experi
menter exerted both of these effects. Al
though we cannot speak with assurance 
about his contribution, it is perhaps 

6 It would be of interest to follow the course of 
events under more informal conditions, with the 
experimenter himself chosen from a group of 
peers or, as is also possible, without a designated 
experimenter. 
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sufficient for the purpose of the investiga
tion that his conduct was a constant fac
tor.7 

The Postexperimental Interview 

An individual interview with the sub
ject followed immediately upon the con
clusion of the experiment; the results will 
be described in Section IV. The interview 
was designed to provide information con
cerning the reactions to the experimental 
condition and to clarify the reasons for 
independence and its failures. In the course 
of the interview the purport of the experi
ment was explained in full. We did not 
consider it advisable or justified to allow 
subjects to leave without receiving an ex
planation of the procedure and of the 
reasons for the investigation. They were 
also given to understand that their per
formance and the interview would be held 
in confidence. The disclosure rarely failed 
to heighten interest and willingness to ex
plore further the quality of one's reactions. 
The subsequent comments were as a rule 
more freely given, and indeed formed a 
valuable part of the interview. 

I I I . The Major i ty Effect: 
Quantitative Findings 

A. Magnitude of the Majority Effect 

The procedure just described permits a 
simple quantitative determination of the 
majority effect. An estimate of a minority 
subject on a critical trial may be correct 
and therefore independent of the majority, 
or it could be an error either identical with 
that of the majority or in its direction. (It 
will be made clear shortly that all errors 
were a function of the majority condition. 
See below, this page). We may therefore 

' The experimental sessions were conducted by 
a number of experimenters differing in age, sex, 
and other personal characteristics. We failed to 
find any significant differences between the per
formances of their subjects. 

take the number of errors as an index of the 
effect the majority exerted upon a given 
minority of one. Since there was a total of 
twelve critical trials, the errors (and the in
dependent responses) can vary from zero 
to twelve, inclusive. To be sure, the errors 
were not of the same magnitude from trial 
to trial; as we have seen, the trials differed 
in a number of respects. For the present we 
may postpone these distinctions and ask 
how often the subjects erred in relation to 
the erroneous judgments of the majority. 
The relevant results appear below in Table 
3, which contains the frequency distribu
tion of errors on critical trials of the three 
experimental groups. 

In order to evaluate the performance 
of the critical subjects, we need to know 
how a comparable group judges when the 
majority condition is excluded. Accord
ingly the lines were judged individually 
by two groups, totalling 37, selected from 
another and comparable college popula
tion. Each subject wrote down his judg
ments on a prepared form, without know
ledge of the estimates of his neighbors. The 
results of the control groups also appear 
in Table 3. 

A reference to Table 3 reveals the fol
lowing: 

1. The estimates of the control group 
were virtually free of error. Thirty-five of 
37 subjects made errorless estimates; of the 
remaining two subjects one showed one 
error, the other two errors. The proportion 
of errors was less than 1 per cent of the 
total number of critical estimates. 

2. In contrast, the critical subjects 
showed a marked movement toward the 
majority. Errors increased strikingly, their 
frequency among individual subjects rang
ing ftom o to 12, or up to the maximum the 
conditions permitted. Only one-fourth of 
the subjects in the three experimental 
groups showed errorless performances, 
while in the control group 95 per cent 
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TABLE 3 
Distribution of Errors in Experimental and Control Groups 

Number of errors 

0 
i 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

IO 
i i 
12 

Mean 

Median 

Mean per cent 

Control group 

(tf-37) 

35 
I 
I 

0.08 

o.oo 

0.7 

Experimental groups 

Group I 

<tf-7o) 

17 
4 
7 

12 
3 
5 
2 
3 
7 
3 
4 
2 
I 

4.01 

3.OO 

33-4 

Group II 

(N=25) 

5 
2 
1 
1 
1 
2 
4 
0 
4 
2 
I 
0 
2 

5.16 

5-5° 

43-° 

Group I I I 

(JV=28) 

7 
2 
2 
4 
2 
O 
I 
I 
2 
I 
I 
2 
3 

4.71 

3-oo 

39-3 

All experi
mental 

(iV-123) 

29 
8 

10 
17 
6 
7 
7 
4 

13 
6 
6 
4 
6 

4.41 

3.00 

36-8 

were free of error. The mean number of 
errors in the three experimental groups 
varied from 4.0 to 5.2, as against a mean 
error of .08 in the control group. The 
action of the majority distorted one-third 
of the reported extimates, in contrast 
with errors of less than 1 per cent under 
control conditions. Inspection of the data 
suffices to show that the differences be
tween each of the three experimental 
groups and the control group are highly 
significant. We also compared the fre
quency of subjects with and without errors 
(o errors vs. 1 to 12 errors) in the combined 
experimental groups and the control 
group. The x2 value was 58.4, which for 
one degree of freedom yields a jb<.ooi . 
(For the justification of combining the 
data of the three experimental groups, see 
p. 12.) 

3. While the majority effect was con
siderable, it was by no means complete, or 
even the strongest force at work. The pre

ponderance of estimates was, in each of 
the experimental groups, correct or inde
pendent of the majority, evidence that the 
given stimulus conditions—the facts that 
were being judged—were, under the cir
cumstances, the most decisive. 

These results receive a clear illustration 
in Fig. 3, which plots the correct estimates 
of the control and the combined experi
mental groups on successive critical trials. 
For purposes of comparison the number of 
correct estimates on each trial was divided 
by the number of subjects. (The critical 
trials are numbered according to their 
position in Table 1.) 

I n the control group the estimates de
viate only occasionally, and then very 
slightly, from the level of 100 per cent 
accuracy, while the experimental groups 
show a significantly lower level of accuracy 
on each trial. At the same time the experi
mental group is much nearer to the level 
of the control group than to the point of 
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Correct estimates on successive critical trials: experimental and control groups. 

zero accuracy, which would represent 
complete domination by the majority. 
I t is helpful to consider that the area in
cluded between the two curves represents 
the majority effect, while the area below 
the experimental curve represents the 
resistance to the majority. 

We may also call attention to the con
trast between the placid course of the 
control curve and the large fluctuations of 
the experimental curve. Under the experi
mental stress the critical trials display 
marked individual differences which they 
fail to show under the control conditions. 
Subsequently we wil l consider the reasons 
for the turbulence produced by the inter
vention of the majority. 

4. The data of Table 3 reveal the pre
sence of extreme individual differences in 
response to the experimental condition. 
There were completely independent sub
jects, and there were others who went over 
to the majority without exception; the dis
tribution was continuous between these 

extremes. One-fourth of the experimental 
groups (24 per cent) gave errorless esti
mates, while an approximately equal num
ber (27 per cent) gave majority-deter
mined estimates from eight to twelve 
times. Between these extremes is to be 
found one-half of the critical group, with 
errors ranging from one to seven. That the 
majority elicited widely different reac
tions is one significant aspect of the pre
sent findings. 

The distribution of errors departs from 
the normal curve often obtained in psycho
logical measurement, being more akin to 
a J curve. But it differs in a fundamental 
respect from the J curves of conformity re
ported by F. H. Allport and his students. 
Unlike the latter, the mode occurs not at a 
point determined by convention or by the 
pressure of a group, but rather at the 
truth value, that is to say, at the opposite 
extreme from the majority position. The 
obtained distribution is clearly a resultant 
of the two major forces acting upon the 
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subjects: the stimulus situation and the 
stand of the majority. 

The particular form of the distribution 
in Table 3 is of course a function of the 
magnitude of contradiction that the ma
jority introduced. In the present situation 
the discrepancies were within what may 
be called a "middle range." In later re
ports we wil l examine the effects of de
creasing and increasing the size of the 
contradiction. (See also pp. 60-62.) 

5. As a further demonstration of the 
majority effect we may cite the results on 
the neutral trials—those to which the 
majority responded correctly. On these 
trials the subjects found that their observa
tions were confirmed unanimously by the 
majority. We should therefore find that 
the neutral trials differ significantly from 
the critical trials. On the other hand, we 
should anticipate no marked differences 
between these trials in the control group. 
The results substantiate these simple in
ferences. On neutral trials there were, in 
the experimental groups, only three errors 
(out of 738 judgments); the control group 
gave six errors (out of 222 judgments) on 
the same trials. 

From the preceding analysis we draw 
the following conclusions: 

1. The unanimously wrong majority 
produced a marked and significant dis
tortion in the reported estimates. This is 
attested by the high and consistent differ
ences between the experimental and con
trol groups. 

2. Despite the effect of the majority the 
preponderance of estimates was, under the 
present conditions, independent of the 
majority. 

3. Individuals responded in funda
mentally different ways to the opposition 
of the majority, ranging from complete in
dependence to complete yielding. 

B. Differences Between the 
Experimental Groups 

The experimental groups differed to 
some extent in the level and distribution of 
errors (see Table 3). Group I had the low
est mean of errors and Group I I the high
est. To decide whether the differences are 
significant or whether the three groups 
may be treated jointly in statistical analy
sis, as we did earlier, we compared their 
means and tested their significance. None 
of the differences between the groups was 
significant; all the obtained i's gave values 
of p > .05. In the analyses to follow we have 
calculated the results separately for each 
group and compared them. The differ
ences did not achieve significance; we wil l 
therefore treat the three groups from this 
point on as a single population. 

The absence of clear differences between the 
groups, despite the social and intellectual con
trasts between them, has been a source of puzzle 
to the writer. One might conjecture that the ex
periment placed the members of Group I in the 
most difficult position. They were most often with 
majorities who were their friends and acquaint
ances, whom they knew they would have to face 
subsequently; in contrast, the subjects of the other 
populations could disappear at the conclusion of 
the experiment and have no further contact with 
their group. And, indeed, our observation con
vinced us that the members of Group I reacted 
most deeply and were in the strongest conflict (a 
result that may also be related to the high stand
ards of independence that prevailed among them). 
Yet we have no knowledge of the effect of inti
macy on the present situation. Observations with 
still other and different college groups again 
yielded similar results. The uniformity of the 
obtained level of errors may reflect a widespread 
cultural condition that overrides the differences we 
have described.8 

8 There remains the possibility that the respec
tive groups did differ in independence but that the 
differences were obscured by a feature of the pres
ent procedure. In each case we observed inde
pendence in the midst of a group of peers drawn 
from the same population as the critical subject, 
Conceivably the members of Group I might have 
found it harder to resist their majority than they 
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C. Role of the Stimulus Conditions 

I t is the presupposition of the present ex
periment that the stimulus conditions exert 
a fundamental effect on the character and 
course of the majority influence. This was 
the reason for choosing as the object of 
judgment facts or relations that possessed 
an independent status. I n general, it does 
not make much sense to divorce the con
sideration of social effects from the condi
tions to which they refer. Group action 
necessarily derives its significance for the 
individual from the reference it has to 
facts, real or alleged. The crux of the pres
ent experimental situation rested pre
cisely on the contradiction by the major
ity of an obvious state of affairs. I t is there
fore of importance to examine the depend
ence of the results obtained on the facts in 
question. 

The Majority Effect as a Function of the Critical 
Trials 

Since the crit ical trials differed from 
each other appreciably, we may now in
quire whether they responded differently 
to the majori ty condition. Table 4 gives 
the incidence of errors on successive crit
ical trials in each of the experimental 
groups. The same information appears 
graphically i n Fig. 4; here the values are 
stated as percentages, to permit a direct 
comparison between the groups. 

The frequency of errors varied consider
ably f rom tr ial to t r ia l . (This we already 
had occasion to see in Fig. 3 which plotted 
the frequency of independent estimates.) 

would those of the other groups; and the subjects 
from the other populations might have been less 
independent in the face of majorities drawn from 
Group I. Had our aim been to establish a gener
ally valid index of individual independence it 
would have been necessary to observe subjects in 
settings that deliberately varied the relation be
tween them and the opposing majorities. 

TABLE 
Frequency of Errors on Successive 

Cri t ical Trials in Three 
Experimental Groups 

Trial 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
11 
12 

Group 
I 

(# = 70 
8 

25 
14 
37 
22 
27 
22 
24 
23 
34 
17 
28 

Group 
II 

)(7v = 25) 

6 
9 
6 

16 
11 
13 
9 
Q 

11 
IS 
10 
14 

Group 
III 

(A'=281 

7 
10 
10 
14 
12 
13 
12 
12 
10 
14 
q 
0 

Al. 
groups 

(Ar=i*3) 
21 
44 
30 
&7 
45 
53 
43 
45 
44 
03 
36 
St 

The errors varied from 17.1 per cent on 
the first critical trial to 54.5 per cent on 
the fourth trial. 

Before considering the possible reasons 
for these fluctuations, we may note their 
high consistency in the three experimental 

40 
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CRITICAL TRIALS 
Fio. 4. Frequency of errors on successive 
critical trials in 3 experimental groups. 
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groups. Trials that produced high errors 
in one group tended to do so in the other 
groups, and similarly for trials that most 
resisted the force of the majority. Although 
we have not as yet specified the basis of 
these regularities, we can assert that the 
majority effect is a lawful function of cer
tain stimulus properties.9 At the same time, 
the data offer further substantiation of the 
similarity between the experimental 
groups. 

The following analysis provides further 
support for the conclusion that the regu
larity of the data is a function of the stimu
lus conditions. It will be recalled that the 
critical trials were shown twice without a 
break in the course of the experiment, a 
fact that enables us to compare the results 
for identical trials early and late in the 
series. Figure 5 provides this comparison; 
it plots the frequency of errors on identical 
trials in the first and second half of the 
series. For this purpose we have combined 
the data of the experimental groups, a 
procedure that seems justified in the light 
of the close correspondence between them. 

The results leave no room for doubt 
about the constancy of the effect produced 
by identical trials. Four of the six com
parisons show negligible differences; the 
remaining two comparisons, which differed 
substantially, will be considered below. 

Temporal Growth of the Major i ty Effect 

Since the pressure of the majority ex
tended over time, it is pertinent to ask 

9 Inspection suffices in this case to show that the 
three groups agree on the differences between the 
trials. When data of this form are less decisive 
one may apply a test of the concordance between 
them, recently described by Mosteller and Bush 
(3, pp. 319-331). For purposes of illustration we 
have done so for the present data, assigning ranks 
to each of the trials according to the number of 
errors; these ranks were assigned for each experi
mental group separately. We computed an ap
proximation to chi square for the ranked data, 
which is equal to 64.1, which with 11 degrees of 
freedom is significant beyond the .01 per cent 
level of confidence. 
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Fig. 5. Comparison of errors on identical trials. 

whe ther the effects ob ta ined were a func
tion of the temporal conditions. We will 
now inquire whether the experimental 
groups came increasingly under the in
fluence of the majority with continued ex
posure to it. 

The relevant data have already been 
presented in Table 4 and in Fig. 5. They 
might suggest that the majority effect in
creased during the first four trials and 
reached a level from which it did not fur
ther depart. This conclusion must be re
garded with reserve in view of the other 
differences between the trials; for example, 
the early rise might have disappeared if 
the order of the trials had been different. 
A somewhat clearer basis of comparison is 
that between the two halves of the series 
which were identical in all respects save 
temporal position (see Fig. 5). The inci
dence of errors is somewhat higher in the 
second half, the mean being 2.29 in com
parison with a mean of 2.11 in the first half 
of the series, but the difference is slight and 
falls considerably short of significance 
(<= 1.63, which for 10 degrees of freedom 
gives a p>.o^). In confirmation we find 
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that the distr ibut ion of differences be
tween the two halves of the series does not 
depart significantly f rom zero (^=1,77, 
which for 122 degrees of freedom gives a 
p>.o5). 

The slight preponderance of errors in the first 
half of the series is traceable to a few particular 
trials. Figure 5 shows that the identical trials in 
the early and late halves of the series behaved in 
remarkably similar fashion, except for two pairs— 
Trials 1 and 7, and 3 and g, respectively. The dif
ferences between these pairs are considerable and 
significant, and in each case the errors are larger 
in the second half of the series. These differences 
may be due to special conditions. Trial 1 was the 
first critical trial in the series. The subjects were 
completely unprepared for it. At this point they 
may have looked upon the disagreement as an 
aberration that was not likely to reappear, or as 
the result of a temporary misunderstanding. When 
the same trial reappeared, the subjects were in an 
altered condition; they had now been exposed to 
the experimental stress and had adopted a more 
or less consistent policy towards the majority. I t is 
somewhat more difficult to account for the dif
ference between Trials 3 and g. The following is a 
possible explanation, although we cannot support 
it with independent evidence. Trial 3 was the 
first extreme trial encountered by the subject. 
and possibly the shock promoted independence 
that weakened with the further progress of the 
experiment. 

T h e evidence fails to reveal a consistent 
growth of the major i ty effect w i t h t ime. 
A t most, i t points to a l imi ted rise dur ing 
the first few trials, and this conclusion must 
remain indecisive in the absence of infor
mat ion about results w i t h longer series 
and w i t h trials more similar in construction 
than those here employed (see pp. 58-60). 

Moreover, a definite conclusion requires 
an examination of the performances of 
individual subjects, since mass temporal 
effects, i f present, might mask differences 
in the rate wi th which different individuals 
began to succumb to the majority. This 
question wi l l also be discussed later. (See 
pp. 20-21.) 

Moderate and Extreme Errors 

We will now describe an effect of con
siderable regularity that was a joint func
tion of the stimulus conditions and of the 
action of the majority. 

I t will be recalled that the majority re
sponded with moderate and extreme errors 
to identical stimulus relations. This pro
cedure permits us to trace the dependence 
of moderate and extreme errors by the 
critical subjects upon those of the major
ity. The relevant data concerning the inci
dence of extreme and moderate errors as a 
function of the same errors in the majority 
appear in Table 5. 

The data of Table 5 establish that when 
the majority committed a moderate error, 
all errors of the critical subjects were also 
moderate. This result is understandable 
and fits with earlier findings. We have 
seen that under control conditions there 
was a virtual absence of errors; these were 
almost completely a consequence of the 
majority pressure. This being the case, it 
would be unusual for a critical subject to 

TABLE 5 
Errors as a Function of Moderate and Extreme Majority Responses 

Experimental group 

I 
I I 

I I I 

All Groups 

Per cent 

N 

70 
28 

123 

Majority moderate 

Extreme Moderate 
errors errors 

o 150 
o 64 
o 69 
o 283 

Majority extreme 

Extreme 
errors 

98 
58 
53 

209 

80.7 

Moderate 
errors 

33 
7 

10 

5° 

19-3 

Total 

131 

259 

100 
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commit an extreme error when the ma
jority was moderate.10 

How do erring subjects cope with the 
majority when it is extremist? Under this 
condition we find that (a) most errors are 
extreme or in accord with the majority, 
and that (b) a significant proportion of the 
errors is moderate. Four-fifths of the 
errors were identical with the majority, 
while one-fifth were errors intermediate in 
size between the majority position and the 
true value.11 

The frequency of errors was very much 
the same on moderate and extreme trials. 
One may not conclude, however, that the 
magnitude of the contradiction is of no 
consequence. Under the present condi
tions the differences between moderate 
and extreme errors were small. For the 
identical stimulus relations the errors 
differed by a constant amount, namely, 
one-half inch. Over the entire range of 
comparisons the two sets of errors differed 
by a small amount and, indeed, over
lapped. (Moderate errors had the values 
of 3/4 inch, 1 inch, and 1 1/4 inches, re
spectively; while the extreme errors were 
1 1/4 inches, 1 1/2 inches, and 1 3/4 
inches, respectively, as Table 2 shows.) 
In the present context moderate and ex
treme errors refer mainly to a relational 

10 Under certain conditions a person might of 
course attempt to anticipate and exceed the direc
tion of a group. This was not possible in the pres
ent situation, since the majority was not consistent 
in the direction of its errors from one trial to the 
next. One could study the operation of such a 
tendency by having the majority consistently 
under- or overestimate, sometimes moderately and 
sometimes extremely. In that case it would also 
be necessary to have the critical subject be the 
first to respond on each trial. This experiment was 
not done. 

11 Group I showed a higher proportion of 
moderate errors on extreme trials than either 
Groups II or I I I . The percentage of such errors 
was, in the three groups, 25.2, 10.8, and 10.6, re
spectively. This was the only occasion on which 
we found a marked difference among the three 
experimental groups. 

property of the erroneous alternatives and 
not exclusively to their absolute size; a 
given discrepancy can be a moderate error 
in one constellation and an extreme error 
in another constellation. It is also likely 
that the absence of marked differences in 
the incidence of the two types of errors was 
due to the fact that they were part of the 
same situation. It will become clear 
shortly that the critical subject adopted a 
course of action toward the entire experi
mental situation which decided his over-all 
responses. He arrived at what is analogous 
to a decision to oppose or to follow the ma
jority, which imposed a single direction 
upon his judgments, thus obscuring some 
distinctions that might otherwise emerge. 
I t remains for further investigation to es
tablish by means of systematic variations 
the effect of magnitude of discrepancy. 
(See pp. 60-62.) 

Compromise Reactions 

On the basis of the preceding evidence 
we propose that some errors—viz., mod
erate errors when the majority was ex
treme—had the character of compromise 
reactions. Being in the midst of forces pro
ceeding from the insistent demands of 
reality and from the majority, the critical 
subjects at times chose a middle course. 
The following analysis supports the con
clusion that moderate errors occurring 
when the majority was extreme did have 
the character of compromise reactions. 

For this purpose we need to call atten
tion to a further difference between the 
critical comparisons. Figure 2 and Table 2 
show two kinds of relation between the 
unequal comparison lines and the stand
ard. (a) On trials of the Form I and I I I 
both unequal comparison lines deviated 
from the standard in the same direction. 
Thus, on the I trials both comparison lines 
were longer than the standard; while on the 
I I I trials both were shorter than the stand-




