
conformity ap psychology

conformity ap psychology is a fundamental concept explored within the study of social psychology,
particularly in the AP Psychology curriculum. It refers to the process by which individuals adjust their
behaviors, attitudes, or beliefs to align with those of a group or social norm. Understanding conformity is
crucial for grasping how social influence shapes human behavior and decision-making. This article will
examine the definition and types of conformity, key psychological experiments that illustrate conformity,
factors influencing conformity, and its implications in everyday life. Additionally, the discussion will
highlight relevant theories and real-world examples that enhance comprehension of this important
psychological phenomenon. The following sections provide a comprehensive overview of conformity in
the context of AP Psychology.

Definition and Types of Conformity

Classic Experiments on Conformity

Factors Influencing Conformity

Theories Explaining Conformity

Applications and Implications of Conformity

Definition and Types of Conformity
In AP Psychology, conformity is broadly defined as the act of changing one's behavior or beliefs to match
those of others, often as a result of real or imagined group pressure. Conformity can occur consciously or
unconsciously and is a key element of social influence. Psychologists distinguish several types of
conformity, each reflecting different motivations and outcomes.

Normative Conformity
Normative conformity happens when individuals conform to be liked or accepted by a group. It arises from
the desire to fit in and avoid social rejection. People may outwardly agree with the group while privately
maintaining their own beliefs, a phenomenon known as public compliance.



Informational Conformity
Informational conformity occurs when individuals conform because they believe the group’s perspective is
more accurate or informed. This type of conformity is driven by the desire to make correct decisions,
especially in ambiguous or uncertain situations. It often leads to private acceptance, where the individual
genuinely changes their opinion.

Compliance, Identification, and Internalization
Psychologists also categorize conformity based on depth of influence:

Compliance: Conforming publicly without internal acceptance, often to gain rewards or avoid
punishment.

Identification: Conforming to what is expected of a social role or relationship, such as adopting
behaviors to maintain a friendship.

Internalization: Deep conformity where the individual adopts the beliefs or behaviors of the group as
their own, resulting in lasting change.

Classic Experiments on Conformity
Several landmark studies in AP Psychology provide empirical evidence of conformity, illustrating the
powerful role of social influence.

Asch’s Line Judgement Experiment
Solomon Asch’s 1950s experiment is one of the most famous studies on normative conformity. Participants
were asked to match the length of a line to one of three comparison lines in a group setting where
confederates purposely gave incorrect answers. Despite clear evidence, many participants conformed to the
incorrect majority response, showcasing the pressure to conform even in objective situations.

Milgram’s Obedience Study
Although primarily focused on obedience, Stanley Milgram’s experiment also reveals conformity elements.
Participants conformed to authoritative instructions to administer shocks to others, demonstrating how
authority figures and group norms can override personal morals and judgments.



Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison Experiment
Philip Zimbardo’s study illustrated conformity to social roles within a simulated prison environment.
Participants quickly adopted the behaviors and attitudes associated with guards or prisoners, highlighting
how situational factors and group expectations drive conformity in behavior.

Factors Influencing Conformity
Several variables affect the likelihood that an individual will conform in social situations. These factors are
critical to understanding the nuances of conformity in AP Psychology.

Group Size
Conformity tends to increase with group size, but only up to a point. Research indicates that groups of three
to five members elicit the highest conformity rates, as larger groups do not significantly increase pressure.

Unanimity
When the group is unanimous in its opinion, conformity rates are higher. Even a single dissenting ally can
dramatically reduce conformity by providing social support for independent judgment.

Cohesion
The closer and more connected the group members are, the greater the pressure to conform. High group
cohesion strengthens normative social influence because individuals value membership and acceptance.

Status and Public Response
Individuals are more likely to conform to groups with higher status or expertise. Additionally, conformity
is more pronounced when responses are given publicly rather than privately, due to the desire for social
approval.

Cultural Influences
Cultural background plays a role in conformity tendencies. Collectivist cultures, which emphasize group
harmony and interdependence, often exhibit higher conformity levels than individualist cultures, which
prioritize personal autonomy.



Theories Explaining Conformity
Several theoretical frameworks in AP Psychology explain why conformity occurs and how it functions
within social contexts.

Social Impact Theory
This theory posits that the amount of influence a group exerts depends on three factors: strength
(importance of the group), immediacy (closeness in time and space), and number of people in the group.
The greater these factors, the stronger the pressure to conform.

Normative Social Influence
Normative social influence theory emphasizes the human need for social acceptance and the fear of
rejection as primary motivators for conformity. It explains why individuals may go along with group
norms to avoid social sanctions.

Informational Social Influence
This theory highlights the role of uncertainty and the desire for accuracy. People conform because they
believe others’ interpretation of an ambiguous situation is correct, leading to internalized changes in belief
or behavior.

Applications and Implications of Conformity
Understanding conformity has practical implications in various domains, including education, workplace
dynamics, marketing, and social behavior.

Positive Applications
Conformity can promote social harmony and cooperation, facilitating group cohesion and effective
functioning. For example, adherence to laws and social norms depends on conformity to maintain order.

Negative Consequences
However, conformity can also lead to negative outcomes, such as groupthink, where the desire for
consensus overrides critical thinking, resulting in poor decisions. It can suppress individuality and



encourage unethical behavior when group norms are harmful.

Strategies to Manage Conformity
Awareness of conformity dynamics can help individuals and organizations encourage independent thinking
and resist undue social pressure. Strategies include:

Encouraging dissent and diverse opinions within groups.

Fostering an environment where critical evaluation is valued.

Providing private response options to reduce social pressure.

Educating about social influence and conformity effects.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is conformity in AP Psychology?
Conformity in AP Psychology refers to the act of changing one's behavior or beliefs to match those of a
group, often as a result of real or imagined group pressure.

What are the main types of conformity studied in AP Psychology?
The main types of conformity are normative conformity, where individuals conform to be liked or
accepted by the group, and informational conformity, where individuals conform because they believe the
group is competent and has the correct information.

Who conducted the famous conformity experiment in AP Psychology
and what was it called?
Solomon Asch conducted the famous conformity experiment known as the Asch Conformity Experiments,
which demonstrated how individuals conform to group pressure even when the group is obviously wrong.

How does group size affect conformity according to AP Psychology
research?
Group size affects conformity such that conformity increases with group size up to a point (usually 3-5



people), after which additional members have little effect on increasing conformity.

What role does unanimity play in conformity?
Unanimity increases conformity; when all members of a group agree, individuals are more likely to
conform. Even one dissenter can significantly reduce conformity by breaking the group's unanimity.

How is conformity different from obedience in AP Psychology?
Conformity involves changing behavior to match a group norm without direct orders, while obedience
involves following explicit instructions or commands from an authority figure.

What is the difference between compliance and internalization in
conformity?
Compliance is conforming publicly without changing private beliefs (superficial change), whereas
internalization is when individuals adopt the group's beliefs as their own, leading to private acceptance.

What factors influence whether a person will conform in a social
situation?
Factors influencing conformity include group size, unanimity, cohesion, status of group members, public
response, and cultural influences.

Additional Resources
1. Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion
This classic book by Robert Cialdini explores the principles behind why people say "yes" and how
conformity plays a significant role in social influence. It delves into concepts such as social proof, authority,
and commitment, illustrating how individuals often conform to group norms or expert opinions. The book
combines research findings with real-world examples, making it essential for understanding conformity in
social psychology.

2. Obedience to Authority
Stanley Milgram’s groundbreaking work investigates how ordinary people can conform to authority
figures, even to the extent of inflicting harm on others. The book details his famous obedience experiments,
revealing the powerful influence of authority on conformity. It provides deep insight into the mechanisms
that drive people to conform under social pressure.

3. Groupthink: Psychological Studies of Policy Decisions and Fiascoes
Irving Janis examines the phenomenon of groupthink, where the desire for harmony and conformity



within a group leads to irrational or dysfunctional decision-making. The book analyzes historical case studies
to show how conformity pressures can suppress dissent and critical thinking. It is crucial for understanding
the dark side of conformity in group dynamics.

4. Social Psychology
David Myers’ comprehensive textbook covers a broad range of topics in social psychology, including
conformity. It explains key experiments and theories related to normative and informational social
influence. This resource is widely used in AP Psychology courses to provide foundational knowledge on
how and why people conform.

5. The Lucifer Effect: Understanding How Good People Turn Evil
Philip Zimbardo explores the psychological processes that lead individuals to conform to evil roles and
behaviors, based on his Stanford prison experiment. The book highlights the power of situational forces and
social roles in driving conformity. It provides a compelling look at how conformity can lead to moral
disengagement.

6. Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking
Susan Cain’s book addresses how social conformity often favors extroverted behaviors, leading to the
undervaluation of introverts. It discusses how conformity impacts personality expression and group
dynamics. This book is insightful for understanding conformity beyond just obedience or peer pressure.

7. Predictably Irrational: The Hidden Forces That Shape Our Decisions
Dan Ariely explores the irrational behaviors influenced by social norms and conformity. Through engaging
experiments, the book shows how people conform to expectations and social conventions, often against their
own best interests. It provides a nuanced perspective on conformity in decision-making processes.

8. The Social Animal
Elliot Aronson’s influential book offers a detailed exploration of social psychology topics, including
conformity. It discusses classic studies and contemporary research to explain how social influence shapes
behavior. The narrative style makes complex psychological concepts accessible and engaging.

9. Connected: The Surprising Power of Our Social Networks and How They Shape Our Lives
Nicholas Christakis and James Fowler investigate how social networks influence conformity and behavior
on a large scale. The book explains how our connections affect our thoughts, feelings, and actions in
profound ways. It expands the understanding of conformity beyond immediate social groups to broader
social systems.
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