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Asch Model Answers 

 

Aims and Context 

Conformity is ‘yielding to group pressure’ to fit in with others or come to a decision on what to do if unsure 

based on other people’s actions. One of the earliest studies on conformity was by Jenness (1932). Jenness 

conducted research by asking students to estimate the number of beans there were in a jar. They 

discussed this amongst themselves later on, and then gave their individual estimates. Jenness found 

individual estimates converged to a group norm. (They changed in order to be similar to other’s 

predictions). However Asch argued that this test was ambiguous, meaning there was no clear answer. 

 

Also, in 1935, another study on conformity took place by Sherif. He used the auto-kinetic effect, which is a 

visual illusion where a stationary dot of light appears to move in a dark room. Participants were asked to 

guess how far the light moved. Wide varieties of estimates were given when each participant was asked for 

it alone. Later, they were asked the same thing in front of other participants and it was found a group norm 

emerged. This showed others influenced participants. This test was also ambiguous. 

 

Asch criticised this research because he felt the tests used by Jenness and Sherif were ambiguous, making 

participants unsure of the answer, so they conformed. He felt an unambiguous task (where an answer is 

clear) would be better. 

 

Another reason Asch carried out his research was in the 1950s, conformity was an area of interest for 

psychologists because the Cold War was taking place between Russia (a communist country) and the 

western world. America lived in a conformist society, where if someone wasn’t to conform, they may be 

accused of being un-conformist and a communist, which led to them being thought to be Russian spies and 

a ‘witch hunt’ would take place to find them. It was much safer to be conformist. 

 

Therefore, Asch aimed to find out how likely it would be for an individual to go against a group norm when 

they knew the right answer in an unambiguous situation. This was an investigation into social pressure, as 

conformity was a hot topic at the time. 
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Procedures 

Asch’s sample was 123 male students from four different universities who volunteered to take part, being 

paid $3 each. His research took place in a laboratory where participants were told they were taking part in 

a psychological experiment but were not told the details – which were that the experiment was focused on 

conformity using an unambiguous task (a task where there is a clear answer).  

 

In the original procedure, every naïve participant (NP) joined a group of 6 to 8 confederates (people ‘in’ on 

the experiment) sitting around a table. The NPs always sat last or second to last to ensure they had always 

heard the confederate’s answers before they said their own. The group was given a task where they had to 

match a standard line to one of the three comparison lines. There was a clear answer, making the test 

unambiguous.  

 

Each member of the group was asked for the answer, and there were 18 trials in total. There were 6 

control trials to gain NPs trust where confederates gave the correct answer and so did the NP. The other 12 

trials were critical trials where confederates gave the incorrect answer. These 12 critical trials allowed Asch 

to measure conformity. If the NP had figured out the experimenter’s aims the experiment was stopped.  

 

There were additional procedures where group size was manipulated from 2 to 16 members including the 

NP. This tested the effect the size of the majority had on conformity levels.  

 

Asch also added dissenters – an inaccurate dissenter who either disagreed with the other confederates but 

still gave an incorrect answer, or an accurate dissenter who disagreed with the other confederates and 

agreed with the NP. This tested the effect of one person deviating from the group norm and the NPs 

conformity due to this. It may give the NPs more confidence to give the correct answer.   
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Findings and Conclusions 

In his laboratory experiment to investigate conformity, Asch found that on control trials 99% of 

participants gave the correct answer. This shows that there was no pressure to conform, and it was an 

unambiguous task. 

 

In the critical trials the average conformity rate was 36.8% i.e. they conformed during more than a third of 

critical trials. Other findings were that 75% conformed at least once, meaning they yielded to group 

pressure; therefore conversely 25% never conformed once. 

 

When Asch changed group size he found that there was very little conformity when there was a naïve 

participant (NP) and one confederate in the critical trials. When there were two confederates and the NP, 

the conformity rate rose to 13.6%. When there were three confederates and the NP, it rose again to 31.8%. 

Addition of more confederates made little difference to conformity rates. 

 

When Asch added an accurate dissenter (a confederate who gives the correct answer but deviates from 

the group norm) he found that conformity levels dropped to around 10%, which shows participants were 

given more confidence. 

 

When Asch added an inaccurate dissenter (a confederate who gives the wrong answer but deviates from 

the group norm) it reduced levels of conformity again to around 10%, so it didn’t matter if the dissenter 

was accurate or inaccurate. 

 

From these results Asch concluded that there was a strong tendancy to conform to group pressure where 

the answer is clear, i.e. the results showed that young, intelligent people often conform and go against 

what they believe, which he found was ‘a matter of concern’. 
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Evaluation of the Methodology 

In his study to investigate conformity Asch used a laboratory experiment. There are many advantages and 

disadvantages to using this research method. Advantages of using a laboratory experiment in Asch’s case 

are that he could control the conditions completely. He controlled the answers by the confederates, where 

the naïve participant (NP) sat, the group size and the presence of a dissenter in some trials. This meant he 

could establish cause and effect between his IV (e.g. group size) and the DV (conformity levels). However, 

there are also disadvantages, such as because Asch’s study was carried out under controlled laboratory 

conditions it means it was an artificial environment. This makes it difficult to relate to real life as judging a 

line task isn’t an everyday task so it lacks ecological validity. It isn’t how people would conform in the real 

world as it has no real consequences or impact on their lives. 

 

Asch’s methodology can also be evaluated in terms of ethics. The weaknesses are that there was no 

informed consent as the participants were not told it was a study on conformity and social pressure. They 

were just told they were volunteering to take part in a study on visual perception, so there was deception. 

They were also never told they could withdraw at any time, and as they were being paid to take part they 

may have felt pressure to stay until the end. Some of the participants were distressed and uncomfortable 

during the experiment, as Asch acknowledged himself. Therefore there was little protection of 

participants. However, Asch can be defended as if he had have obtained informed consent then there 

would have been no point in him carrying out the research as participants would have responded to 

demand characteristics and their behaviour would have been unnatural. 

 

The reliability of Asch’s study has its strengths and weaknesses. Strengths are the fact that Asch used a 

standardised procedure means that other researchers can replicate the study and check the reliability of 

the findings. For example, Perrin and Spencer were able to replicate the procedure used by Asch in 

England. Weaknesses of this are that when similar experiments have been done to repeat Asch’s study, 

different results have been obtained. For example, in Perrin and Spencer’s study in England, only one 

student in 386 conformed – a very different result. This questions the reliability of Asch’s original 

experiment. Was Asch’s experiment wrong or were times different in 1980s England from 1950’s America? 

The answer to this is most likely yes. 

 

The validity of Asch’s research is questionable as Asch’s study was carried out under controlled laboratory 

conditions. This methodology lacks ecological validity and may encourage participants to respond to 

demand characteristics. However, Asch was careful to have a control condition where the confederates 

would give the correct answer. This was a strength, because it showed the task was easy and unambiguous 

and therefore Asch was able to say that incorrect answers were down to conformity and not difficulty in 

working out which lines were the correct match. This means the experiment is a true measure of 

conformity (increasing the validity). 

 

Asch’s sample was 123 male students from four universities in America. A strength of this is that 123 is a 

large sample for a laboratory experiment. It makes the findings easier to generalise to a wider population. 

Also, the fact that confederates used by Asch were similar in age, sex and economic status to the 

participants is good as in reality we conform to our peers. Weaknesses are that there was bias in the 

sample. This means it wasn’t representative – all of them were male American undergraduates and they 

belonged to a society in the 1950s which valued conformity.  
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Asch used a self-selected sampling technique. A strength of this is his participants would have been 

motivated and keen to take part. A weakness of this is participants may have been overly keen to take part 

and respond more easily to demand characteristics. This means they may have guessed that Asch was 

investigating conformity and changed their behaviour to please him and make the experiment a success. 
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Alternative Evidence 

 

Asch conducted a laboratory experiment to investigate conformity. He found that 36.8% of participants 

conformed. He concluded that ordinary people will go against what they believe to conform to a group 

norm and fit in. 

 

Other studies have been done within this area of research. One such study is Jenness (1932). He asked 

students to estimate the number of beans in a jar. They were asked to discuss their estimates as a group 

and finally give their individual estimates. Jenness found that the individual estimates converged to a 

group norm. Even though both studies had similar findings, Asch argued that his was a better study on 

conformity than Jenness’ because his participants had a much easier and more obvious question to answer 

in his task. Asch deliberately made the correct answer in his study obvious (non-ambiguous). With Jenness’ 

study, we can say that guessing the number of sweets in a jar is ambiguous. Maybe people conformed 

because they were unsure how to act. Both these studies were laboratory experiments so were very well 

controlled. This means we can establish cause and effect. However, as they took place in an artificial 

setting they both lack ecological validity. This means that perhaps neither of the studies were a true 

reflection of conformity in the real world as there were no consequences of their decisions. 

 

Another such study is Sherif (1935). He asked participants to individually estimate how far a point of light 

moved in a dark room. This was known as the auto-kinetic effect and the light was not really moving. They 

did this over a series of trials. They were then divided into groups and each group had individuals who gave 

very different answers when on their own. Participants were then asked to make individual judgements 

when in their groups. This found that individual judgements tended to move towards an agreement with 

the rest of the group. This supported Asch because they both showed high levels of conformity. However, 

Asch argued his was a better study because his participants had a much easier and more obvious question 

to answer in his task. Asch deliberately made the correct answer obvious. With Sherif’s study, we can say 

the auto-kinetic task is ambiguous. Maybe people conformed because they were unsure how to act. Both 

studies were laboratory experiments so were very well controlled. This means we can establish cause and 

effect. However, as they took place in an artificial environment they both lack ecological validity. This 

means judging a line task and how far a light moves are not a true measure of how people conform in the 

real world.  

 

A final study is Perrin and Spencer (1980) which used exactly the same procedure as Asch but using English 

engineering students. This study found that only one student out of 396 trials conformed. This refuted 

Asch’s findings because the level of conformity to a non-ambiguous task was much lower. Asch found a 

conformity rate of 36.8% whereas only one person conformed in Perrin and Spencer’s study. This suggests 

that Asch’s study is unreliable as it has been replicated with inconsistent findings. However, we cannot be 

hasty in jumping to this conclusion as other factors may have caused low levels of conformity. For example, 

this study was carried out 24 years after Asch’s where times had changed, and engineering students were 

used instead of undergraduates. Engineers are used to paying attention to very small details, making it 

possible they did not conform as they were confident with their answers. 


