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3.0 INTRODUCTION

“Social psychologists like to trace the origins of their subdiscipline to texts of
that name published by William McDougall (1908) in psychology and E. A. Ross
(1908) in sociology. But a psychological social psychology in continuity with
the field we know today emerged only in the 1930s and 1940s with figures such
as Otto Klineberg, Muzafer Sherif, Gardner Murphy, and Kurt Lewin” – Smith
(2005, page 334, emphasis added).

After having elucidated the meaning and characteristics of norms in the first unit
of this block and after describing the way the norms are formed in the second
unit, we shall now discuss about an interesting experiment on norms’ formation.
In this unit, we shall study the autokinetic effect and the ground breaking
autokinetic experiment conducted by Muzafer Sherif which has been considered
to have played a significant role in the formation of social psychology and
contributed substantially to the field of sociology as well.

You might remember that you have studied social interaction in the first unit
(Introduction to social behaviour – concept, perceiving and behaving, social
interaction) of the forth block (Social Behaviour) of your BPC-001 (General
Psychology) course. And, you might have also gone through social influence in
the second unit (Intention, attitudes and interest: Development and Management)
of the same block of your BPC-001 course. Whether you have yet realised or not
from your own life experiences, one fundamental aspect of group or society is
the interaction with others which starts even since birth and has influence on
one’s attitudes and behaviour. Whether we like it (or not) and if we have to live
in this society (and that we have to), we shall be exposed to interaction with
others and it is this interaction through which we see all colours of the society –
be it co-operation, competition or conflicts. One more thing we should notice
that what we are today has been largely shaped/determined by the society we
live in through social interaction and a process called “socialisation”.
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Still having some difficulty in visualising the importance of society and social
interaction for a person? Then, you need to know about feral humans (Lane,
1976) who have grown up without social interaction. In 1920, Kamala and Amala,
two feral girls of 8 years and 18 months of age respectively, were found in the
jungles of Midnapore district, Calcutta, West Bengal and were given to The
Reverend Joseph Amrito Lal Singh, rector of the local orphanage. Both girls
seemed to be abandoned by their parents and were reported by Father Singh to
be raised by wolves. When these girls were “captured,” they were exhibiting all
signs of animal behaviour including walking on all four. Amala died one year
later on 21 September 1921. Although Father Singh tried to educate Kamala, she
could never fully develop language skills, intelligence and other skills required
to lead a normal social life. She could develop about 100 words only in her
vocabulary but used, for the most part, the nonverbal mode of communication
such as bringing dishes whenever she needed food and pulling Mr. Singh’s sleeves
for seeking his attention. Four years later, she also died at the age of 12 on 14
November 1929.

In another case, Isabelle was found confined to a small room with her mute
mother for the first 6 and a half years of her life. As can be expected, she could
also not learn how to speak. Marie Mason, head of the Speech Correction
Department at the Colombus State Hospital in Ohio, took the responsibility to
educate Isabelle. Fortunate enough than Kamala and Amala, she could
successfully rehabilitate as Mason took her to the normal levels of communication
in about 20 months of training.

Few doubt the authenticity of and rationality behind the case of Kamala and
Amala yet there are some more similar examples a brief account of which,
including Isabelle’s, can be seen in Hisama (2000) and to learn more about more
than 125 such isolated, confined, wolf and wild children found world-wide, you
may visit FeralChildren.com. At the end of the road, however, every such case
highlights the crucial role and importance of social influence and social interaction
in one’s life even though they suffered the lack of it.

Going carefully through this present unit, you shall see the effects of social
influence and social interaction on the formation of social norms studied through
autokinetic effect experiment by Muzafer Sheriff.

3.1 OBJECTIVES

On completing this unit, you will be able to:

• outline the contribution of Muzafer Sherif;

• describe the concept of autokinetic effect;

• explain autokinetic experiment in norms’ formation;

• elucidate the salient features of Sherif’s experiment; and

• discuss the importance of social informational influences in norms formation.
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PSYCHOLOGIST

Before proceeding further as per our unit plan and objectives, it seems pertinent
to know a bit about the world-famous social psychologist, Muzafer Sherif who
is the main focus of this present unit.

Sherif was born on July 29, 1906 in Ödemiþ, Ýzmir
Turkey (the Ottoman Empire at that time). He received
his B.A. at the Ýzmir International College in Turkey
and earned M.A. at Harvard University. Doing his
research work on group norms, he earned his Ph.D. with
Gardner Murphy in 1935. Studying the social influence
in perception, he wrote his dissertation titled, “Some
Social Factors in Perception”, and made  an Intelligent
use of “autokinetic effect” experiments. His ideas and
research work laid the basis for his first classic world
famous book “The Psychology of Social Norms”. He

married Carolyn Sherif and they were genuinely good company for academic
advancement of their field by doing various research projects and writing scholarly
books. Father of three daughters, Ann, Sue and Joan, he spent most of his life as
Professor at the University of Oklahoma besides enjoying academic positions at
Princeton University, Yale University and Pennsylvania State University. He died
of a heart attach at the age of 82 on October 16, 1988 in Fairbanks, Alaska, USA.

3.3 AUTOKINETIC EXPERIMENT IN NORM
FORMATION

Recapitulation of few related terms is essential here which have direct bearing
on various aspects of autokinetic effect experiment.

Conformity:  Kiesler and Kiesler (1969) defined conformity as “a change in
behaviour or belief … as a result of real or imagined group pressure”. So, when
we go along with the group pressures, it means we are conforming.

Social norms: In general terms, these are rules for behaviour which is acceptable
in our particular group/social setting and therefore norms define the accepted,
expected and proper behaviour in a social group.

Social influence and norms: Social influence is the pressure exerted on a person
or group in order to change his/her attitudes or behaviour. Two types of social
influences have been suggested by researchers through which people learn
different norms.

Normative social influence: This is based on one’s fundamental need to be
accepted by other members of the group; and it is associated with subjective
norms or injunctive norms which mean that we are concerned about what others
think we should do or should not do in a given situation or about what behaviour
others approve/disapprove or it is the norm of “ought”.

Informational social influence: This refers to people seeing others’ behaviour as
a potential source of information to help them define reality and maximise the
efficiency of their social behaviour. Here, we are concerned with what majority



31

Autokinetic Experiment in
Norm Formation

others are doing in a specific situation. This norm of “is” is known as descriptive
norms.

Subject: He/she is a person in the tests or experiments of psychology in whose
behaviour the psychologist is interested to test/study/observe. When we call him/
her a naïve subject, it generally means that the subject is unaware of the
experimental manipulations, if any. An inevitable part of research study, it is the
behaviour of the subject which is scientifically measured / observed by the
researcher to reach any conclusion.

Confederate: Although part of the experiment just like other subjects, this person
is working actually for the experimenter / researcher as his / her associate and
performs secretly those tasks as per the instructions of the experimenter during
the experiment which are required to achieve the specific objectives of the
experiment and are pre-defined by the experimenter.

3.3.1 Autokinetic Effect
Also known as autokinesis, the autokinetic word is a combination of two words
wherein auto means self and kinetic means motion and it is a phenomenon of
human visual perceptual illusion of movement. Here two words need further
elaboration: perception and illusion.

Perception, in simple words means giving some meaning to sensations. For
example if I ask you what you are holding in your hand and you reply – a book.
The book is told by your brain after the instant cognitive analysis process in
which, the first process was sensation wherein your eyes saw the thing in hand
and its image was passed onto your brain where the second process, your past or
prior knowledge / experience gave it a meaning / name as you have already been
taught in your childhood by your parents/siblings/teachers that this type of a
thing is called a book. So, for replying my question you took advantage of two
things: your sensation combined with your prior knowledge/experience.

What if any of these two goes missing? If visual sensation goes missing, being
blind we shall not be able to see anything. But if we do not have any past
knowledge/experience of any particular object, despite seeing it we shall not be
able to give it a meaning or name and we shall have just the visual sensation of
it. We may then simply try to describe the attributes/dimensions of that thing on
the basis of our sensations.

Illusion refers to a mistaken or distorted perception. Have a look on the following
two lines and tell which one is longer?
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the B line, having outward arrow flaps, appears to be surely longer than A, there
actually is no difference between the two and both the lines are identical in length.
This is known as Muller-Lyer optical illusion.

As discussed above, the autokinetic effect is visual perceptual illusion of
movement. Under this effect, a stationary, small point of light in an otherwise
completely dark visual field or featureless environment “appears to move”. So,
under this illusion of motion of a spot of light, we perceive motion in light
which actually is stationary.

It happens because of small, nearly imperceptible eye movements, known as
saccades. Since our eyes constantly move by nature and by default and even
without our conscious efforts, our brain compensates for this movement in order
to create a stable image of the outside world. In this process of compensation,
our brain makes use of prior knowledge of background, particularly the knowledge
about what moves and what does not.

But, when the brain finds itself in otherwise dark or featureless environment,
with no frame of reference or in other words, in an impoverished background, it
mistakes these small eye movements for the movement in the appearing
“otherwise stable” object.

And, once our brain “perceives” the object as moving, this effect of movement
is persistent and very realistic. Hence, when only a single light is visible under
the above defined environmental conditions, or say in a completely dark room,
this light appears to move in unpredictable directions and at variable speeds.

This illusion of movement of otherwise stable objects was first noted by
astronomers while staring at a single star in the sky on a very dark night and the
first ever records of autokinetic effects have been noticed to be presented by
Adams (1912). But the credit of using the autokinetic effect to study the influence
of suggestion and formation of social norms goes to Sherif through his world-
famous experiment which we are going to study in the next section.

3.3.2 Sherif’s Experiment
Is it not interesting that in library, your voice is automatically lowered while
talking to others and you keep the level of noise down even when nobody has
directly asked you to do that? Who has then influence on us there? Under the
mental representation that others in the library expect us to behave like that in
order not to disturb them, your behaviour is guided by the social norm that is
prevalent in a library setting.

These norms provide you with particular frames of reference which guide your
thoughts, attitudes, emotions, actions and behaviour in specific social situations.
These situational norms represent generally accepted beliefs about how to behave
in particular situations and are learned by associating normative behaviour to
these situations (Aarts and Dijksterhuis, 2003).

Studying social influence and conformity has always been close to the heart of
social psychologists which Allport (1985) defined as, “an attempt to understand
and explain how the thoughts, feelings and behaviours of individuals are
influenced by the actual, imagined, or implied presence of others”. One such
highly influential now classic study on conformity and formation of social norms
was conducted by Sherif (1936) making use of the autokinetic effect.
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Sherif conducted his experiments at the psychological laboratories of Columbia
University. The participating subjects were graduates and undergraduate students
from either Columbia or New York University. Due care was taken that none of
the subjects had previous knowledge of the autokinetic effect phenomenon. A
pinpoint of light was presented in all trials in front of the subjects at a distance of
about 5 m, in the completely darkened room to produce autokinetic effect. Since
there was no external frame of reference, the light appeared to move erratically,
even though it was perfectly still. Sherif (1936) writes that this novel, ambiguous
stimulus provided “objectively unstable situations that would permit themselves
to be structured in several ways, depending upon the character of the subjectively
established reference points” (p. 91).

Sherif carried out his work in two experimental conditions: an individual situation
and a group situation. For individual situation, there were nineteen subjects and
forty subjects participated in group situation of the experiment. The subjects
were informed that a light would appear and as soon as they saw the light starts
moving, they had to press the “signal button”. After the few seconds, the light
would again disappear and the subjects were to estimate and tell the extent of the
movement of the light.

Half of the subjects took their first 100 trials alone and on three subsequent days,
the subjects underwent three more sets of trials, but in groups of two to three.
The results indicated that when the subjects were alone, they made their standard
estimates (personal norms) in the initial trials around which their remaining
judgements fluctuated. They perceived the light moving usually about 2-4 inches
but few reported as even 10 inches also. But, when they were in groups, and the
group members loudly called out their estimates, the subjects gradually inclined
towards the estimates given by other group members including the confederates
who, as per the instructions of the experimenter, gave unrealistically exaggerated
estimates of the light’s movement. The subjects’ responses were observed to be
converged with other group members until a consensus was reached despite the
fact that all the estimates were obviously false. Illustrating the powerful effect of
conformity in group settings, the subjects accepted the socially shared estimate leaving
their self set idiosyncratic standards. It shows that the group norms were formed in
the due course of the experiment and conformed by the subjects (Figure 3.1).

Fig. 3.1: Gradual convergence of subjects’ estimates in Sherif’s experiment (Based on Sherif,
1936)
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Culture and Norms For the half of the subjects, the order of the experimental procedure was reversed.
First, they faced the group situations and then were tested alone. The findings
here reflected that the norms were developed in the initial group sessions which
were persisted in the later session and were carried along with when the subjects
were tested alone – in the absence of others with whom he/she had developed
these norms, showing that the norms were internalised by the subjects.

Sherif’s experiments scientifically studied the social informational influences
and internalisation. Summarising his main findings, Sherif (1937) writes as
follows:

1) “When an individual perceives autokinetic movement which lacks an
objective standard of comparison, and is asked during repeated stimulation
to report in terms of the extent of movement, he subjectively establishes a
range of extent and a point (a standard or norm) within that range which is
peculiar to himself, differing from the range and point (standard or norm)
established by other individuals.

2) When individuals face an unstable, unstructured situation as members of a
group for the first time, a range and a norm (standard) within that range are
established which are peculiar to the group. When a member of a group
faces the same situation subsequently alone, after once the range and norm
of his group have been established, he perceives the situation in terms of
the range and norm that he brings from the group situation.

3) The ranges and norms established in the above cases are not prescribed
arbitrarily by the experimenter or by any other agent. They are formed in
the course of the experimental period and may vary from individual to
individual, or from group to group, within certain limits.” (p. 90 – 91).

3.3.3 Salient Features of Sherif’s Autokinetic Experiments
With the detailed reading and minute understanding of the above, we are now in
a position to perform an academic postmortem of the autokinetic effect experiment
and norm formation. The following crucial characteristic features emerge out of
the Sherif’s autokinetic experiments:

1) Ambiguity and Uncertainty: It has been clearly demonstrated by Sherif and
other later studies that when there is ambiguity of situational cues and people
are uncertain about the right or wrong answer or appropriateness of the
behaviour in a given situation or when they are not in a position to judge
what and how to respond, they are more likely to conform and follow others
and available norms because they do not want to be wrong. Sherif (1936)
concluded that unstable situations produce uncertainty and confusion and
people assume that “the group must be right” (p. 111) and look to the group
for the formation of a common norm. On the contrary, when a person is
certain about the information he/she has about the situation, there definitely
is no need for him/her to conform to what others say or to conform to others’
behaviour.

2) Power of Communication: In a study, quoted by Yanovitzky and Rimal
(2006), the role of informational and normative influence was explored in
the context of political communication and it was found that when the group
opinions are expressed then the personal opinions are definitely affected. In
Sherif’s experiments also, the subjects altered their estimates when they
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were exposed to others’ estimates. So, when we are in communication with
others, we form perceptions of the group norms, and (because we are
uncertain about the situation and have no information) then we conform to
the group norms.

3) Agreement: Many situations in life are equivocal when we do not have any
information about them or logical explanation for them. Then, the group(s),
depending upon the situation, interacts in order to enact the agreement which
may or may not be based on any rational basis. For example, we take our
left side on the road without having any specific rationale behind it. We do
not know the reason of taking left side, but we all agree to it in India and
many other countries and we all follow it. In Sherif’s experiment also, the
subjects conformed and agreed to others’ judgments.

4) The Reference-Group Effect: While dealing with an approach to study
psychology and culture, the tendency to conform in group situations with
those of the same culture/nationals has also been studied and explained as
the ‘reference group’ effect (Heine, Lehman, Peng, and Greenholtz, 2002).
Although broad comparisons on conformity involving cultures or nations
are yet to be examined and validated it was however clearly depicted by
Sherif that his subjects perceived the movement of light in the dark room
largely on the basis of their perception of how their group (their reference
group) was viewing it.

5) Knowledge convergence: Jeong and Chi (2007) defined knowledge
convergence as an increase in common knowledge where common
knowledge referred to the knowledge that all collaborating partners had.
The researchers found that collaborative interaction led to the increase in
common knowledge. So, knowledge is believed to be constructed through
the process of knowledge convergence in which two or more people share
mutual understanding through social interaction. Understand this in the light
of Sherif’s experiment who demonstrated that interaction led to the
convergence on a shared norm.

6) Nonconscious Influences on Behaviour: Last but not the least, one interesting
phenomenon has been found in conformity experiments. The subjects mostly
deny being influenced by the judgment or responses of others despite the
evidence that their attitudes and behaviours were influenced by relevant
others. In Sherif’s experiments also, the social influence either went
unnoticed or was not acknowledged by the subjects as his subjects denied
the influence of others’ judgments on their estimates given in the presence
of their group. Sherif, on the basis of his findings concluded that when
objective structure is not available to the individual, “the spoken judgments
of other persons have pronounced effects, even though no deliberate attempt
is made to exert influence. The individual comes to perceive the situation in
line with the views of others, and is frequently unaware that he has been
influenced” (Sherif and Sherif, 1969, p. 119, emphasis added). Interestingly,
they detect this influence in others.

On the basis of the latest researches and findings, an attempt has been made to
describe a few salient features seen in autokinetic studies/experiments which,
up to some extent, explain the nature of conformity and norm formation,
sometimes leaving some questions unanswered and sometimes generating new
questions.
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explaining logically. In an interesting piece of demonstration to show how norms
emerge in groups, Desrochers tried to replicate Sherif’s autokinetic experiment
in a classroom but found no norms emerged. Why? The consensus of the students
was that the room was not dark enough to produce an autokinetic effect. You
might wonder what was the benefit then of this endeavor? Well, Halpern and
Desrochers (2005) took it positively while explaining unexpected findings that,
“sometimes even a failure to demonstrate a principle can result in a more in
depth understanding of a well known experiment”.

3.3.4 Critical Appraisal
Generally social psychology experiments suffer from a more or less common
criticism that being conducted in artificial conditions and in laboratory, these do
not necessarily represent real social life situations. But, to minutely and
scientifically study any given psychological phenomenon, it becomes inevitable
for the social psychologists to conduct experiments in lab under carefully
controlled conditions. Sherif’s contribution cannot and should not be undermined
on the grounds of this criticism.

It was this experiment which significantly contributed to the formation of social
psychology as a separate discipline. Moreover, Sherif’s contributions are not
acknowledged and referred to in cultural and cross-cultural psychology books,
which needs to be corrected (Kaðitçibaþi, 2006).

And, it is also important to note that Friedkin, 2001 quoted Festinger (1950)
suggesting that “Sherif’s mechanism of norm formation is not merely one of a
number of theoretically possible mechanisms that might be studied in laboratory
settings, but the key mechanism by which persons validate their attitudes under
conditions of uncertainty and conflict.”

Over and above all, Sherif succeeded in forming a social norm in the experimental
setting.

If any student is still curious that how many of life situations resemble the ones
studied by Sherif in laboratory, and what did the later scholars and psychologists
learn from Sherif, the next section (3.4) is for you in which some of the latest
research studies have been discussed which are motivated and guided by Sherif’s
experiments and findings, and are corroborating with his conclusions on norm
formation.

Self Assessment Questions

1) What are the prerequisites to conduct an autokinetic experiment in the
laborator?
................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................
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experiment? Discuss in the context of normative influence and
informational influence.

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

3) What is the role of social influence in autokinetic effect?

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

4) Identify and describe the role of social influence in group norm formation
in school students and school settings.

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................

3.4 RELATED LATEST RESEARCH ON NORM
FORMATION

Asch’s experiment
Asch’s studies of group pressure. Asch believed intelligent people would not
conform when they could readily see the truth for themselves. Showed people
lines - a third of the time subjects were willing to go against their better judgment
and agree with the group. About 75% went with the group at least once!

Asch found that three different kinds of reactions had contributed to the
conformity.

1) Distortion of perception:. A number of subjects said they were not aware
their estimates had been distorted by the majority. They came to see the
rigged majority estimates as correct.

2) Distortion of judgment: Most of the subjects who yielded to the majority
concluded their own perceptions were inaccurate. Lacking confidence in
their own observations, they reported not what they saw but what they felt
must be correct.
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what they had in fact seen. They said they had yielded so as not to appear
different or stupid in the eyes of other group members.

Crutchfield did a similar study with military officers. 46% of the time they voted
with the group!

One foremost task of any scientific discovery and discipline is to generate further
research. As a learner of psychology, you will gradually witness the use and
applications of different concepts and constructs by various researchers world
wide in the study of a wide variety of psychological phenomena as per their
particular research interests.

The above presented scholarly work of Sherif in general and its role in explaining
the formation of social norms in particular has led not only psychologists but
also experts of allied disciplines like sociology and anthropology throughout the
world to examine the applicability of Sherif’s findings and conclusions to their
respective research objectives. In this section, we have given a brief overview of
a few of the latest research studies and findings so that you may have an exposure
to the broader applications of any single behavioural principle or the power of
any psychological phenomenon in explaining and predicting behaviour in different
life domains and social settings.

Uncertainty and self concept

Early studies showed how uncertainty translates into conformity and connection
to groups (e.g., Sherif, 1936; Sherif & Harvey, 1952). In particular, when
individuals felt uncertain about some task, they became increasingly likely to
comply with the norms and behaviours of the group, presumably as a means to
diminish this uncertainty.

The mechanism by which groups can reduce uncertainty was, first promulgated
by Deutsch and Gerard (1955). These authors delineated the concept of
informational influence, in which individuals accept and internalise the norms
and beliefs of their group to reduce uncertainty and behave appropriately.

Subjective uncertainty reduction theory, however, recognises a broader range of
sources that provoke uncertainty. Such states, for example, could derive from
decline in the economy, insecurity in relationships, limited clarity about the self,
uncertainty about social interactions, etc. To overcome these feelings of
uncertainty, individuals conform to the norms of their group. Such conformity
and identity with a group not only clarifies which behaviours or beliefs to embrace
but also delineates a definition of self in relation to the social collective.

Sherif’s (1936) study has been a good example of testing the role of uncertainty
in social influence which was basically caused by an ambiguous stimulus. It has
been conceptualised that when we shall face an ambiguous stimulus, it shall
affect not only our perception but also judgment. Widening the scope of
uncertainty beyond stimulus, Smith, Hogg, Martin and Terry (2007) produced
uncertainty related to self conception and found a powerful base of conformity
to self defining (ingroup) norms. When induced with academic uncertainty,
relationship uncertainty and uncertainty about life decisions, the increased
conformity was observed to ingroup norms.
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Group norms and excessive absenteeism

In their study on group norms and excessive absenteeism, Bamberger and Biron
(2007) explained that in a workplace, the norms and attitudes of peer referents
cast a powerful effect on one’s attendance behaviour. To examine the effect of
reference group norms in shaping one’s ‘absence’ behaviour, they studied various
socio-psychological processes. The social influence theory was regarded here as
one of the possible explanations of excessive absenteeism and found to have its
roots in the early studies like the one conducted by Sherif (1936).

Pro-environmental behaviour and norms
In their meta-analysis of psycho-social determinants of pro-environmental
behaviour, Bamberg and Möser (2007) assumed in line with the Sherif’s classical
study on the informational influence of social norms that it is not the fear of
social pressure due to which people follow social norms. Rather, they regard the
social norms as information about the appropriateness of a given behaviour.
Hence, in addition to the information whether a given behaviour is right or wrong
in a specific situation, the social norms also tell us about the potential benefits of
this particular behaviour and whether it would be easy for us to perform it.

Descriptive norms and pro-environmental actions

Goldstein, Griskevicius and Cialdini (2007) noted that the behaviour of others
in social settings remarkably influences one’s interpretations of and responses to
various situations and applying social psychology’s theory based research of
descriptive norms to hotel operations (hotels’ linen reuse programmes), they
reported that applying the norm of reciprocation and the descriptive norm for
pro environment action improved the guests’ participation in one hotel’s towel
reuse programme.

Stock markets’ share price and social influence

Siddiqi (2006), as per Sherif’s findings, concluded that even in stock market
share prices, other people’s judgments affect the judgment of an investor. The
persons who invest in the market very minutely follow what others think and
revise their beliefs in the light of the information about what other investors and
market experts believe. This market sentiment is visible with the sudden and
significant rise and fall of the market share prices that is many times based on
the information about others beliefs and behaviour than the fundamentals of the
company/market.

Norms and drinking behaviour
Neighbors et al. (2006), in their study on (1) the stability of normative
misperceptions and (2) temporal precedence of perceived norms and drinking,
reported that perceived frequency and perceived quantity norms were found to
be associated with later drinking. In other words, they supported the basic concepts
of conformity that overestimates of drinking norms influence students to drink
more (Lewis and Neighbors, 2004).

Using other members’ behaviour as information

Hogg and Reid (2006) emphasised that the people, when in groups, observe and
take others’ behaviour as information so that they may construct a group norm.
In the Sherif’s study (1935, 1936), the subjects adjusted their estimates of the
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other members of their group.

Rights and duties as group norms

Louis and Taylor (2005) focused on the rights and duties in group based social
norms and defined them as the behavioural demands which are rooted in one’s
social relationships. Hence, they viewed them as, prototypic group norms which
are powerful enough to influence the person’s behaviour as was illustrated by
Sherif (1936).

Journalists’ professional behaviour and norms
Describing the causal explanations for the way journalists report the news,
Donsbach (2004) noted that journalism was a highly risky business where
journalists had to “immediately” decide for most of the time - what was true
from the truth point of view, what was relevant from the point of view of the
value of the news and what was good or acceptable. It leads the journalists to
make factual and evaluative decisions about the news item.

Giving an account of journalists’ dilemma in news decisions, Donsbach further
lists their four additional problems (time pressure, pressure of competition, lack
of objective criteria and publicness) and concludes that the journalists often find
themselves in uncertain or undetermined situations just like the subjects of Sherif’s
experiment. Interestingly, what do journalists do under such uncertain or
undetermined situations? Well, they too make decisions in these undetermined
situations. According to Donsbach, “the decision about reality, therefore,
represents group dynamics and group norms rather than reality. As journalists
have similar values and attitudes, more than members of most other professionals,
it is rather easy for them to develop a shared reality” (page 143).

However, the group decisions also have quality subject to certain conditions. In
a separate work, it has been reported that critical norms improved the quality of
decisions whereas consensus norms did not (see Postmes, Spears and Cihangir,
2001).

Crowd sociality and norms
Reicher (2001), while studying the psychology of crowd dynamics, discussed
the emergent norm theory of Turner and Killian (1987) who found that collective
behaviour often occurs in unusual situations where “redefining the situation,
making sense of confusion, is a central activity” as was found in the experiments
of Sherif (1936) where uncertainty led to the search/formation of norms.

3.5 LET US SUM UP

The latest trends in research on the classic study of social norms show that the
findings of Sherif’s experiment have been applied and tested in a wide variety of
social and professional settings. Although it is highly important to study individual
behaviour but when in groups, the group processes cast their influence on the
individual’s behaviour. Being associated with this or that group, we have to follow
the group norms for various social purposes and psychological benefits.
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You would appreciate that the positive aspect of all research is the development
and betterment of life. Once we understand the role of social influence and norms
in human social life, we may be able to take full advantage of that knowledge for
designing various socio-economic developmental programmes which may shape
our life and the society in positive and desired directions.

3.6 UNIT END QUESTIONS

1) What is autokinetic effect?

2) What were the bases of Sherif’s autokinetic experiment?

3) Critically elaborate the findings of Sherif’s autokinetic experiment.

4) How did Sherif explain the formation of norms with the help of autokinetic
experiment?

5) If you have to study the social influence, what behavioural aspects would
you study and how?
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