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The Forgotten Variable in Conformity Research:
Impact of Task Importance on Social Influence

Robert S. Baron, Joseph A. Vandello, and Bethany Brunsman
University of Iowa

Two studies examined how incentives for accuracy (task importance) affected the social influence of
inaccurate confederates in a modified Asch situation (S. E. Asch, 1951). Not unexpectedly, when
task difficulty was low, incentives for accuracy reduced the social impact of (inaccurate) confederates
(Study 1). However, when task difficulty was increased, the reverse was true, with individuals con-
forming more to an inaccurate confederate norm when incentives for accuracy were high (Studies 1
and 2). The results are discussed in terms of possible mediating mechanisms and also in terms of
their historical and pragmatic implications.

Social psychologists have long been interested in social influ-
ence and conformity. The body of experimental research in the
area has spanned more than half a century, dating back to the
Sherif's (1935) pioneering research on the autokinetic effect.
Over this time, researchers have established that a wide range of
personality and situational variables affect conformity, includ-
ing group size (e.g., Asch, 1956; Wilder, 1977), fear (Darley,
1966), unanimity (e.g., Asch, 1956), ethnicity (e.g., Malof &
Lott, 1962), group cohesiveness (e.g., Back, 1951), status in
group (e.g., Berkowitz & Macaulay, 1961), and judgment
difficulty (e.g., Deutsch & Gerard, 1955), to name a few. De-
spite the intense research attention focused on variables that
affect conformity and social influence, one variable has been
largely neglected. This variable, which we refer to below as task
importance, concerns the extent to which making correct or ac-
curate judgments mediates important rewards and punish-
ments for research participants. Stated differently, this variable
corresponds to how much pressure participants feel to offer ac-
curate judgments on the task in question. At present very little
is known about how this variable affects susceptibility to social
influence.

In most conformity studies, participants are seldom offered

Robert S. Baron, Joseph A. Vandello, and Bethany Brunsman, De-
partment of Psychology, University of Iowa. Joseph A. Vandello is now
at the Department of Psychology, University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign.

We thank Pam \bung and Bev Hamann for their invaluable secre-
tarial assistance. Studies 1 and 2 were supported in part by funds from
the University of Iowa Undergraduate Honors Program. We thank Matt
Brick, Amy Cox, Niki Delemont, Julie Dotson, Susan Lui, Michael
Marchman, Shannon Mitchell, David Peterson, and Jeff Vittengle for
help as experimenters and confederates in Study 1 and Nandita Chowla,
Kelly Chaplin, Shelly Dorman, Kory Frederick, Debra Geier, Larissa
Johnston, Susan Kruse, Kevin McKay, Karen Mazaika, Stuart Miller,
Dan Verbeten, Andy Weigel, and Amy Zeitz for similar help in Study 2.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Rob-
ert S. Baron, Department of Psychology, University of Iowa, Iowa City,
Iowa 52242.

any direct incentive for accuracy (or threatened with punish-
ment for error) and, although a reasonable level of motivation
to be accurate can be inferred (given the laboratory setting),
this motivation is seldom measured and hardly ever manipu-
lated. Indeed, despite the 60 years of research on this topic since
Sherif (1935), we found only three conformity studies that ma-
nipulated task importance, and these studies yielded contradic-
tory outcomes. Di Vesta (1959) manipulated motivation by tell-
ing half of his participants that their responses correlated highly
with intelligence. These highly motivated participants con-
formed less (on perceptual and attitude judgments) than less
motivated participants. In another study, by Crowne and Liver-
ant (1963), female participants (but not male participants)
conformed more when they bet on the accuracy of their re-
sponses (participants could win up to $3). A third report, by
Crutchfield (cited in Krech, Crutchfield, & Ballachey, 1962, pp.
220-221) found that the offer of $10 per person for being a
member of the most accurate 5-person group (out of 12 groups)
increased conformity across a mixed set of factual, perceptual,
and attitude judgments in one substudy. This incentive effect
failed to replicate in a second substudy, however, when payment
was based on each individual's (vs. the group's) performance.
In the present study we extended this research, tested a concep-
tual explanation for the effects of task importance on social in-
fluence, and offer a tentative account for the discrepancies in
the studies just discussed.

The general issue of how task importance affects social in-
fluence has several interesting implications. At an empirical
level, the lack of data regarding the variable of task importance
raises serious questions of generality. One could dismiss the
conformity effect as a laboratory "hothouse" phenomenon that
occurs because the potential face-to-face rejection of peers is far
more important to participants than their accuracy on some
unimportant "scientific" test of perception or social judgment.
Indeed, undergraduate students are not loath to offer such crit-
icisms when presented with the classic conformity studies of
Asch (1951, 1956), Sherif (1935), Deutsch and Gerard
(1955), and others. From this perspective, social influence
effects would vanish on important decisions that have meaning-
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ful consequences for the individual. In one sense, this is an opti-
mistic view that argues that people will (a) act rationally and
(b) be impervious to inaccurate majority pressure when "the
chips are down." Without more data regarding the impact of
task importance on social influence, it is hard to either rebut or
evaluate the validity of such criticisms, but recent failures to
replicate classic social influence phenomena (Nicholson, Cole,
& Rocklin, 1985; Perrin & Spencer, 1981) do little to quiet such
doubts.

The issue of whether and how task importance affects social
influence also has important practical implications. In contrast
to the optimistic view offered above, numerous scholars have
suggested that social influence will have a strong impact on de-
cisions of substantial importance (e.g., Le Bon, 1895/1960;
Sherif, 1935;Hoffer, 1951;Janis, 1972). Indeed, various writers
have alluded to the importance of social influence in explaining
the success of the Nazi party in Germany in the 1930s and 40s
and other totalitarianism (and demagogic) movements as well
(e.g., Hoffer, 1951; Shirer, 1960; Weightsman, 1984). In a sim-
ilar view, Janis (1972) contended that crisis-laden political/
scientific /technical /military decisions of great importance
were particularly likely to trigger the various conformity mech-
anisms thought to underlie groupthink phenomena. Janis's no-
tion that stress exacerbates social influence is quite relevant to
our discussion above. That is, it seems safe to assume that one
potent consequence of increasing the threatening consequences
of an incorrect decision is to heighten the (task) importance of
that decision (i.e., the desire for accurate decisions on the part
of the decisionmaker).1 Indeed, one reason Janis's (1972)
groupthink perspective has proven so provocative is that it pre-
dicts that as the importance (or threat level) of a judgment in-
creases, so does the impact of social influence, even in cases
where in retrospect that social influence is wrong, irrational,
emotional, or based on stereotypes or flawed problem solving.
This prediction is intriguing given that, commonsensically, it
would seem that one would be less likely to succumb to such
inaccurate social influence as the incentive for accuracy in-
creases. This is obviously a prediction with far-reaching politi-
cal and social implications. Therefore, it is surprising that it has
received so little direct research attention.

At a theoretical level, several explanations can be offered to
account for this hypothesized relationship between task impor-
tance and social influence. First, when judgment outcomes are
important, participants may be more likely to engage in social
comparison as part of their epistemological search for an accu-
rate and informed answer (e.g., Kruglanski, 1989). Second, to
the extent that task importance is associated with stress, feelings
of dependency, low self-esteem, or needs for affiliation, it may
make individuals more susceptible to social influence (Darley,
1966). A closely related idea is that stress and emotion are
thought to tax attentional capacity (cf. S. Cohen, 1978),
thereby increasing the tendency of individuals to rely on various
cognitive and social heuristics such as social consensus and nor-
mative pressure when making a judgment (Baron, 1986).
These positions all point to a simple positive relationship be-
tween task importance and accepting social influence. A more
complex view, however, (and one we prefer) is that the effect of
task importance on social influence will be moderated by the

difficulty level of the judgment in question, with high task im-
portance lowering social influence on judgments of low diffi-
culty and increasing social influence on judgments of high
difficulty. These predictions derive from the assumption
(Deutsch & Gerard, 1955; Jones & Gerard, 1967) that individ-
uals exposed to social influence pressure (i.e., disagreement
from others) are subjected to conflicting pressures; several
forces encourage them to resist social influence (self-trust, de-
sire for independence, etc.) while others encourage them to ac-
cept influence (trust in the shared group opinion, i.e., informa-
tional social influence, and group power, i.e., normative social
influence). Varying the strength of these forces is thought to
affect the degree to which social influence is accepted by the
individual, and a good deal of research supports these views (cf.
Baron, Kerr, & Miller, 1992; Jones & Gerard, 1967; Levine,
1989).

Keeping in mind this "conflict" model, consider how task im-
portance might affect social influence on judgments of extreme
ease (comparable to those used in the original Asch [1951] par-
adigm in which alone-controls were correct on over 98% of
trials). In such cases, of course, the participant is typically faced
with a group agreeing on blatantly incorrect estimates on a
number of trials. In this situation, the participants should have
reasonable confidence in their own (correct) perceptions. Con-
sequently, any social influence here is likely to be driven primar-
ily by normative social influence. This, in turn, should produce
public compliance with little change in participants' private
perceptions regarding the judgment (Asch, 1951). In this case,
increasing task importance (say by heightening rewards for ac-
curate judgments) should provide the participant with added
reason to resist any normative group pressure and stick with his
or her own (confident and correct) judgment. Stated differently,
it is one thing to depart from one's own confident judgment on
a trivial matter but quite another to so acquiesce when there are
substantial consequences at stake. This explanation captures
much of the logic offered by the "optimistic view" outlined
above.

In contrast, when task difficulty increases (and participants'
confidence and self-trust drops), the participants cannot as eas-
ily rely on their own perceptions as a guide to accuracy. In cases
of high judgment difficulty, where the participant is highly un-
certain, the most sensible guide to a correct response is the re-
sponses of others, particularly if they are in unanimous
agreement. This, of course, reprises Festinger's (1954) classic

1 Stress is conceptualized here as stimuli or events that threaten the
well-being of the organism. These may involve the presentation of aver-
sive stimuli, the removal or denial of rewarding stimuli, ego threat, so-
cial sanction or embarrassment, uncertainty or conflict regarding im-
portant issues, and so on. It is important to note that stress will not
invariably elevate task importance. Rather, it seems likely to do so on
stress-relevant tasks where stress exposure is related to the quality of
task judgments. Complicating this picture somewhat is the fact that it
does seem likely that most judgmental tasks of high importance are a
cause of some stress, because by definition performance on such tasks
mediates valued rewards and punishments. Thus, although stress will
often (but not always) increase task importance (depending on the
stress "relevance" of the task), high task importance will generally ele-
vate stress levels.
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arguments regarding the importance of social reality under con-
ditions of high judgment ambiguity. As a result, if high task
importance increases participants' desires for accurate judg-
ments, it should increase social influence on highly ambiguous
(i.e., difficult) judgmental tasks. A shorthand view of this over-
all position is that heightening task importance (i.e., the partic-
ipant's "stake" in being accurate) should decrease public com-
pliance effects such as those reported by Asch (1951) but
should increase those social influence effects thought to affect
private internalized opinion change (e.g., Sherif, 1935).

In short, the effects of task importance on social influence
should be moderated by task difficulty.2 To the extent that the
data corroborate this prediction, prior inconsistencies in the lit-
erature on task importance and conformity could be due, in
part, to any differences in task difficulty between the three prior
critical studies.3 To examine these issues, we exposed research
participants to inaccurate confederate responses in two studies
ostensibly concerned with eyewitness identification.

Study 1

Method

Overview. To camouflage the well-known Asch (1951) conformity
paradigm, we masked our procedure as a study of eyewitness accuracy
that ostensibly was focusing on duration of exposure as a key variable.
Participants were exposed in two tasks to various eyewitness identifica-
tion slides in the presence of two confederates who gave unanimous and
incorrect judgments on key trials prior to the participants' judgment.
Task difficulty (high or low) was a compound manipulation that simul-
taneously varied time of exposure to the slides (on both tasks) and fre-
quency of exposure to the slides (on the lineup task). We manipulated
task importance (high or low) by telling participants in the high-impor-
tance condition that the test procedure (i.e., performance on both tasks)
was a verified measure of eyewitness ability and that participants whose
accuracy placed them in the top 12% of scores would receive $20 at
the end of data collection. Participants in the low-importance condition
were told that the test procedure was part of a pilot study. Two addi-
tional control groups of individuals (baseline controls) responded to
the eyewitness tasks without the influence of confederates, to establish
baseline error rates for the easy and difficult tasks and to verify the
effectiveness of the difficulty manipulation.

Participants. Participants were 95 Introductory Psychology stu-
dents at the University of Iowa (37 men and 58 women) who partici-
pated in the study as one means of fulfilling a course requirement. Of
these, 5 participants were excluded because they surmised the general
nature of the experiment (i.e., that it involved nonindependent
judgments). Sixty of the remaining participants (23 men, 37 women)
were assigned to the four experimental conditions. The remaining 30
participants (13 men, 17 women) were assigned to the baseline control
conditions. In addition, 94 students from an introductory social psy-
chology class participated as post hoc judges of the task importance
manipulation.

Materials and instructions. Two eyewitness identification tasks were
used: a lineup task and a description task. On both tasks the stimuli
were slides of black ink drawings of male figures projected to 2 X 2.5 ft
(0.6 m X 0.75 m) images on a white screen located 9 ft (approximately
3 m) in front of the participants. All drawings were full frontal body
depictions (see Figure 1). On the lineup task, each trial consisted of
exposure to an initial perpetrator slide followed by a lineup slide con-
sisting of the perpetrator and three additional men. In all cases, the per-
petrator was present in the lineup. Thirteen trials (i.e., 26 slides) were

presented. The lineup task was introduced with the following instruc-
tions, which were read to participants by the experimenter:

This next task will measure your ability to recognize individuals in
lineups. First, I will show you a picture of a single individual; then,
I will show a lineup of four individuals. The previous individual
will be one of the four, but he may be dressed differently the second
time. \bur job is to call out which person is the same as the original
individual. The pictures will be shown for varying lengths of time.
I want you to call out numbers between 1 and 4 when answering;
the person on the left being person 1 and continuing right through
person four.

Despite these instructions, stimuli on both tasks were exposed at one
fixed duration at each level of task difficulty. On the lineup task, partic-
ipants were simply asked to indicate which individual in the lineup slide
had appeared previously on the perpetrator slide. Note that this oc-
curred after exposure to (i.e., in the absence of) the lineup slide.

The seven slides used in the description task consisted of full frontal
body drawings of two male figures. The description task was introduced
with the following instructions, which were read to participants:

On this final task, you will be shown slides of two individuals for
varying amounts of time. When looking at the individuals, I want
you to remember details of their appearances, because I will ask
you questions about them after the slide is turned off.

2 This moderator prediction can also be explained in terms used by
message-processing theories of persuasion (Chaiken, 1987; Kruglanski,
1989; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). When task difficulty is low, participants
should respond to a task of high importance (i.e., high involvement)
by attending carefully to their (clear) perceptions of the stimuli and
relatively less to the social cues from their fellows. In short, in this set-
ting, participants' heightened desire to process carefully and accurately
(under high task importance) can be fulfilled by focusing on their own
(adequate) perceptions of the stimuli. However, as task difficulty in-
creases, participants eventually should lose the ability to process ade-
quately the necessary stimuli regardless of their motivation to process
carefully. Under such conditions of high ambiguity, participants' best
guesses about an accurate response will often stem from information
regarding social consensus. Here a strong desire for accuracy should
lead to stronger attention to social cues from peers, because this may be
the only rational means of achieving judgment accuracy. This of course
would lead to greater social influence as task importance increases.

3 Di Vesta (1959) used a mixed set of stimuli, including Asch-like line
judgments as well as attitude and informational judgments. In accor-
dance with our argument (he reported less conformity under conditions
of high importance), his task seemed fairly easy, with baseline (i.e.,
control) error rates of less than 10% in both studies. Crowne and Liver-
ant's (1963) study (which found greater conformity under conditions
of high importance) required participants to distinguish the larger of
two groups of dots after a 1 -s exposure. Although the task was described
as unambiguous on the basis of pilot work, exposure times were brief (1
s vs. 5 s and 10 s in the easy conditions of the present research), and
participant confidence ratings on the trials averaged only 5.9 on a scale
of 1 to 10, suggesting that participants were somewhat uncertain. Fi-
nally, the finding that betting increased conformity was apparent only
among female participants. Men actually tended to conform less in the
betting condition. In the absence of a baseline control cell it is hard to
interpret these data. In Crutchfield's report (cited in Krech et al., 1962,
p. 209), task details are sketchy, but apparently a variety of judgment
types were used (opinions, facts, perceptions, etc.) of mixed difficulty
levels.
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Figure 1. Sample stimulus for the lineup task.

On the description task, participants were asked (just after exposure)
two (descriptive) questions per slide (e.g., "Which man was taller?"
"Did the man on the left wear glasses?" "Did either man wear a wrist
watch?" etc.). Thus, the description task involved responding (from
memory) to a total of 14 questions. The 26 lineup slides always pre-
ceded the 7 description task slides, and all slides were shown in a fixed
order to all participants.

Manipulation of task difficulty. Participants in the low-task-diffi-
culty condition viewed (both perpetrator and lineup) slides in the
lineup task for 5 s each and viewed slides in the description task for 10 s
each. In addition, these individuals were shown each lineup sequence
(i.e., perpetrator slide-lineup slide) twice before responding. In the
high-task-difficulty condition, participants viewed lineup task slides for
0.5s(once)and viewed description task slides for 1 s. The interstimulus
interval in the lineup condition was approximately 1 s (i.e., the time it
took for the slide projector to advance).

Baseline control study. We conducted a pilot study to establish a
baseline error rate. Baseline control participants (n = 30) entered the
experimental room in groups of 4 or 5 and were seated at individual
desks facing the projection screen, which was approximately 9 ft (3 m)
in front of them. On each of the desks were two sheets: a task response
sheet and a questionnaire. The experimenter told the participants that
they were participating in a pilot study on eyewitness testimony. They
were instructed that the university was interested in developing a test to
measure eyewitness accuracy, and they would be shown slides in which
they were to pick individuals from a lineup (lineup task) or remember
details of individuals' appearances (description task; see above).

Control participants viewed slides on the two lineup tasks under ei-
ther high or low difficulty conditions (see above). After each trial, par-
ticipants recorded their responses individually (and privately) on task
response sheets. At the conclusion of the tasks, participants were asked
to complete a questionnaire. The questionnaire contained four items
measuring participants' certainty on 7-point scales (see Dependent
measures section).

Study 1 procedure. Experimental participants in Study 1 waited
outside of the experimental laboratory with two confederates (who with
the experimenter were blind to all experimental hypotheses in both
Studies 1 and 2). Confederate teams were either all male or mixed gen-
der. As noted below, this did not affect conformity rates. All three were
met by the experimenter, who led them into the room. The two confed-
erates appropriated the first two chairs, leaving the chair on the far right
for the naive participant. Chairs were spaced 2 /3m(2f t ) apart. The
experimenter began by reading a short introduction on the inaccuracy
of eyewitness testimony. This was followed by one of two manipulations
of task importance (see below) and general instructions describing the
lineup task and the description task (see above). Participants completed
informed-consent forms at this point.

Participants were then briefly questioned by the experimenter to en-

sure that they correctly comprehended the various instructions. The
experimenter then presented the eyewitness identification trials. In the
four experimental conditions, the participants saw the same stimuli
with the same difficulty manipulations as in the control conditions. Ex-
perimental participants, however, called out their responses to each trial
orally, and the experimenter recorded the responses of the participant.
On all critical trials, the participant answered after the confederates. To
dispel suspicion, the order of responding was rotated on the noncritical
trials so that the participant answered first on several trials (see Crowne
& Liverant, 1963). Following the two eyewitness identification (i.e.,
conformity) tasks, participants were separated from confederates and
asked to complete a brief questionnaire assessing their perceptions of
certainty and task importance. They then received a full debriefing and
were informed that allocation of the prize money (to 12 students) would
be based on a lottery conducted after all sessions were completed.

Manipulation of low task importance. The experimenter read the
following instructions to participants in the low-importance condition:

This is a pilot study whose goal is to try and develop materials to
test eyewitness accuracy. It would be useful sometime in the future
to develop a test that lets us know how accurate people are as eye-
witnesses. Learning more about materials such as the ones you are
about to see is a first step in this process. At the moment we need
to see how well people can make identifications based on a series of
drawings we've developed. We have no useful norms yet on how
people respond to the drawings you will see. First we need to ex-
plore the best way to present the stimuli. In other words, we are
interested in learning more about the optimum conditions for pre-
senting the materials; such as lighting, time of exposure, and dis-
tance from the material. \bur reactions will give us some useful
hints about how to present this material to others.

Manipulation of high task importance. The experimenter read the
following instructions to participants in the high-importance condition:

Because of the importance of accuracy in eyewitness testimony, the
University of Iowa is currently upgrading a test we developed sev-
eral years ago measuring peoples' skill at identifying and remem-
bering details. The Iowa Witness Identification Test, or I.W.I.T., is
a test that measures your ability to accurately identify and describe
criminal suspects. The I.W.I.T. will soon be adopted by police de-
partments and courtrooms in cases involving eyewitness testi-
mony. Its primary use will be to discern good eyewitnesses from
poor ones. Over the next few weeks, we will be running research
participants such as yourselves through the revised I.W.I.T. to es-
tablish reliable norms. As a result, we hope that you try your best
on this test, because establishing accurate norms is crucial. Most
people do try hard on this test, because they are interested in seeing
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how good their eyewitness accuracy is compared to others. But, to
increase your interest in doing well on this test, we will be awarding
prizes of $20 at the end of the experimental testing period to the
research participants who score the highest in accuracy, \four
chances are approximately 1 in 12 of receiving the award.

Dependent measures. Four items were used to assess participant
certainty regarding the stimuli in both the baseline control study and in
Study 1. These items were included in the questionnaire administered
just after the eyewitness tasks and were as follows: "How certain were
you of your responses on these tasks?", "How difficult did you find the
tasks?", "If you were required to bet between $1 and $7 based on the
correctness of your response, what would your average bet be?", and
"To what extent were you guessing on these tasks?" Participants re-
sponded to these questions after each trial by marking 7-point scales
that ranged from not at all to extremely (with the exception of the bet-
ting question).

The final questionnaire also contained three items that measured par-
ticipants' perceptions regarding task importance. These items were:
"How hard did you try on these tasks?", "How much did you care about
giving correct responses in this study?", and "How much desire did you
have to be above average on these tasks?"

As above, all questions were answered on 7-point scales that ranged
from not at all to extremely. The questionnaires did not ask about each
task individually given that we were concerned only with a broad sense
of participants' perceptions of difficulty and motivation to be accurate.

The conformity score was defined as the number of trials in which
the participant offered the same (incorrect) response as the confeder-
ates. The lineup task consisted of seven critical trials (Trials 3, 5, 6, 9,
10, 11, and 13) and six filler trials. A critical trial was one in which
the confederates reported a unanimous incorrect choice. As a result,
conformity scores in the lineup task could vary from 0 to 7. The de-
scription task consisted of seven critical questions and seven filler ques-
tions. These were distributed so that for some slides confederates gave
two wrong answers, on others one wrong answer, and on others no wrong
answers. On the critical questions, the confederates were unanimously
wrong. On this task, too, participants could conform (i.e., report the
same incorrect answer as the confederates) up to seven times on each
task. Total conformity scores for each task were recorded as the mean
number of trials (out of a total of seven) in which participants con-
formed. Conformity scores are also occasionally discussed in terms of
the percentage of trials on which conformity occurred (to facilitate
comparison to Asch's [1951, 1956] classic research.

Results

Baseline control data. As an initial step, we examined the
control study data to check the effectiveness of the difficulty ma-
nipulation. For the lineup task in the low-difficulty condition,
participants answered correctly on 12.67 out of 13 trials (97%),
compared to Asch's (1951) rate of 98% correct. In the high-
difficulty condition, accuracy scores dropped to 9.41 out of 13
(72%). In addition, in the low-difficulty condition, participants'
mean score on the four certainty items on the baseline control
questionnaire (see above) was 5.23 (with 7 indicating very
certain); the mean rating in the high-difficulty condition
dropped to 3.40. We performed analyses of variance
(ANOVAs), which revealed that both the percentage correct,
F(\, 28) = 31.07, MSE = 2.57, p < .001, and participants'
confidence ratings, F( 1, 28) = 29.51, MSE = 0.85, p < .001,
were significantly lower in the high-difficulty compared with the
low-difficulty condition.

On the description task, in the low-difficulty condition, par-
ticipants answered correctly on 13.53 correct out of 14 trials
(97%). In the high-difficulty condition, accuracy dropped to
10.41 out of 14 (74%). An ANOVA indicated that this differ-
ence was significant, F( 1, 28) = 75.46, MSE = 0.97, p < .001.
Nevertheless, given the 72% (lineup task) and 74% (description
task) accuracy rates and intermediate confidence scores, it is
probably accurate to recognize that our high-difficulty condi-
tion was more akin to a moderate level of difficulty.

In addition to this verification of the difficulty manipulation,
we examined the control data to measure the baseline tendency
to choose those incorrect responses that would later be endorsed
by confederates. We refer to these below as baseline errors. Mea-
suring these errors permits us to compare the conformity errors
induced by confederates in the experimental conditions with
these baseline errors. Such baseline errors in the low-difficulty
condition were almost nonexistent, with an average of less than
1% on the seven critical trials in both tasks. Baseline errors in
the high-difficulty condition also were low, averaging 7% for the
lineup task and 26% for the description task.

Lineup task. As an initial step, we made a check on possible
gender differences, experimenter effects, and confederate team
effects on conformity and confidence. None were significant.
Consequently, male and female scores were collapsed within
each condition. Conformity rates on the experimental trials for
the lineup task are summarized in Figure 2. A 2 (task
importance) X 2 (task difficulty) ANOVA revealed a main
effect for task difficulty, F( 1,56) = 10.26, MSE = 2.47, p< .01,
with more conformity occurring in the high-difficulty condition
than in the low-difficulty condition. An interaction between
task difficulty and task importance also emerged, F(\, 56) =
8.26, p < .01. Planned follow-up procedures revealed that on
the low-difficulty task, increasing the stakes decreased confor-
mity, F{ 1, 56) = 4.37, p < .05, supporting our first hypothesis.
In the low-difficulty condition the conformity means were 2.33
(i.e., conformity on 2.33 or 33% of the seven critical trials) for
low task importance and 1.13 (16%) for high task importance.
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Figure 2. Study 1: Mean number of conforming trials by condition on
the lineup task.
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These conformity rates (i.e., errors) were significantly greater
than control baseline errors in the low-difficulty-control (no
confederate)condition(< 1%),F(1, 84) = 22.53,p< .01,and
F(l , 84) = 4.96, p < .05, for low and high importance,
respectively.

In the high-difficulty condition, planned follow-up proce-
dures revealed a significant increase in conformity as task im-
portance increased, F( 1, 56) = 3.88, p = .055, supporting our
second hypothesis. The conformity means were 2.47 (35% of
trials) for low task importance and 3.60 (51 % of trials) for high
task importance. These conformity rates were significantly
greater than the rate of 7% in the high-difficulty-control (no
confederate) condition, F( 1, 84) = 18.90, p < .001, and F( 1,
84) = 45.18, p < .0001, for low and high importance,
respectively.

Description task. Conformity rates for the description task
are presented in Figure 3. A 2 X 2 ANOVA revealed a main
effect for task difficulty, F( 1, 56) = 37.73, MSE = 2.42, p <
.001, indicating that the difficult condition produced more con-
formity than the easy condition. An interaction between judg-
ment difficulty and task importance also emerged, F( 1, 56) =
3.97, p < .051. Planned follow-up procedures revealed that in
the low-difficult condition, increasing the stakes decreased con-
formity, F(l , 56) = 4.46, p < .05, again supporting our first
hypothesis. The means were 2.13 (30% of trials) for low task
importance and 0.93 (13% of trials) for high task importance.
These conformity (error) rates were significantly greater than
the baseline rates of less than 1% seen in the low-difficulty (no-
confederate) control condition, F( 1, 84) = 17.88,p < .001, and
F{ 1, 84) = 3.62, p < .05, for low and high importance, respec-
tively. In the high-difficulty condition, there was a tendency for
conformity to increase as task importance increased (low im-
portance = 54% of trials; high importance = 60% of trials);
however, this effect failed to reach conventional levels of sig-
nificance, F(l , 56) = 0.50, p = .48. These conformity (i.e.,
error) rates for low and high task importance were significantly
greater than the baseline error rate of 26% observed in the high-
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Figure 3. Study 1: Mean number of conforming trials by condition on
the description task.

difficulty-control (no-confederate) condition, F(l, 84) =
14.73, p < .001, and F( 1, 84) = 21.71, p < .001, for low and
high task importance, respectively.

Questionnaire ratings of certainty and importance. At the
conclusion of both tasks, the participants were given question-
naires measuring their judgment certainty and the perceived
importance of the tasks. On 7-point scales (with higher scores
indicating more certainty), participants rated their certainty in
the easy (i.e., low-difficulty) condition to be higher than in the
difficult condition (Ms = 4.88 and 3.51, respectively), F( 1, 56)
= 29.81, p < .001. The participants' ratings of task importance,
however, yielded no significant differences between high- and
low-important conditions on any of the three measures of task
importance or on the sum of these three items, largest F( 1, 56)
= 1.30, MSE = 9.75, p = .30 (for the summed index). The
intercorrelations between these three measures vary from .39
to .41, suggesting a positive but modest relationship. The cell
means on this index were as follows: high task importance-low
task difficulty, M = 17.07; high task importance-high task
difficulty, M = 15.07; low task importance-low task difficulty,
M = 15.33; low task importance-high task difficulty, M =
15.33.

One possible explanation for these data is that participants
may have devalued the importance of the task in the high-
importance-high-difficulty condition as a means of rationaliz-
ing any poor performance on this more difficult task. In accord
with this post hoc interpretation, the first mean does differ mar-
ginally from the remaining three means, F{ 1, 56) = 3.85, p <
.06. Nevertheless, one must concede that the overall data pat-
tern on this index does not provide strong validation for the
effectiveness of this manipulation. On the other hand, despite
these disappointing manipulation check data, the fact that the
importance manipulation did affect conformity rates suggests
that the manipulation had some impact on participants. Also,
spontaneous comments of participants in postexperimental in-
terviews revealed that in the high-importance conditions (in
which financial rewards were mentioned), most participants
were excited by the possibility of winning the reward. To explore
this issue further, we collected some additional data to more
closely examine the impact of the importance manipulation.

Post hoc judgment data regarding task importance. Ninety-
four members of an undergraduate social psychology class
heard a brief description of Study 1 (described as a study of
eyewitness accuracy), saw one set of slides, and learned that the
original participants were Introductory Psychology students.
These post hoc control participants then were told that the orig-
inal participants had received instructions that corresponded to
the high- (or low-) task-importance instructions. Accordingly,
the post hoc controls read either the high- or low-task-impor-
tance manipulation and responded to several items assessing
task importance. The questions were as follows: "How much
effort would the average person (in this study) invest in per-
forming well?", "How motivated would the average person (in
this study) be to do his or her best?", "How much would the
average person (in this study) desire to be well above average in
eyewitness accuracy compared to others in the study (i.e., in the
top 12%)?", "How much pressure to perform well would the
average person (in this study) experience?", and "How valuable
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are the various inducements for performing accurately in this
situation?" These five items were rated on 9-point scales that
ranged from not at all to extremely. Three additional questions
had a 9-point semantic differential format. These questions
were based on the stem "How would the average person (in this
study) feel about the eyewitness tasks?" This stem question was
followed by three semantic differential scales assessing interest,
excitement, and effort (e.g., not interesting at all-extremely
interesting). This resulted in a total of eight questions. These
were summed to form a task importance index. The results in-
dicate that on this index, post hoc participants judged the task
to be more important and involving after reading the high-task-
importance manipulation (M = 52.84, SD = 6.56), as opposed
to reading the low-task-importance manipulation (M = 45.74,
SD = 8.90), t(93) = 4.32, p < .0001. This substantially raises
our confidence in the effectiveness of the task importance ma-
nipulation. This is particularly true given recent reports that
judgment studies of this type are quite accurate at estimating
manipulated differences in emotion and cognition (e.g., Miller
& Carlson, 1990; Miller, Lee, & Carlson, 1991).

Discussion

In Study 1 we examined how task importance affected con-
formity behavior. We had hypothesized that increasing task
importance would have opposite effects on conformity on easy
versus difficult tasks. We predicted that on the low-difficulty
task, an increase in task importance would lower conformity,
whereas on the difficult task increasing task importance would
heighten conformity. These hypotheses were generally sup-
ported by the data (although the positive relationship between
conformity and task importance under high task difficulty was
found only on the lineup task). It is noteworthy that the con-
formity rates (33% of trials for the lineup task and 30% of
trials for the description task) in the easy condition (without
any explicit incentives or rewards) closely approximate the
rates originally reported by Asch (1956; 33% of trials) with a
judgmental task of roughly this difficulty. When incentives for
accuracy were present, this rate dropped (p < .05) to 16% and
13% in the lineup and description tasks, respectively. Note,
however, that this still represents a significant (p < .05) degree
of social influence when compared with the error rate (< 1 %
in both tasks) of controls. This speaks to the power of social
influence. In this condition, conformity occurred in 16% of
lineup trials and 13% of description task trials, despite the fact
that the group norm was incorrect, the correct answer was ob-
vious, and that there were meaningful incentives for accuracy.
In short, under conditions of extremely low difficulty, increas-
ing task importance by offering psychological and financial in-
centives for accuracy significantly lowered, but did not com-
pletely eliminate, social influence. Our confidence in these
data is enhanced by the fact that Di Vesta (1959) reported a
similar effect in a study in which a task of low difficulty was
used.

The moderating effect of task difficulty is reflected by the fact
that the data pattern just described is reversed under conditions
of moderate task difficulty. Specifically, when task difficulty was
increased, high task importance increased the conformity ob-

served (p < .06), at least on the lineup task. As noted, our in-
terpretation of these data is that, when it is important to be
accurate and the task at hand is difficult, participants turn to
social feedback from others in an attempt to obtain cues regard-
ing the most apparently accurate response. As noted, this is
closely akin to Festinger's (1954) classic view regarding the im-
portant role of social reality in cases involving low objective
reality.

It is our feeling that this high-difficulty incentive effect is the
more interesting of the two simple effects comprising the Im-
portance X Difficulty interaction observed on these conformity
tasks. That is, it is not particularly surprising that substantial
incentives for accuracy lead people to resist influence from a
group of obviously inaccurate confederates, as was observed in
low-task-difficulty conditions. If people are paid for accuracy,
they become more accurate! As a result, the opposite outcome
in the high-difficulty conditions is both counterintuitive, and
personally counterproductive, for participants. The more im-
portant it is for them to be accurate, the more they are influ-
enced by an inaccurate group consensus. As noted, we think
this outcome has important empirical as well as pragmatic
implications.

Therefore, one disquieting note is that task importance (i.e.,
incentive) produced an increase in conformity in the difficult
condition only on the lineup task and then only at a borderline
level of statistical significance. As a result, we conducted Study
2 to permit replication and an examination of additional vari-
ables. Given the robust (and replicated) results observed in the
easy (low-difficult) condition (Di Vesta, 1959), and the desire
to increase power, Study 2 focused on only difficult conditions.
In this study we also eliminated the description task and added
several critical and filler trials to the lineup task in an attempt
to increase its reliability and power.

Moreover, Study 2 addressed an additional issue: the relation-
ship between conformity and postjudgment confidence. The
analysis of social influence processes, offered above, suggests
that when judgment difficulty is high, social cues become in-
creasingly important as indicators of judgmental correctness
(Festinger, 1954). If so, on ambiguous judgments individuals
may actually feel greater postresponse confidence in the accu-
racy of their judgments having conformed to an inaccurate
group norm than those who fail to conform. The thinking here
is that conformers have the comfort of social support, whereas
nonconformers have the scant comfort of their own unsup-
ported perception of a degraded or ambiguous stimulus. This
effect, however, should be most apparent when the task judg-
ment is difficult and the norm is strong, that is, when other
group numbers are unanimous and confident about their opin-
ions. To examine this issue, in Study 2 we manipulated the con-
fidence expressed by confederates and measured the postjudg-
ment confidence of participants after each trial. Both the issue
and the manipulation are relatively unique. A good number of
studies have examined how prejudgment confidence is related
to eventual conformity. This research follows the strategy of
manipulating either task difficulty (e.g., Deutsch & Gerard,
195 5) or participant confidence on a prior task (Julian, Regula,
& Hollander, 1968) and generally finds that when initial confi-
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dence can be inferred to be high (e.g., in easy conditions), sub-.
sequent conformity is lower.

Several other studies have examined how conformity relates
to an overall retrospective confidence score (collapsed over crit-
ical and noncritical trials) obtained after all conformity trials
are over (Campbell, Tesser, & Fairey, 1986; Hancock & Sorren-
tino, 1980; Kelley & Lamb, 1957; Meunier & Rule, 1967; Pen-
ner & Davis, 1969; Rule & Sandilands, 1969; Savell & Healey,
1969; Tesser, Campbell, & Mickler, 1983). The general finding
in this research is that conformity and confidence are negatively
related. This may be due to the fact that this research may have
focused on judgments of low difficulty (e.g., Campbell et al.,
1986; Hancock & Sorrentino, 1980).4 An alternative explana-
tion is that this research, with the exception of a study by
Crowne and Liverant (1963), used single-item retrospective
measures of confidence. Crowne and Liverant (1963) did ob-
tain confidence scores after each trial in one of their three con-
ditions and found that, here too, confidence and conformity
were negatively related. As noted elsewhere (see footnote 2),
however, there is some question regarding the difficulty level of
the judgment task used in this study. A second problem is that,
in this study, the betting data (obtained in another condition)
did not parallel the confidence reports. Highly compliant par-
ticipants (based on a median split) actually bet more (thereby
showing greater confidence) on trials on which they conformed
than on trials on which they did not conform. In sum, it is hard
to draw confident conclusions on the basis of these data. With
the exception of Crowne and Liverant's (1963) study, we are
unaware of other studies in which confidence was measured af-
ter each trial (particularly on judgments of high difficulty), and
we are not aware of any studies that manipulated confederate
confidence. In Study 2 we addressed both issues.

Study 2

Method

Overview. Study 2 was a 2 (task importance) X 2 (confederate
confidence) between-subject factorial with one additional baseline error
control cell. As in Study 1, this control condition allowed us to assess the
frequency with which individuals who responded privately happened to
make precisely the same errors made by the confederates in the experi-
mental conditions. This then established a baseline error (or con-
formity) score. All participants completed 20 trials of the lineup task
(under high-difficulty conditions) from Study 1 as well as confidence
ratings of each judgment.

Participants. Participants were 99 Introductory Psychology stu-
dents (45 men, 54 women) who participated in the study as one means
of fulfilling a course requirement. Four additional individuals were ex-
cluded because they surmised the general nature of the experiment (i.e.,
that it involved a nonindependence of judgment). Twenty-one students
were randomly assigned to the baseline control cells. Control partici-
pants were run in groups of 3 but, unlike experimental participants,
they made their judgments privately in writing. The remaining 78 indi-
viduals were randomly assigned to experimental conditions.

Materials. The stimuli and instructions were the same as those used
in the lineup task from Study 1. Seven additional sets of perpetrator/
lineup drawings were added, resulting in 40 slides in all. This permitted
10 filler trials and 10 critical trials (Trials 4, 6, 8, 9, 10, 12, 15, 17, 19,
and 20).

Level of judgment difficulty. All participants saw the slides under the
same conditions used in the high-difficulty condition in Study 1, that is,
a single 0.5-s exposure per slide.

Manipulation of task importance. This manipulation (and the gen-
eral cover story for the experiment) was the same as in Study 1.

Procedure. The procedure in Study 2 was the same as that used
in Study 1, with the following exceptions. First, participants privately
indicated their (postjudgment) confidence in each of their (oral) judg-
ments on a scale that ranged from 1 (not confident at all) to 7
(completely confident). These written responses were made just after
each trial. The internal consistency reliability (coefficient alpha) for
these ratings was .8. Second, to further camouflage the purpose of the
experiment, a tape recorder playing a jazz selection (Miles Davis: "Kind
of Blue") was turned on by the experimenter (at a moderately low level)
in all conditions as the lineup task began. This ostensible manipulation
was intended to divert attention from the study's true purpose by subtly
suggesting to participants that the study concerned the effect of music
on their eyewitness performance. Third, in one set of conditions (high
confederate confidence), confederates projected high confidence when
offering their estimates across filler and critical trials, whereas in the
other (low-confidence) condition, confederates projected a lack of con-
fidence on both critical and filler trials (see next section). A fourth
difference in the procedure of Study 2 is that participants were not asked
their perceptions of task importance, given the insensitivity of these
items in Study 1. A fifth difference was that the description task was
dropped from the procedure. This was based both on its insensitivity in
Study 1 (in the high-difficulty condition) as well as on the fact that it
differed qualitatively from standard conformity measures that require
either a continuous judgment (regarding number, distance, movement,
etc., e.g., Sherif, 1935) or matching a stimulus to a standard (e.g., Asch,
1956). In this regard, the lineup task seemed more directly analogous
to the classic Asch-type task. After participating in the 20 lineup task
trials, participants were thanked and debriefed. At the end of the Study
2, participants were selected by lottery to receive a $20 payment.

Manipulation of confederate confidence. In the low-confederate-
confidence condition, confederates often hesitated before offering an-
swers, used a tentative tone of voice, often offered their answers as ques-
tions (e.g., "Number 3?"), used verbal qualifiers (e.g., "Well... num-
ber 3, maybe"), verbally expressed uncertainty (e.g., "Gee I don't know
. . . number 3,1 guess"), used filled pauses ("Aaah, umm") and a vari-
ety of other nonverbal signs of uncertainty and confusion such as vigor-
ously exhaling on seeing the slide ("Phew"), head shaking, leaning for-
ward and peering at the slide, and so on. These low-confidence behaviors
were enacted on an ad lib basis by confederates so that confederates
were not repeating themselves precisely from trial to trial. On each low-
confidence trial (both critical and noncritical), each confederate was
instructed to express a lack of confidence through the use of two to three
low-confidence cues from the array described just above. In the high-
confederate-confidence condition, confederates offered their judgments
with little delay, in a confident tone of voice, using no qualifying re-
marks or filled pauses. These differences in confederate behavior took
place on all trials. In practice sessions there was 100% agreement among
six observers regarding when the confederates were implementing the
low- versus the high-confidence manipulation over 10 trials.

4 With few exceptions (e.g., Hancock & Sorrentino, 1980), generally
these published reports offer few details regarding task difficulty, partic-
ularly regarding baseline error rates. As a result, it is hard to be certain
regarding the difficulty used in this research. In some cases, however,
the nature of task exposure (e.g., the use of unspeeded judgments;
Campbell et al., 1986) suggests that the task judgments were often not
overly difficult.
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Results

Preliminary analyses. As in Study 1, an initial analysis as-
sessed possible differences involving participant gender and ex-
perimenter effects. We did not analyze confederate gender, given
that the great majority of sessions involved mixed gender con-
federate teams (n = 61) with only four sessions run with all-
male teams and 13 with all-female teams. In Study 1, however,
this factor did not produce significant differences in either con-
formity or confidence. The preliminary analyses showed no sig-
nificant main effects or interactions for experimenter or experi-
menter gender. Participant gender had no significant effect on
overall rates of conformity in experimental conditions (male
conformity M = 3.48; female conformity M= 3.65;F< l,ns).
Similarly, there were no differences between men and women in
the baseline control condition, with both genders having almost
identical rates of baseline "conformity" errors and rates of con-
fidence (men's "conformity" errors = 1.08, women's = 1.00;
confidence: male M = 4.74, female M = 4.73; F < 1). In the
four experimental conditions, however, there was a general ten-
dency for men to report more postjudgment confidence on both
critical and noncritical trials (Ms = 4.85 and 5.20, respectively)
than women (Ms = 4.25 and 4.41, respectively), critical trials
F( 1, 55) = 3.56, p = .067, neutral trials F(1, 55) = 5.92, p =
.019. Most critically, however, men and women were distributed
approximately equally across all four experimental conditions,
and participant gender did not come close to interacting with
treatments on either confidence or conformity (all Fs < 1).
Given this data pattern, the results reported below collapse over
participant gender, experimenter, and confederate gender.

Conformity. We analyzed the conformity and confidence
data with a 2 (task importance) X 2 (confederate confidence)
X 2 (trial block, i.e., first five trials vs. second five) ANOVA with
the first two factors being between-subject effects and the last a
within-subject effect. This analysis yielded three significant
main effects. Conformity was greater when confederates ex-
pressed confidence (M = 4.54) than when they did not (M =
2.95), F( 1,75) = 7.78, MSE = 6.10, p = .004, one-tailed. Con-
formity was greater when there were incentives for task accu-
racy (M = 4.30) than when there were no such incentives (M =
3.24), task importance F( 1, 75) = 3.58, p < .031, one-tailed,
and conformity was greater in the first block of five trials (M =
2.04) than in the second block of five trials (M = 1.70), trial
block F(l, 75) = 6.09, p < .02, two-tailed. No other main
effects or interactions were significant. See Table 1 for confor-
mity means by condition.

In a supplementary analysis we compared the four experi-
mental means and one control mean in an ANOVA with condi-
tion (5 levels) and trial blocks (2 levels) as factors. The condi-
tion effect was highly significant, F(4, 89) = 8.95, p < .0001.
Follow-up tests with Dunnette's F statistic (for testing all con-
ditions against a control condition, cf. Winer, 1962) indicated
that the mean conformity errors in the low-importance-low-
confederate-confidence condition did not differ from the base-
line error level observed in the control condition, t( 89) = 1.70.
The mean conformity errors in all three remaining experimen-
tal conditions, however, was significantly greater (p < .01 in all
cases) than the baseline "conformity" errors observed in the

Table 1
Study 2: Conformity Means by Condition

Task
importance

Low
High

Score

2.33
3.53

Low

n

18
19

Confederate confidence

SD

1.33
2.80

Score

4.05
5.00

High

n

20
21

SD

2.37
3.36

Note. Baseline error in control condition = 1.04 (n = 21, SD = 1.02).
Maximum possible conformity score = 10. As a result, the percentage
of conforming trials is computed by moving the decimal point one place
to the right, that is, conformity occurred on 50% of trials in the high-
high cell. Baseline error rate reflects the frequency with which baseline
control participants made the same errors as those endorsed by confed-
erates in the experimental cells.

control condition, lowest t{%9) = 3.35, Dunnette's critical val-
ues forp > .05 = 2.55, and forp < .01 = 3.04. There was also a
significant effect of trial blocks, F( 1, 89) = 8.18, p < .005, re-
flecting the fact that conformity was greater on the first block of
trials (see above).

Confidence on critical trials and confidence on neutral trials.
As noted, we analyzed the confidence data in the four experi-
mental conditions in the same manner as the conformity data
(i.e., a 3-way ANOVA). There were no main effects or interac-
tions that approached significance for either confidence on crit-
ical trials or confidence on neutral trials (all Fs < 1). The sup-
plementary ANOVA, which included the baseline-control cell
with the four experimental cells, revealed a significant main
effect of trial block, F( 1,89) = 6.24, p = .014, on confidence on
neutral trials. This main effect was qualified by a (5) Condition
X (2) Trial Blocks interaction, F( 4, 89) = 2.92, p = .025. These
effects reflect the fact that, on neutral trials, confidence in the
four experimental conditions (M = 4.72) generally was higher
than confidence in the control condition (M = 4.10) and that,
because of an increase in confidence in the four experimental
conditions in Trial Block 2, this effect was significantly more
pronounced in the second block of trials (control M = 4.05 vs.
average of experimental means M = 4.89). Thus, apparently
the availability of confederates as sources of social comparison
raised the confidence of experimental participants on neutral
trials (on which confederate responses were accurate). As
noted, this same pattern was apparent on Trial Block 1 (ns) and
over all trials, F(4, 89) = 2.043, p < .10 (see Table 2).

Correlations between conformity and confidence. One must
remember in interpreting the null confidence data on critical
trials that our interest in confidence is primarily in its relation-
ship to conformity. Although we would have been encouraged
if confidence on critical trials was higher in the experimental
cells (especially those involving confident confederates) than in
the control cell, this prediction was undermined by the fact that
on at least 50% of trials conformity did not occur. As a result,
participants disagreed with others on such trials. This type of
disagreement is unlikely to heighten confidence. Therefore, it is
essential to examine the correlations between conformity and
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Table 2
Confidence on Neutral Trials by Condition

Confederate confidence

Low High
Task

importance

Low
High

Score

4.51
4.68

n

18
19

SD

.98
1.14

Score

4.94
4.72

n

20
21

SD

1.00
1.40

Note. Mean confidence in baseline control condition was 4.10 (« = 21,
SD = .76). High scores = high confidence (possible range: 1-7).

confidence. These correlations are presented by condition in
Table 3.

As can be seen in Table 3, when confederates expressed con-
fidence in their judgments (i.e., in the high-confidence
condition), there was a moderately strong positive correlation
between participants' degree of conformity and their postjudg-
ment confidence on critical trials (mean r= A3,p< .005). This
positive relationship was reversed when confederates expressed
a lack of confidence. The average correlation (using the r-to-Z
table) in the two low-confidence cells is - . 33 {p < .025). Cor-
relations between conformity and confidence on neutral trials
tended to produce a similar data pattern, albeit somewhat less
significant and robust (average r in low-confidence conditions =
—.20, p < . 10; average r in high-confidence condition = .47, p <
.05). The positive correlation in the high-confederate-confi-
dence conditions indicates that participants reported greater
conformity in these conditions the more they conformed to an
inaccurate group consensus.

Effect size and joint probability data. Given the convergent
procedures used in Study 1 and Study 2 to manipulate task im-
portance and to assess its affects on conformity, meta-analytic
statistics regarding estimates of effect size and combined prob-
ability values are presented in Table 4. These data refer to out-
comes on the lineup task under high-difficulty conditions.

As Table 4 indicates, task importance produced a modest yet
quite statistically reliable impact on conformity across Studies
1 and 2—at least, as measured by the lineup task. The mean
effect size of .23 is generally viewed as a small effect (J. Cohen,
1977), yet the combined/? value (p = .004) is quite respectable.

Table 3
Study 2: Correlations Between Postjudgment Confidence
on Critical Trials and Conformity by Condition

Task
importance

Low
High

Low

r

-.035
-.573

Confederate confidena

P

.889

.01

r

A24
.437

High

P

.002

.041

Table 4
Meta-Analytic Data for Studies 1 and 2

Study

l
2

df

56
75

r Zr

.255 .261

.213 .216

P

.028

.031

Z

1.92
1.87

Note. Only the data for the difficult conditions in Study 1 are included.
Rosenthal (1991) recommended the use of one-tailed tests in cases
where outcomes are consistently in a predicted direction, as in the pres-
ent research. Combined effect size estimates: weighted combined Zr (by
df) = .235, r = .23; unweighted combined Zr = .239, r = .235. Com-
bined Z and p values: weighted Z (by df) = 2.647, p = .004, one-tailed;
unweighted Z = 2.68, p = .004, one-tailed. Zr = r to Z transformation.

General Discussion

The data of Study 2 add substantially to our confidence re-
garding the impact of task importance on conformity under
conditions of moderate to high judgment difficulty. Study 2 rep-
licated the counterintuitive finding of Study 1 that heightening
incentives for accuracy actually heightened participants' sus-
ceptibility to an inaccurate group consensus. Indeed, in Study
2 this effect was not significantly attenuated when confederates
indicated a general lack of confidence in their own judgments—
a condition that we originally thought might moderate the phe-
nomenon. Our explanation for these effects echoes Festinger's
(1954) arguments that when judgments cannot be verified ob-
jectively, individuals become increasingly reliant on social in-
formation to gauge the accuracy and appropriateness of their
views. As a result, if the motivation for accuracy increases on
such ambiguous judgments (whether due to incentives or
threats), one should be more likely to rely on such social cues
given that they often will be the only cues available regarding
accuracy (other than the inadequate stimulus cues). Such reli-
ance should be particularly strong when social cues seem most
reliable (i.e., when others are in consensus and seem confident
and capable regarding their judgments). The fact that in Study
2 even nonconfident confederates had greater impact under
conditions of high task importance may be due to the fact that
such confederates were in agreement. As a result, this consensus
may have been sufficiently convincing to outweigh their individ-
ual expressions of low confidence.5

In conditions in which confederates expressed low confi-
dence, one might be tempted to explain the relatively higher
conformity of participants in the high- (vs. low-) importance
condition in terms of an ineffective confidence manipulation.
Given the large overall effect of confederate confidence on con-

Note. Positive correlations indicate that greater conformity is associ-
ated with greater postjudgment confidence. The p values indicate
whether correlations differ from 0.

5 As noted in footnote 2, one could also easily rephrase this explana-
tion using modern theories of persuasion. Thus, Chaiken (1987) and
Petty and Cacioppo (1986) could characterize high task importance as
a manipulation of issue involvement that increases the desire for central
(or systematic) processing. This would lead to heightened reliance on
social cues given the unavailability (and unreliability) of objective in-
formation about the stimuli (Maheswaren & Chaiken, 1991; cf. Eagly
& Chaiken, 1993, for a discussion of accuracy motivation as a variable
in persuasion).
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formity, however (F = 7.7 8), coupled with the broad and salient
confederate behaviors involved in the manipulation, we think
that this explanation is implausible. Note that the strong impact
of confederate confidence on conformity in Study 2, though not
unexpected, is a unique finding in the conformity/social influ-
ence literature. We have been able to find no other research to
date investigating how this variable affects conformity.

One alternative explanation to the social influence explana-
tion we outline just above is that our results represent some
form of a choking effect (e.g., Baumeister, 1984). That is, with
the difficult task data, it is conceivable that the greater confor-
mity observed in Studies 1 and 2 under high task importance
simply reflect the fact that the task importance manipulation
increased task pressure on participants, thereby elevating errors
in general and making participants more responsive to errone-
ous social influence from confederates in particular.6 Fortu-
nately, there is a means of testing this alternative view. If choking
effects are occurring as opposed to social influence effects, in-
centive should elevate a variety of errors in addition to the errors
advocated by the confederates. In addition, this should be true
on noncritical trials as well as on critical trials. A post hoc anal-
ysis of errors other than those advocated by the confederates
(i.e., independent errors) indicated no support for this view. In
these analyses, independent errors are defined as the sum of
those errors on critical trials that do not agree with confederate
responses and any errors occurring on noncritical trials (in
which confederates offer correct responses). When these inde-
pendent errors serve as the dependent variable, there are no
choking effects (i.e., more errors under greater incentive) that
approach significance on either the lineup task (in Studies 1 and
2) or the description task (in Study 1) .7 Indeed, contrary to the
choking hypothesis, the largest difference found in these analy-
ses (on the lineup task in Study 1) indicates that independent
errors of this type are more likely to occur in the low-task-im-
portance condition (M = 2.53 of a possible 13) rather than in
the high-task-importance condition {M = 1.67), F(\, 28) =
2.56, p = .13. In short, the presence of both ego-based and fi-
nancial incentives (in the high-importance conditions) did not
increase the presence of independent errors as one would expect
if errors in Studies 1 and 2 represented a form of choking. As a
result, we think the data of Studies 1 and 2 are best viewed as
social influence phenomena. This interpretation is supported
by the correlational relationship between conformity and par-
ticipant confidence reported in Study 2.

The positive correlations observed in the high-confederate-
confidence conditions between participants' postjudgment con-
fidence and whether participants conformed on a particular
trial are congruent with Festinger's (1954) notion that confor-
mity (i.e., achieving group unanimity) often serves as a means
of reducing uncertainty. Of course, it is hard to establish cau-
sality from these correlational data, but it is interesting that
when perceived group consensus is experimentally manipu-
lated, its presence serves to heighten participant confidence
(Baron et al., in press; Goethals & Nelson, 1973; Orive, 1988).
In the present research, however, this uncertainty reduction
effect was either eliminated or significantly reversed in cases
where confederates appeared to have doubts about their own
judgments. Thus, in the high-importance-low-confederate-

confidence condition, conformity was associated with lower
confidence (r = -.57). Given that participants in this condition
responded with relatively greater conformity (35%) than that
exhibited by participants in the low-importance-low-confeder-
ate-confidence conditions (23%), it is hard to characterize the
impact of task importance on conformity solely as a simple un-
certainty reduction process. In these cells, conformity tended to
increase as a function of task importance despite the fact that
such conformity (to a hesitant and incorrect group of
confederates) led to an increase in participant uncertainty.
Here it seems that, rather than the individual being confident
that the group is correct, participants are tentatively hoping
(despite their doubts) that "all those people can't be wrong."
The fact that their conformity tends to increase as task accuracy
becomes more important despite these misgivings suggests that
the cues provided by social consensus represent some of the
only hints participants can access regarding judgment accuracy.
Thus, these cues must be used if accuracy is crucial.

On the other hand, the positive conformity-confidence cor-
relations observed in conditions where confederates acted with
confidence and enthusiasm indicates that not only will a major-
ity consensus often be capable of misleading individuals into
inaccurate, irrational, or unjustified judgments, but that such
consensus can produce heightened confidence in such judg-
ments as well. These data then provide insight into social influ-
ence techniques seen in a variety of settings, from TV's gushy
group infomercials to religious indoctrination where care is
taken to surround recruits with nothing but enthusiastic "guru-
struck" disciples. Our data suggest that so long as the judgments
are difficult or ambiguous, and the influencing agents are united
and confident, increasing the importance of accuracy will
heighten confidence as well as conformity—a dangerous
combination.

Although our discussion has emphasized how increasing task
importance (motivation for accuracy) can lead to increased
conformity, the results from Study 1 make it clear that such an
effect will be distinctly moderated by task difficulty. In that
study, in two separate tasks, high task importance (i.e., incen-
tives for accuracy) led to less conformity provided that task
difficulty was low. At one level, this is a sensible and straightfor-
ward prediction in that people are more likely to resist an obvi-
ously incorrect group norm when there are several meaningful
(ego-related and financial) incentives to be accurate. Neverthe-
less, those of us who wish to defend the power (and importance)
of social influence can point to the fact that on both the lineup
and description tasks, the number of confederate-induced er-
rors, though low in these conditions, still significantly exceeded
the base rate for such errors established in the control cells.
Thus, even on fairly easy and obvious task judgments, incen-
tives for accuracy do not completely eliminate the impact of

6 We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this line of
inquiry.

7 Similar nonsignificant results occur when independent errors in
critical and noncritical trials are analyzed separately. The highest F in
these analyses occurred in Study 2 in the analysis of independent errors
occurring on critical trials (high-task-importance errors M = 2.56; low-
task-importance errors Af = 2.36), F( 1, 74) = 1.24,p = .30.
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social influence even when that influence is misguided and in-
accurate. One needs an even stronger cautionary note in dis-
cussing the implications of the results found with tasks of high
judgmental difficulty. These data belie any optimistic view that
illogical, inaccurate, emotional, or nonfactual social influence
attempts will fall flat when such a judgment has important con-
sequences. The present results suggest that given even a modest
degree of ambiguity, increasing the importance of a given judg-
ment offers no corrective influence against an inaccurate ma-
jority and, if anything, appears to increase their influence. From
one perspective, this is good news in that it documents that so-
cial influence phenomena are powerful effects with intriguing
counterintuitive pragmatic implications. From a more basic
perspective, however, it is disquieting because it illustrates that,
given a modicum of ambiguity, our susceptibility to social ma-
nipulation is not minimized just because we have substantial
vested interest in an issue or judgment. Rather, that vested in-
terest appears to be capable of enhancing the impact of such
influence both in terms of conformity and subjective confidence
concerning that conformity.
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