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informational social influence ap psychology definition is a fundamental
concept in social psychology that explores how individuals change their
behaviors, attitudes, or beliefs due to the influence of others. This
phenomenon is particularly relevant in the context of AP Psychology, where
understanding the dynamics of social interactions is crucial for grasping
human behavior. In this article, we will delve into the definition of
informational social influence, its theoretical underpinnings, how it differs
from other forms of social influence, and its implications in real-world
situations. We will also explore classic experiments that illustrate this
concept and discuss its relevance in various aspects of life, from conformity
to group dynamics.

To better navigate this topic, here’s a brief overview of what we will cover:

Definition of Informational Social Influence

Theoretical Background

Differences Between Informational and Normative Social Influence

Classic Experiments Demonstrating Informational Social Influence

Real-World Applications of Informational Social Influence

Conclusion

Definition of Informational Social Influence

Informational social influence refers to a psychological phenomenon where
individuals conform to the beliefs, opinions, or behaviors of others in
situations where they are uncertain about what is correct or appropriate.
This type of influence is driven by the desire to be accurate and to make
informed decisions. When faced with ambiguity, people often look to others
for guidance, assuming that others possess more accurate information.

This concept can be seen in various contexts, from academic environments to
everyday social interactions. For instance, students may rely on peers when
studying in groups, believing that their classmates might have a better grasp
of the material. Similarly, during a crisis or emergency, individuals often
look to the behavior of others to gauge how to respond, which can lead to
either appropriate or inappropriate actions based on the collective behavior
of the group.

It’s important to note that informational social influence can lead to both
private acceptance and public compliance. Private acceptance occurs when a
person genuinely believes in the information they've learned from others,
while public compliance happens when someone outwardly conforms without
necessarily changing their private beliefs.



Theoretical Background

The roots of informational social influence lie in social psychology and the
study of human behavior in groups. The concept emerged from the understanding
that individuals are social beings who thrive on interaction and
communication. Several theories support the notion of informational social
influence, including:

Social Comparison Theory

This theory posits that individuals determine their own social and personal
worth based on how they stack up against others. When uncertain, people
engage in social comparison to seek information about the appropriate
behavior or beliefs. This often leads them to conform to the views of others
whom they perceive as more knowledgeable or experienced.

Uncertainty Reduction Theory

This theory suggests that individuals have a fundamental need to reduce
uncertainty in social situations. When faced with ambiguity, they look to
others for cues on how to behave, leading to a reliance on the opinions and
behaviors of those around them. This reliance can become a source of
informational social influence as individuals seek to navigate uncertain
environments.

Differences Between Informational and Normative
Social Influence

While both informational and normative social influence involve conforming to
the behavior of others, they stem from different motivations and contexts.

Informational Social Influence

- Driven by the desire to be correct or informed.
- Occurs in situations of ambiguity or uncertainty.
- Often results in private acceptance of new beliefs or behaviors.

Normative Social Influence

- Driven by the desire to fit in or be accepted by a group.
- Occurs in situations where social norms are established.
- Typically leads to public compliance without necessarily changing private
beliefs.

Understanding these distinctions is crucial for comprehending the dynamics of
social influence and how they affect behavior in various situations. For
example, a student may study a certain method because they believe it is the



best (informational), while another may use it simply to fit in with their
peers (normative).

Classic Experiments Demonstrating Informational
Social Influence

Psychologists have conducted several landmark studies that illustrate the
mechanisms of informational social influence. Two of the most notable
experiments are:

Solomon Asch’s Conformity Experiment

In the 1950s, Solomon Asch conducted a series of experiments to investigate
the extent to which social pressure from a majority group could influence a
person to conform. Participants were asked to match the length of a line to
three comparison lines. When confederates (people in on the experiment)
intentionally chose the wrong line, many participants conformed to the
group’s incorrect answer, demonstrating the power of social influence.
Although this study primarily highlights normative influence, it also touches
on informational influence, as participants may have doubted their own
perceptions in the face of a unanimous group.

Sherif’s Autokinetic Effect Experiment

Another classic study was conducted by Muzafer Sherif in the 1930s.
Participants were placed in a dark room and asked to judge the movement of a
stationary point of light, which was an optical illusion. Individual
judgments varied widely, but when participants were placed in groups, their
estimates converged to a common norm over time. This experiment clearly
illustrates how individuals look to others for information when they are
unsure, showcasing the core concept of informational social influence.

Real-World Applications of Informational Social
Influence

Informational social influence is not just a theoretical concept; it has
practical implications across various domains of life. Here are some
examples:

Education

In educational settings, students often rely on peers for help and
clarification. Group discussions can enhance understanding as students share
knowledge and perspectives, illustrating how informational influence leads to
deeper learning and comprehension.



Workplace Dynamics

In the workplace, employees may look to colleagues for guidance on best
practices, especially when facing new tasks or projects. This reliance can
foster a collaborative environment where information is shared, ultimately
leading to better performance and innovation.

Consumer Behavior

When making purchasing decisions, individuals often seek out reviews and
opinions from others. Informational social influence plays a significant role
in shaping consumer choices, as people tend to trust the experiences and
recommendations of others, especially in ambiguous purchasing situations.

Public Health and Safety

In times of crisis, such as natural disasters or public health emergencies,
people often look to the actions of others to determine how to respond. This
can be seen in evacuation behaviors during hurricanes or adherence to health
guidelines during pandemics, where individuals rely on the behaviors of
others to inform their own actions.

Conclusion

Informational social influence is a powerful force in shaping human behavior.
By understanding its definition, theoretical background, and real-world
applications, we can better appreciate how individuals navigate their social
environments. This form of social influence operates on the premise that we
often seek the guidance of others when faced with uncertainty, leading us to
conform in ways that may enhance our understanding and decision-making.

As we reflect on the various contexts in which informational social influence
manifests, it becomes clear that this concept is integral to human
interaction. From education to workplace dynamics, the influence of others is
a fundamental part of our social fabric, guiding us as we seek to make sense
of the world around us.

Q: What is the main difference between informational
and normative social influence?
A: The main difference lies in their motivations. Informational social
influence is driven by the desire to be correct and informed, often occurring
in ambiguous situations, while normative social influence is motivated by the
desire to fit in and be accepted by a group, typically in well-defined social
contexts.

Q: Can informational social influence lead to long-



term behavior change?
A: Yes, informational social influence can lead to long-term behavior change
when individuals genuinely accept the information or behavior of others,
resulting in private acceptance of new beliefs or practices.

Q: How does social comparison theory relate to
informational social influence?
A: Social comparison theory suggests that individuals assess their own
beliefs and behaviors by comparing themselves to others. This comparison
often leads them to adopt the views of those they perceive as more
knowledgeable, illustrating the concept of informational social influence.

Q: Are there any negative consequences of relying on
informational social influence?
A: Yes, relying on informational social influence can lead to negative
consequences, such as adopting incorrect beliefs or behaviors if the
information provided by others is misleading or inaccurate.

Q: In what ways does the workplace exemplify
informational social influence?
A: In the workplace, employees often seek guidance from colleagues when faced
with new challenges or tasks. This reliance fosters collaboration and
enhances overall productivity, as individuals look to peers for the most
effective practices.

Q: What role does informational social influence play
in consumer behavior?
A: Informational social influence significantly impacts consumer behavior, as
individuals frequently rely on reviews and recommendations from others to
make informed purchasing decisions, particularly in uncertain situations.

Q: How do classic experiments demonstrate the effects
of informational social influence?
A: Classic experiments, such as Sherif’s autokinetic effect study and Asch’s
conformity experiment, illustrate how individuals conform to the beliefs and
behaviors of others when they are uncertain, highlighting the fundamental
mechanisms of informational social influence.

Q: Can informational social influence occur in online
environments?
A: Absolutely. Informational social influence is prevalent in online
environments, where individuals often rely on social media, forums, and
reviews to guide their opinions and behaviors, particularly regarding



products and trends.

Q: What strategies can individuals use to resist
unwanted informational social influence?
A: Individuals can resist unwanted informational social influence by
critically evaluating the information they receive, seeking diverse
perspectives, and relying on their own knowledge and experiences to inform
their beliefs and actions.
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