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Informational Social Influence

Informational Social Influence

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology

1. Core Definition

Informational social influence is a psychological phenomenon that describes the tendency of
individuals to look to the behaviors and opinions of others as a source of accurate information,
especially in ambiguous or uncertain situations. This type of influence occurs when people
genuinely believe that others' interpretations of an ambiguous situation are more correct than their
own, and will help them choose an appropriate course of action. It is rooted in the fundamental
human desire to be accurate and make correct decisions, leading individuals to internalize the
views or actions of the group or others perceived as knowledgeable.

The core mechanism of informational social influence involves a cognitive process where
individuals actively seek out data from their social environment. When faced with a novel or
complex situation where objective cues are lacking or unclear, observing how others react or
behave provides valuable context and guidance. This observational learning serves as a heuristic,
allowing individuals to infer the correct or appropriate response based on the collective wisdom or
perceived expertise of those around them. The influence is particularly potent because it often
results in private acceptance, meaning the individual genuinely changes their beliefs or attitudes
to align with the group, not merely complying publicly.

For instance, imagine traveling to an unfamiliar country or even, as in a hypothetical example, to
another planet. Upon arriving, you are invited to a local sporting event that features rules, customs,
and displays of emotion entirely different from anything you have ever encountered. In such a
scenario, you would likely be unsure when to cheer, boo, or even what constitutes a significant
play. Lacking an internal frame of reference, you would naturally observe the reactions of the
native inhabitants or other experienced attendees. Their collective behaviors--when they erupt in
cheers, when they express disappointment, or how they follow the game--would serve as crucial
information, guiding your own emotional responses and conduct. This process is a direct
illustration of informational social influence at play, where you seek information from your social
surroundings to inform and ultimately influence your behavior.

2. Historical Development and Key Research

The study of informational social influence has deep roots within the field of social psychology,
emerging from early investigations into conformity and group dynamics. While the precise term
may have evolved, the underlying principles were first rigorously explored in the mid-20th century.
Pioneers in social psychology sought to understand why individuals would abandon their own
judgments in favor of a group's, distinguishing between different motivations for such behavior.
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This distinction laid the groundwork for separating influence based on the desire to be correct from
influence based on the desire to be accepted.

One of the seminal studies illustrating informational social influence was conducted by Muzafer
Sherif in 1935, utilizing the autokinetic effect. The autokinetic effect is an optical illusion where a

stationary point of light in a dark room appears to move because there is no frame of reference.
Sherif brought participants into a dark room and asked them to estimate how far the light moved.
When individuals performed the task alone, their estimates varied widely. However, when
participants were placed in a group and asked to give their estimates aloud, their individual
judgments converged to a common group norm. Crucially, when these participants were later
tested alone again, they continued to use the group's norm as their frame of reference. This
demonstrated that they had genuinely internalized the group's perspective, suggesting a deep-
seated belief change driven by the informational value of others' responses in an ambiguous
situation.

While Solomon Asch's conformity experiments (1950s) are often cited as prime examples of

normative social influence, they also revealed aspects of informational influence under certain
conditions. Asch's studies involved participants judging the length of lines, a seemingly
unambiguous task. However, in variations where the stimuli were made more ambiguous, or when
participants felt less confident in their own judgments, the likelihood of informational influence
increased. These foundational studies by Sherif and Asch provided the empirical basis for
understanding how and why individuals rely on others as sources of information, establishing
informational social influence as a cornerstone concept in understanding social cognition and
behavior.

3. Key Characteristics and Mechanisms

Informational social influence is characterized by several distinct features that differentiate it from
other forms of social influence. Primarily, its driving force is the individual's desire for accuracy or
correctness. When people are unsure about how to interpret a situation or what action to take, they
are motivated to gather as much reliable information as possible, and others' behaviors often serve
as a readily available and seemingly credible source. This pursuit of objective truth or the most
appropriate response underpins the entire process.

Another key characteristic is that informational social influence tends to lead to private
acceptance rather than mere public compliance. When an individual succumbs to informational
influence, they genuinely come to believe that the group's perspective or behavior is the correct
one. This internalization means that the new belief or behavior is adopted even in the absence of
the influencing group, as demonstrated in Sherif's autokinetic studies where participants continued
to use the group norm when later alone. This contrasts sharply with public compliance, where
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individuals outwardly conform but privately maintain their original views.

The mechanism often involves the perception of others as knowledgeable or expert. Individuals
are more likely to be swayed by informational influence if they believe that the people they are
observing possess greater expertise, experience, or information relevant to the situation. This can
be explicit, such as following the advice of a recognized expert, or implicit, such as assuming that
the majority in a novel situation must know something you don't. The perceived validity of the
information, stemming from its source, plays a critical role in determining the extent of the
influence.

4. Significance and Impact

The concept of informational social influence holds immense significance in understanding a wide
range of human behaviors and societal phenomena. It provides a fundamental explanation for how
individuals learn and adopt social norms, especially in cultures that emphasize collective wisdom
or when traversing new social landscapes. By observing others, individuals acquire the implicit
rules and expected behaviors necessary to function effectively within a given group or society,
thereby facilitating social cohesion and reducing uncertainty in daily interactions.

Beyond the acquisition of norms, informational social influence profoundly impacts decision-making
processes, from mundane daily choices to significant life events. Whether it's choosing a
restaurant based on its crowd size, deciding which brand of a product to buy after reading online
reviews, or even making complex medical or financial decisions by observing others' actions or
seeking expert consensus, the reliance on others as a source of information is pervasive. This form
of influence acts as a cognitive shortcut, allowing individuals to navigate complex environments
without having to individually process every piece of information, thus enhancing efficiency in
decision-making, albeit with potential risks.

Furthermore, informational social influence helps explain critical social phenomena such as
groupthink and the bystander effect. In cases of groupthink, a group's desire for harmony can lead
individuals to suppress dissenting opinions and conform to a perceived consensus, partly due to
the assumption that the majority must possess the correct information, especially under stress or
strong leadership. Similarly, the bystander effect, where individuals are less likely to offer help in

an emergency when others are present, is often exacerbated by informational influence; if no one
else is reacting, it is interpreted as a signal that the situation is not truly an emergency, leading to
diffusion of responsibility and inaction.

5. Distinction from Normative Social Influence

While both informational social influence and normative social influence describe ways in
which individuals conform to group pressures, they are driven by distinct motivations and lead to
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different outcomes. The primary distinction lies in the underlying goal of the conforming individual.
Informational influence stems from the desire to be correct, accurate, or make the right decision,
especially in ambiguous situations where one genuinely believes others possess more accurate
information. It often results in private acceptance, where the individual changes their internal
beliefs to align with the group.

In contrast, normative social influence arises from the desire to be accepted, liked, or to avoid
disapproval and rejection from a group. This type of influence is driven by the need for social
approval and belonging, leading individuals to conform to group norms even when they privately
disagree with them. Normative influence typically results in public compliance, meaning the
individual conforms outwardly but maintains their private beliefs. For example, someone might
laugh at a joke they don't find funny just to fit in with a group (normative influence), whereas
someone else might genuinely adopt a group's opinion on a complex political issue after hearing
their arguments (informational influence).

Although distinct in their theoretical underpinnings, these two forms of social influence are not
mutually exclusive and often operate in tandem in real-world scenarios. An individual might initially
conform to a group's behavior due to normative pressures (to fit in), but over time, if the situation is
ambiguous and the group's actions consistently provide a coherent model, they might also begin to
privately accept the group's perspective due to informational influence. Understanding this
interplay is crucial for a comprehensive analysis of social conformity and group dynamics, as both
motivations contribute significantly to the shaping of individual behavior within social contexts.

6. Factors Influencing Informational Social Influence

Several factors significantly amplify or diminish the likelihood and strength of informational social
influence. One of the most critical determinants is the level of ambiguity or uncertainty in a
situation. When individuals face novel, complex, or ill-defined circumstances, they lack clear
internal guidelines for behavior or judgment. In such ambiguous environments, the actions and
opinions of others become highly salient and are perceived as more valuable sources of
information, increasing the propensity for informational influence. Conversely, in clear and
unambiguous situations, individuals are less likely to rely on others' judgments.

Another powerful factor is the perceived expertise or knowledge of others. If the individuals in a
group are regarded as experts, highly informed, or possess specialized knowledge relevant to the
situation, their influence as informational sources increases dramatically. For instance, in a medical
emergency, people are far more likely to follow the instructions of a doctor than a layperson.
Similarly, if a group appears to be composed of individuals who are confident and seemingly well-
informed, their collective behavior carries more weight as a credible source of information, even if
their expertise is only implicitly assumed.
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Furthermore, the presence of a crisis or urgency can heighten informational social influence. In
high-stakes situations that require immediate action, individuals often experience increased anxiety
and a strong need for rapid decision-making. This pressure reduces the time available for careful
deliberation, making people more susceptible to looking to others for quick cues on how to
respond. In emergencies, observing the reactions (or lack thereof) of those around can quickly
shape one's own perception of the danger and appropriate course of action, sometimes leading to
positive outcomes (e.g., following an evacuation) or negative ones (e.g., mass panic or inaction).

7. Real-World Applications and Examples

The principles of informational social influence are observable across a multitude of real-world
scenarios, shaping everyday behaviors and critical decisions. Beyond the hypothetical alien
encounter, one common application is in consumer behavior. When purchasing a new product,
especially one that is complex or expensive, consumers often consult online reviews, testimonials,
or observe what others are buying. The consensus among reviewers or the popularity of a product
serves as powerful informational cues, suggesting that many others have found the product
satisfactory, thus influencing the individual's purchasing decision by reducing perceived risk and
uncertainty.

In emergency situations, informational social influence plays a critical, sometimes life-saving,
role. Imagine being in a crowded building when an unfamiliar alarm sounds. If everyone around
you remains calm and continues with their activities, you are likely to interpret the alarm as a drill or
a false alert, thus remaining calm yourself. Conversely, if a few people panic and start rushing
towards exits, you might quickly assess the situation as a genuine threat and follow their lead,
even without explicit information about the danger. This highlights how collective interpretation of a
crisis can rapidly disseminate and dictate individual responses.

Another significant area of application is in learning and adaptation to new environments, such
as starting a new job, attending a new school, or moving to a different culture. In these contexts,
individuals are initially unfamiliar with the prevailing norms, customs, and expectations. They
frequently rely on observing the behavior of colleagues, classmates, or locals to understand
appropriate conduct, dress codes, communication styles, and work ethics. This observational
learning, driven by informational influence, facilitates rapid integration and competence within the
new social setting, illustrating its adaptive function in navigating social complexity.

8. Debates and Criticisms

While informational social influence is a widely accepted and empirically supported concept in
social psychology, debates often center on its precise boundaries and interactions with other forms
of influence. One ongoing discussion involves the challenge of empirically separating informational
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influence from normative influence in real-world settings. Human behavior is rarely driven by a
single, pure motivation; individuals often experience both the desire to be correct and the desire to
be accepted simultaneously. For instance, conforming to an expert's opinion might be driven by the
belief in their superior knowledge (informational) but also by the desire to avoid appearing ignorant
(normative). Researchers continue to refine methodologies to isolate these different motivational
pathways.

Another point of contention or area for critical consideration involves the potential for informational
social influence to lead to negative outcomes. While it serves a valuable function in reducing
uncertainty and promoting adaptive behavior, it can also contribute to the spread of misinformation,
mass hysteria, or conformity to harmful behaviors. If the "information" provided by the group is
incorrect, biased, or based on flawed reasoning, individuals relying on this information may adopt
erroneous beliefs or engage in detrimental actions. Examples include financial bubbles driven by
herd mentality, the propagation of urban legends, or the inaction in emergencies due to pluralistic
ignorance (where everyone privately rejects a norm but assumes others accept it, leading to
collective inaction based on a false consensus).

Furthermore, some criticisms touch upon the potential oversimplification of complex social
interactions when categorizing them into distinct types of influence. Critics might argue that social
reality is more fluid and nuanced, with influence operating on a spectrum rather than through
discrete channels. The cognitive processes involved in evaluating others' information can also be
influenced by individual differences in personality, self-esteem, cognitive style, and prior
experiences, which are not always fully captured by the broad categorization of informational
influence. Despite these debates, the concept remains indispensable for understanding the
pervasive power of social context in shaping individual thought and action.

9. Research and Key Studies

The understanding of informational social influence has been significantly advanced through a
series of foundational and contemporary research studies that have illuminated its mechanisms
and conditions. As previously mentioned, Muzafer Sherif's autokinetic effect experiment (1935)

stands as a classic demonstration. In this study, participants, when placed in groups, converged on
a common estimate for the perceived movement of a stationary light, and critically, they maintained
this group norm when later tested individually. This internalization of the group's judgment provided
strong evidence for private acceptance, a hallmark of informational influence, where individuals
genuinely believed the group's interpretation was correct in an ambiguous situation.

While often associated with normative influence, Solomon Asch's conformity experiments (1951,

1956) also indirectly contributed to the understanding of informational influence. Although Asch's
primary goal was to demonstrate normative pressure, variations of his studies where the stimulus
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(line length) was made more ambiguous showed an increase in participants' reliance on the
group's judgment for accurate information. When the correct answer was less obvious, participants
were more likely to genuinely doubt their own perceptions and turn to the group as a source of
truth, thereby illustrating the interplay between ambiguity and the desire for accuracy in driving
conformity.

Beyond these seminal works, subsequent research has expanded on the factors that moderate
informational influence, such as the perceived competence of the source, the importance of the
decision, and individual differences in need for cognition or self-monitoring. Studies in areas like
social proof, observational learning, and the psychology of crowds continue to provide empirical
evidence for how people rely on others' behaviors and opinions to navigate uncertainty, make
informed decisions, and shape their understanding of the world. This ongoing research ensures
that the concept of informational social influence remains a dynamic and evolving area of inquiry
within social psychology.
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