
 

 

Key study: Piliavin’s subway study (1969) 
 
Aim: To investigate whether the appearance of a victim 
would influence helping behavior 
 
Method: An actor pretender to collapse in a train carriage. 
38 of the trials he appeared to be drunk and in 65 of the 
trials he appeared sober and carrying a walking stick. 
Observers recorded how often and how quickly the victim 
was helped. 
 
Results: Appeared drunk  helped within 70 seconds 50% 
of the time. Walking stick  helped within 70 seconds 95% of 
the time 
 
 Helps us to understand the cost of helping 
 Natural setting reflecting real life behavior  
 
 Conducted in America  Can’t be generalised  
 Rural areas more likely to help than urban areas 
 Pilivian’s research does not support past research  
 

What is conformity? 
 

Conformity: A change in our opinions or behavior to fit 
in social norms or as a result of perceived group 
pressure 
 
Dispositional factors: Internal personal characteristics 
that may affect how a person will behave  
 
Informational social influence: Changing behavior or 
opinions because we think that people have superior 
knowledge to us 
 
Normative social influence: Changing behavior or 
opinions because we want to fit in and be accepted by 
others 
 
 

Key study: Asch’s conformity study 
 
 
 
Aim: To investigate if people would conform to the opinions 
of others to give an answer that they knew to be wrong  
 
Method: Groups of 7-9 people shown sets of 4 lines and a 
standard comparison line and were asked which line was 
the most similar to comparison line. Only one participant in 
the study was a real participant and answered first giving 
the incorrect response on 12-18 sets. 
 
Results: Participants conformed 37% of the time and gave 
an incorrect answer 
 
 
 
 
 

Asch: Evaluation 
 
 Demonstrates the extent to which 
people will conform in social situations 
 
 Lab experiment  High control  
 
 Lab experiment  unnatural setting not 
reflective of real life 
 
 The task had no personal significance  
 
  Findings can’t be generalized across 
cultures 
 
 

What is obedience? 
 
Obedience: Following the orders of an authority figure  
 
Milgram’s agency theory: The idea that a person will 
obey an authority figure when they feel the authority 
figure will take responsibility for the actions. 
 
 

Social Factors affecting obedience: 
 
Authority: When the person has the right to give orders  
 
Culture: A group of people who share similar customs 
and beliefs  
 
Proximity: How near or close something is to us 
 

Dispositional factors affecting obedience:  
 
Authoritarian personality: An obedient personality 
type characterized by a belief that authority figures 
should be obeyed. 

What is prosocial behavior? 
 
Prosocial behavior: Actions that benefit 
other people or society 
 
Bystander apathy: doing something 
when someone is in need of help 
 
Bystander behavior: The way that 
someone responds when they witness 
someone in need of help  
 What are crowd and collective 

behaviours? 
 
Collective behavior: the way in which 
people act when they are part of a 
group  
 
Deindividuation: The state of losing 
our sense of identity and becoming 
less aware of our own responsibility for 
our actions  
 
Social loafing: putting less effort into 
something when you are with others 
doing the same thing 


