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Culture and Conformity: A Meta-Analysis of Studies Using Asch's
( 1952b, 1956) Line Judgment Task
R o d B o n d a n d P e t e r B. S m i t h
University of Sussex
A meta-analysis of conformity studies using an Asch-type line judgment task (1952b, 1956) was
conducted to investigate whether the level of conformity has changed over time and whether it is
related crogs-culturally to individualism-collectivism. The fiterature search produced 133 studies
drawn from 17 countries. An analysis of U.S. studies found that conformity has declined since the
1950s. Results from 3 surveys were used to assess a country's individualism-collectivism, and for
each survey the measures were found to be significantly related to conformity. Collectivist countries
tended to show higher levels of conformity than individualist countries. Conformity research must
attend more to cultural variables and to their role in the processes involved in social influence.

pects of conformity have been relatively neglected, and only two
previous reviews (Fumham, 1984; Mann, 1988 ) have been specifically devoted to them. These issues have been addressed
from two perspectives: cross-cultural and historical. Cross-cultural studies are typically cross-national comparisons, although
studies that have compared different cultural groups within a
society can also be included in this category. The historical perspective is represented by the literature concerned with whether
conformity has changed over time in the West, particmarly in
the United States. This article shows that consistent findings
have not emerged from these two bodies of literature but that
the methodological basis of most studies is seriously flawed and
that little attention has been paid to the cultural variables that
mediate conformity. We see the construct of individualism-collectivism (Triandis, 1990) as potentially of value in this regard,
and" we see meta-analysis as a way of overcoming many of the
methodological problems. The body of this article is devoted
to a meta-analysis of Asch-type conformity studies where the
relationship between conformity and measures of individualism-collectivism is explored. We conclude by discussing the degrce to which studies using the Asch ( 1952b, 1956) paradigm
can encompass the meaning of conformity within different
cultures.

The view has long been held that conformity is to some extent
a product of cultural conditions, and it is a stable feature of
popular stereotypes that some national groups are conforming
and submissive, whereas others are independent and self-assertive (e.g., Peabody, 1985 ). Likewise, the extent to which dissidence is tolerated in a society will vary at different points in
its history, and several commentators have suggested that the
relatively high levels of conformity found in experiments conducted in the early 1950s (notably Asch, 1952b, 1956) was in
part a product of the McCarthy era (e.g., Larsen, 1974; Mann,
1980; Perrin & Spencer, 1981 ).
Although Asch's ( 1952b, 1956) seminal research is often interpreted as demonstrating that conformity is fundamental to
group processes (Friend, Rafferty, & Bramel, 1990), Asch was
as much concerned with those factors that enabled individuals
to resist group pressure, factors which he saw as rooted in a
society's values and socialization practices.
That we have found the tendency to conformity in our society so
strong that reasonably intelligent and well-meaning young people
are willing to call White Black is a matter of concern. It raises questions about our ways of education and about the values that guide
our conduct. (Asch, 1955, p. 34)
He felt that conformity can "pollute" the social process and that
it is important for a society to foster values of independence in
its citizens.
The cultural conditions underpinning conformity have, then,
been a long-standing concern and are important for theories of
social influence. Yet, as Moscovici (1985) noted, cultural as-
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Comparisons Across Cultures
Cross-cultural studies of conformity can be divided into three
types: (a) comparisons of subsistence economies, (b) comparisons of developed economies, and (c) comparisons of cultural
groups within a society. Comparisons of subsistence economies
are almost entirely due to Berry (1967, 1974, 1979; Berry &
Annis, 1974), who has proposed a link between the mode of
subsistence and a society's values and social behavior. He builds
on work by Barry, Child, and Bacon (1959), who found that
the socialization practices of high food-accumulating societies
(pastoral or agricultural peoples) emphasized obedience and
responsibility, whereas those of low food-accumulating societies
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(hunting and fishing peoples) emphasized independence, selfreliance, and individual achievement. They argued that this
difference resulted from the different needs of these two types
of economy: High food-accumulating societies need individuals
who are conscientious and compliant, whereas low food-accumulating societies need individuals who are individualistic and
assertive. Berry (1967) argued that these differences should also
be reflected in conformity behavior and, consistent with this
hypothesis, he found higher rates of conformity among the
Temne of Sierra Leone, a high food-accumulating society with
strict disciplinarian socialization practices, compared with the
Eskimo of Baflin Island, a low food-accumulating society whose
socialization practices are lenient and encourage individualism.
His subsequent research in Australia and New Guinea (Berry,
1974) and among North American Indians (Berry & Annis,
1974) obtained weaker support for the theory (see also Berry,
1979), although additional support comes from Munroe,
Munroe, and Daniels (1973) who compared three Kenyan
samples.
Whereas Berry's ( 1967, 1974, 1979) theory suggests a link
between cultural values and conformity, its scope is limited to
subsistence economies whose culture is relatively free from outside influence. When he compared "traditional" samples with
samples having greater exposure to Western society (i.e., with
experience of European education, urbanization, and wage
employment), there were indications that exposure tl~ Western
values leads to a weakening of traditional norms and to less
cross-cultural variation in conformity (Berry, 1979).
Among developed economies, several studies report crosscultural differences that had been anticipated from the relative
value attached to conformity in the societies concerned. Milgram ( 1961 ) found that Norwegian students conformed more
than French students; replications of the Asch ( 1952b, 1956)
experiment in Zimbabwe (Whittaker & Meade, 1967), in
Ghana (McKissack, 1971 ), and in Fiji (Chandra, 1973) found
higher levels of conformity compared with Asch; a replication
in Germany (Timaeus, 1968) found a lower level of conformity.
There is evidence for greater conformity among the Chinese
(Huang & Harris, 1973; Meade & Barnard, 1973)and among
Brazilians (Sistrunk & Clement, 1970; Sistrunk, Clement, &
Guenther, 1971 ) when compared with Americans.
Anticipated differences, however, have not always emerged.
Whittaker and Meade ( 1967 ) found that the level of conformity
among samples from Brazil, Lebanon, and Hong Kong Chinese
were all comparable with Asch (1952b). Claeys (1967) found
that conformity among a sample of students in Zaire was no
higher than a comparable U.S. study, despite the high value
placed on conformity to group norms in that society. Some authors have remarked on the replicability and cross-cultural stability of the Asch ( 1952b, 1956) experiment: For example, replications in Kuwait (Amir, 1984), Brazil (Rodrigues, 1982),
France (Askevis-Leherpeux & Zaleska, 1975; Avramov-Kiwetz
& Gaffl~, 1974), and Portugal (Neto, 1995) have all produced
results similar to Asch.
Studies conducted in Japan have been inconclusive. Frager
(1970) replicated Deutsch and Gerard's ( 1955 ) study with Japanese students and found a lower level of conformity compared
with the U.S. results and some evidence for anticonformity.

This may have been because the majority were strangers---Williams and Sogon (1984) found a much higher level of conformity when the majority were friends than when they were
strangers. Matsuda (1985), however, did not find expected
differences in conformity when three types of relation between
the individual and majority were compared.
Few studies have compared cultural groups within a society.
There is a small and inconsistent literature concerning differences between Blacks and Whites in the United States. Iscoe,
Williams, and Harvey (1964) found less conformity among
Black women compared with White women, there being little
difference among men, and yet both Sistrunk ( 1971 ) and Long
(1970) found that Blacks conformed more than Whites.
Schneider (1970) found no overall difference, although Whites
were more influenced by a White majority than a Black majority, whereas the ethnic composition of the majority had little
effect for Blacks.
There remain a few isolated findings. Boldt (1976) compared
two North American Anabaptist groups: one group practices
communal living and the other does not. He had expected the
former to show higher conformity, but no significant difference
was found. An earlier American study (Becker & Carroll, 1962 )
found that Puerto Rican boys conformed more than Whites. In
Britain, Perrin and Spencer ( 1981 ) found much higher conformity among unemployed West Indians compared with White
students. Chandra (1973) found Fijian Indians conformed
more than native Fijians.

Comparisons Within a Culture at Different Periods
in Its History
A second line of evidence for the cultural roots of conformity
comes from the observation that replications of conformity experiments within a society produce different results at different
points in time. Larsen has conducted three replications of the
Asch (1956) experiment (Larsen, 1974, 1990; Larsen, Triplett,
Brant, & Langenberg, 1979) and has interpreted the fluctuating
levels of conformity as reflecting sociopolitical changes in
American society. Thus, the lower level found in 1974 (among
men) compared with Asch was attributed to the more questioning attitude of students of the Vietnam era, whereas the higher
level found in 1979 reflected the decline in student activism and
a stronger career orientation (see also Larsen, 1982). In 1988,
conformity had declined again somewhat, and this was seen as
possibly reflecting the increase in protest activities.
In a similar vein, Perrin and Spencer ( 1981 ) argued that there
was a greater emphasis on individuality and questioning the status quo in unive~ities in the 1980s compared with when Asch
conducted his research in the 1950s, and this change explained
why they were not able to replicate the Asch (1956) experiment
using British students. They felt that Asch's study was a "child
of its time" (Perrin & Spencer, 1980, p. 405) and not a "rockbottom" (p. 406 ) replicable phenomenon. Nicholson, Cole, and
Rocklin (1985) also replicated Asch's experiment with British
students.and found some evidence for conformity, albeit at a
low level, and explained the difference between their results and
those of Perrin and Spencer as possibly because of increased
cohesiveness in Britain arising from the Falklands war. They
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found a somewhat higher level of conformity in a U.S. sample,
although the difference was not statistically significant. More
recently, Lalancette and Standing (1990) did not obtain any
conformity in a variant of the Asch paradigm with Canadian
students.
In contrast to these studies, other recent studies of university
students conducted in Britain (Abrams, Wetherell, Cochrane,
Hogg, & Turne~ 1990; Vine, 1981 ), in Belgium (Doms & van
Avermaet, 1981, 1985), in Holland (Vlaander & van Rooijen,
1985 ), and in Portugal (Nero, 1995 ) have all found reasonably
high levels of conformity, comparable to Asch ( 1952b, 1956),
Finally, Lamb and Alsifaki (1980) argued that levels of conformity have been steadily on the increase, drawing on Riesman, Glazer, and Denney's (1950) hypothesis that modem industrial societies are characterized by increasing numbers of
"other-directed" types more easily influenced by peer pressure.
They found a higher level of conformity than Asch ( 1952b,
1956) and Larsen (1974).

Summary and Implications
On the face of it, then, the research literature does not provide clear evidence of a systematic relationship between cultural conditions and conformity. Authors have variously reported relationships across cultures in the expected direction,
in the opposite direction to what has been expected, or have
remarked on the consistency of the effect across cultures. Likewi~¢, some have found that the level of conformitY varies across
time, whereas others have been impressed by its stability.
There are several likely reasons for this inconsistency. Some
investigators have researched cross-cultural differences by conducting studies themselves in different cultures and have
thereby exercised control over the procedure and sampling to
eliminate as far as possible potential sources of confounding
(Berry, 1979; Whittaker & Meade, 1967). Typically, however,
investigators have compared their results with one of the classic
studies to draw conclusions concerning cross-cultural differences. Such comparisons are always hazardous, and in some
cases investigators have overlooked potentially important
differences: for example, the use of a Crutchfield (1955) apparatus rather than confederates in a face-to-face situation
(Frage~ 1970), differences in the size of the majority (Larsen et
al., 1979; Williams & Sogon, 1984), differences in the stimuli
(Claeys, 1967; Matsuda, 1985), differences in the response
made by the majority (Claeys, 1967; Matsuda, 1985), differences in the gender of the participant (Larsen et al., 1979; Matsuda, 1985), and differences in the relationship of the majority
to the participant (Chandra, 1973).
There is frequently little appreciation of sampling variability,
and statistical tests are often not performed or are inappropriate
(e.g., Chandra, 1973; Whittaker & Meade, 1967), despite the
fact that most investigators, including Asch (1952b, 1956),
have remarked on significant individual differences. For example, the width of the 95% confidence interval (CI) for the error
in Asch (1952b) is +10% so it would not be surprising to find
that degree of variability in the results of an exact replication.
The focus on classic studies for comparison ignores other relevant evidence. Asch's ( 1952b, 1956) experiments have been

frequently replicated in the United States (as the reported literature search reveals), and these findings should be taken into
consideration.
Perhaps the most important criticism of much of this research is that explanations for cross-cultural differences are frequently post hoc, and there is no direct assessment of any intervening variables that are presumed to mediate the level of
conformity. So, for example, it is largely a matter of speculation
whether differences in conformity are due to an increase in the
number of other-directed types (Lamb & Alsifaki, 1980), social
values giving priority to group preferences (Chandra, 1973),
reaction against conformity pressures of society (Frager, 1970),
an ethos encouraging questioning of the status quo and reasoned individuality (Perrin & Spencer, 1981 ), or increased cohesiveness (Nicholson, Cole, & Rocklin, 1985 ). There is in general within this literature a lack of theoretical analysis of the
process underlying conformity behavior and the relevance of
cultural conditions to that process.
A meta-analysis of conformity studies can address many of
these problems. First, the level of conformity within a culture
can be estimated from all relevant studies. Second, the impact
of various potential moderator variables (e.g., size of the majority and nature of the stimuli) can be assessed and controlled.
Third, the use of appropriate statistical methods (Hedges & O1kin, 1985) permits estimation of the relevant population parameters. Fourth, an important goal of this study has been to
relate levels of conformity to measures of cultural values which
theory suggests might also mediate responses to group pressure.
Individualism-Collectivism
Moscovici (1980) has argued that when majorities exert social influence, they produce compliance. That is, individuals
will publicly accept the majority view while privately retaining
their initial view, motivated by a desire not to appear deviant or
to risk possible negative sanctions from the majority, such as
ostracism or ridicule (cf. the process of normative influence described by Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). There is a good dead of
support for this view (e.g., Turner, 1991 ), at least as an account
of the process in Asch-type studies, where group pressure is exerted on judgments of otherwise relatively unambiguous stimuli. If we look for cross-cultural variations in conformity behavior in this type of situation, then we should look to the value
placed in different societies on the group as compared with the
individual. This seems to be best reflected in the concept of individualism-collectivism, which numerous authors have found
useful in describing cultural differences (Kagitcibasi & Berry,
1989; Kim, Triandis, Kagitcibasi, Choi, & Yoon, 1994; Triandis, 1990). Triandis has summarized what he sees as the essence of the concept of individualism-collectivism:
In individualist cultures, most people's social behavior is largely
determined by personal goals that overlap only slightly with the
goals of collectives such as the family, the work group, the tribe,
political allies, co-religionists, fellow countrymen and the state.
When a conflict arises between personal and group goals, it is considered acceptable for the individual to place personal goals ahead
of collectivegoals. By contrast, in collectivistcultures social behavior is determined largelyby goals shared with some collective,and
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if there is a conflictbetween personal and collectivegoals, it is considered sociallydesirable to place collectivegoalsahead of personal
goals (Triandis, 1990,p. 42).

Individuals from collectivist cultures, then, should be more
likely to yield to the majority, given the higher value placed on
harmony in person-to-group relations.
In recent years, three multinational surveys have sought to
elucidate the significant value dimensions on which cultures
vary (Hofstede, 1980, 1983, 1991; Schwartz, 1992, 1994;
Trompenaars, 1993); each has identified a dimension closely
related to individualism-collectivism, and these provide quantitative indices that can be related to conformity behavior.
Hofstede (1980) analyzed data from attitude surveys conducted in the subsidiaries of a large multinational U.S. corporation. Employees were surveyed twice, first in 1967-1969 and
again in 1971-1973, resulting in a data bank of 117,000 questionnaires from 88,000 respondents in 67 countries. In more
recent analyses of the dimensions of culture, Hofstede ( 1991 )
used data from 50 countries and three regions within which
there were a sufficient number of respondents from a range of
occupational categories.
Hofstede (1980) identified four dimensions of national culture of which Individualism-Collectivism is the one relevant to
our concern with conformity. Hofstede concluded that in individualistic cultures, the self is conceived as separate from society and identity is determined by individual achievement;
whereas in collectivist cultures, self and identity are conceived
in terms of group membership and the position of the group in
society. In collectivist cultures, there is a belief in group decisions rather than individual decisions and an emotional dependence on organizations and institutions.
Schwartz ( 1992, 1994) surveyed values in 86 samples drawn
from 41 cultural groups in 38 countries. In most countries, two
occupational groups were sampled: teachers and students. Respondents were asked to indicate the importance of 56 values
selected to represent 11 potentially universal types. Schwartz
conducted both individual-level analyses, in which the data
from each country arc analyzed separately (Schwartz, 1992)
and, in the same way as Hofstede (1980), culture-level analyses
on country means (Schwartz, 1994).
Several of the dimensions emerging from Schwartz's (1994)
analysis are conceptually close to the concepts of individualism
and collectivism. Conservatism includes values primarily concerned with conformity, security, and tradition. Those who
strongly endorse this dimension emphasize the maintenance of
the status quo, propriety, and the avoidance of actions that
might disturb the traditional order. Opposed to conservatism
were individualistic value types, which were found to cluster
into two subtypes: Affective Autonomy, which emphasizes hedonism and stimulation (e.g., exciting life and pleasure), and
Intellectual Autonomy, which emphasizes self-direction (e.g.,
creativity and curiosity).
Schwartz (1994) was able to compare his dimensions with
those obtained by Hofstede (1980) through an analysis of the
23 countries common to both samples. As expected, Hofstede's
dimension of individualism was correlated positively with

Affective Autonomy and with Intellectual Autonomy, and it was
correlated negatively with conservatism.
A third questionnaire survey had been conducted by Trompenaars (1993) whose interest, like that of Hofstede (1980), is
in business organizations and whose sample was obtained from
employees of 30 multinational corporations spanning 50 countries. His sample size numbers some 15,000, of whom 75% were
managers and 25% general administrative staff (such as typists
and secretaries). Scales measuring five dimensions of national
culture were constructed and one of these, consisting of six
items, was Individualism-Collectivism, which contrasted individual freedom and individual development with caring for others. Another six-item scale, also used in the present analysis,
was Achievement-Ascription, which assessed whether the individual believed that status should be accorded on the basis of
individual achievement or ascribed on the basis of existing
hierarchies.
Moderator Variables
Our initial review of the literature indicated that the overwhelming proportion of relevant studies conducted outside the
United States, and especially in non-Western countries, were
based on Asch's ( 1952b, 1956) classic studies. For this reason,
we decided to restrict the meta-analysis to "Asch-type" studies,
thereby limiting the number of potential moderator variables to
a much greater extent than is usually possible in meta-analytic
reviews. We included only studies which used Asch's line judgment task, in which participants are asked to name which of
three comparison lines is the same length as a standard. We also
restricted the sample to group pressure experiments in which
the participant responds as a member of a group who are all
physically present and receives feedback supposedly of the responses of the other group members. We excluded "fictitious
group norm" studies (e.g., Berry, 1967; Mugny, 1984, 1985),
in which participants are given information supposedly of other
group members who had previously completed the task but are
not now present. Given these restrictions (additional criteria for
the inclusion of a study are described in Method), the following
potential moderator variables were examined, in addition to the
measures of individualism-collectivism and the date of
publication.

Type of Group Pressure Paradigm
Of group pressure experiments, we included both those using
an Asch (1952b, 1956) paradigm, where participants are in
face-to-face interaction with a majority who are confederates of
the experimenter, and those using a Crutchfield (1955) paradigm, where groups of participants are placed in individual
booths and are given false feedback of the responses ofthe other
group members. There is evidence that the level of conformity
is higher in face-to-face than in simulated groups (Dcutsch &
Gerard, 1955; Levy, 1960).

Size of Majority
Asch ( 1951 ) found that there was very tittle conformity when
the majority consisted of one or two individuals, but there was
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a dramatic increase when the majority numbered three. Further
increases in majority size above three did not result in increasing amounts of conformity. Asch believed that it was the perception of group consensus that results in conformity and that
a majority of three is sufficient for this perception to arise; any
increase in majority size above three would not be expected to
have an impact. This conclusion, however, has been challenged
by Latan~ and Wolf (1981) and Tanford and Penrod (1984).
Latan~ and Wolf found that the data from Gerard, Wilhelmy,
and Conolley (1968) conformed to a negatively accelerating
power function based on Latan6's ( 1981 ) social impact theory.
Tanford and Penrod, in a meta-analysis of a sample of conformity studies, analyzed the relationship between majority size
and conformity by comparing a simple linear model, Latan6
and Wolf's social impact function, and an S-shaped growth
function derived from their social influence model (SIM). They
found that the SIM function provided the best fit to the data
and was also preferred to the social impact model on theoretical
grounds. For these reasons, we have used the SIM function to
model the effect of majority size in our meta-analysis.

Relation of the Participant to the Majority
Allen (1965) argued that the greater the similarity between
the individual and the majority, the more likely the majority
will be perceived as an appropriate reference group and hence,
the greater the level of conformity. Similarly, Turner ( 1991 ) has
argued that conformity will be higher when the majority is categorized as an in-group rather than an out-group, and several
studies support these predictions (e.g., Abrams et al., 1990; Gerard, 1953; Linde & Patterson, 1964). The vast majority of
group pressure studies use students as both participants and
majority group members, and therefore a high degree of similarity is typically present (Allen & Wilder, 1977 ). However, in
some studies the majority are strangers, in others they are acquaintances and friends, and in a few they are explicitly identified as either in-group or out-group members; these variations.
may be expected to have an effect on the level of conformity.

Anonymity of Response
In some of the studies that we included (Abrams et al., 1990;
Gerard et al., 1968; Schulman, 1967) participants believed
their responses would be known only to the experimenter. Because conformity in Asch-type experiments is mainly compliance (Turner, 1991 ), we would expect the level of conformity to
be higher when the participant believes that his or her response
will be available to the majority (Allen, 1965 ).

Stimulus Materials
There were two phases to Asch's research on conformity. The
first phase was reported in his Social Psychology(Asch, 1952b)
textbook and, for all the studies reported there, the line judgment task involved 12 trials, each having a different length of
standard line (ranging from 1 in. [ 2.54 cm] to 9 in. [ 22.86 cm] )
and a different set of comparison lines. On 5 of the 12 trials, the
majority gave the correct response; the remaining 7 were the
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critical trials on which the majority gave the incorrect answer.
The magnitude of the error made by the majority ranged from
0.25 in. (0.64 cm) to 1.75 in. (4.45 cm).
In the second phase of his research, initial results of which
were published in Asch (1951) and the full program in his
monograph (Asch, 1956), Asch changed the stimulus materials. The new set consisted of nine stimuli shown twice, to enable
comparison between the first and second half of the series, and
systematic variation of extreme and moderate errors. The resuiting materials consisted of 18 trials, of which 12 were critical.
The length of the standard ranged from 2 in. (5.08 cm) to 10 in.
(25.40 cm), the magnitude of error from 0.75 in. ( 1.91 cm) to
1.75 in. (4.45 cm).
Whereas most replications of Asch have used the 1956 materials, a significant number have used the 1952b materials.
Moreover, we have included some studies that have made minor
modifications to Asch's stimuli and some that have used their
own stimulus materials.
Two characteristics of these stimulus materials have been
coded as potential moderator variables. The first is the ratio of
the number of critical trials to the total number of trials, reflecting the consistency of the majority response. Tanford and
Penrod (1984), following Moscovici ( 1976, 1980), found some
evidence that the higher the proportion of deviant responses by
the majority, the higher the level of conformity, and they included this variable in their meta-analysis. The second variable
is the magnitude of the error made on average by the majority,
reflecting the ambiguity of the stimulus. Asch (1956) found
that the greater the magnitude of the error, the less conformity.

Gender of Participants
The question of gender differences in influenceability has
been extensively researched and subjected to a number of reviews (Cooper, 1979; Eagly, 1978; Eagly & Carli, 1981 ). As far
as conformity in group pressure experiments is concerned, the
conclusion from these reviews has been that women show somewhat higher levels of conformity than men. Consequently, we
have included the proportion of women as a moderator variable.
The purpose of the present investigation, then, is to conduct
a meta-analysis of conformity studies to determine whether levels of conformity are related to these dimensions of cultural
values that are related to individualism-collectivism, after controlling for relevant moderator variables.
Method

Literature Search
We conductedcomputer searches usingthe keywordsconformityand
group influenceof the PsycLITdatabase to cover the period January
1974-March 1994,ofthe PsyclNFOdatabase to coverthe period 19671973, and of Dissertation Abstracts Online to cover January 1952March 1994 (but restricted to either psychology or sociology
dissertations). We consulted PsychologicalAbstracts using the same
' The function used was I = exp(--4exp[--NlTS]),where I is the level
of conformity and N is the majority size (Tanford & Penrod, 1984,
p. 198).
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keywords to cover the period 1952-1966. In addition, we consulted the
reference lists of major reviews of the conformity literature (Allen,
1965, 1975; Furnham, 1984; Mann, 1980; Moscovici, 1985; Weisenthal
et al., 1978), of previous meta-analyses (Cooper, 1979; Eagly & Carli,
1981; Tanford & Penrod, 1984), and of all studies located.
We sought replications of the Asch (1952b, 1956) experiment but
included experiments that had used a Crutehfield (1955) apparatus.
Accordingly, the criteria for inclusion were that (a) the task involved
judging which of three comparison lines was the same length as a standard, (b) the experiment used a group pressure paradigm in which the
participant is confronted with the erroneous responses of a majority
who are also present, (c) the participant is alone against a unanimous
majority, (d) the majority consists of at least two individuals, (e) the
participants are adults (i.e., at least 17 years of age), and (f) the participants are not suffering any form of psychopathology or severe learning
disability. We included studies, and different experimental conditions of
studies, that varied in terms of the moderator variables of interest: that
is, majority size, relation of the participant to the majority group,
whether a participant's response would be known to the majority, the
gender of the participant, and stimulus materials that varied in terms of
the consistency of the deviant response by the majority and in terms
of the average magnitude of error. We, however, excluded studies (or
experimental conditions of studies) that introduced other potential
moderator variables: for example, asking the participant to first write
down his or her answer (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955 ), offering a reward to
the group that is most accurate (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955; Frager, 1970;
Gorfein, Kindrick, Leland, McAvoy, & Barrows, 1960; Hornik, 1974),
removing the stimuli before eliciting the responses (Deutsch & Gerard,
1955), showing either a violent or peaceful film before the judgment
task (Hatcher, 1982), or varying the instructions and using a different
task first (Wagner & Shaw, 1973). We included two of Asch's (1956)
experiments that introduced minor changes to the standard procedure
which he found had no significant effect: changing the thickness of the
stimulus lines (Asch, 1956, Experiment 3 ) and adding a warning that
the correct lines would be identified at the end of the series (Asch, 1956,
Experiment 9). In some studies, overall results were taken across conditions where there were negligible differences (Cohen & Lee, 1975;
Conger, 1973; Critchlow, Herrup, & Dabbs, 1968; Frager, 1970; Gerard
& Rotter, 1961; Long, 1967; Schuman, 1970; Toder & Marcia, 1973).2
We included the studies by Berkhouse (1965) and Long ( 1967, 1970,
1972) where control data was obtained by first getting participants to
complete the line judgment task in the absence of group pressure.
Where participants were divided on the basis of an individual difference
variable, the combined result across groups was used (Avramov-Kiwetz
& Gaflit, 1974; Brassard, 1986; Costanzo, 1970; Moeller & Applezweig,
1957; Nikols, 1965; Ryan, 1983; Stamps & Teevan, 1974; Toder & Marcia, 1973). Details of two studies by Sako (as cited in Matsuda, 1985,
and Williams & Sngon, 1984, respectively) were obtained from secondary sources because the primary sources could not be obtained. Nine
studies that met the criteria for inclusion could not be used because
necessary details of the results were not reported (Green, 1967; Gruen,
1961; Hunt, Goldberg, Meadow, & Cohen, 1958; R. W. Johnson & MacDonnell, 1974; Maloff & Lott, 1962; Mertesdorf, Lueck, & Timaeus,
1969; Phelps & Meyer, 1966; Shames, 1981; Whitman, 1961 ).
Where a study had manipulated a variable that is used here as a moderator variable, the different experimental conditions were entered separately, so its effects could be estimated and controlled for. This occurred for manipulations of(a) majority size (three studies, e.g., Gerard et al., 1968), (b) group pressure paradigm (Deutsch & Gerard,
1955 ), ( e ) relation o f the participant to the majority ( six studies, e.g.,
Linde & Patterson, 1964), and (d) availability of response to the majority (two studies, e.g., Sehulman, 1967). Likewise, results for men were
represented separately than results for women where possible: If the

study used both men and women but the report did not allow the results
to be disaggregated, the percentage of women was recorded to be used as
a moderator variable. Several authors reported replications for different
samples, either from the same country (Aseh, 1952b, 1956; Chandra,
1973; Donas & van Avermaet, 1985; Perrin & SpenceI; 1981; Rodrigues,
1982) or from different countries (Nicholson et al., 1985; Whittaker &
Meade, 1967). For these studies, each sample was entered separately in
Our analyses.

The inclusion of several results for a ~inglestudy, eithcx reflecting different
expel-neural conditions or different samples, would have created nonindependence in the data to varying degree~ Whexeas indepentmce is assumed
in the analysis (Hedges & Olkin, 1985), the use of several ~set~tions from
the same study could not be avoided if the effect of m ~
variables was
to be estimated and systematic cross-cultural variation was to be assessed.
Hedges (1986) has argued that multiple effect sizes do not markedly affect
the precision of the analysis, and Dindia and Allen ( 1992) argaed tbat nonindependence need not necessarily be avoided.
In total, 68 reports concerning 133 separate experiments and a total of
4,627 participants were used in this ~
For ease of exposition, we refer
to these as studies in the ren~md~ of this article. ARhongh 97 of these ~ere
conducted in the United States, altogether studies drawn from 17 different
countries were found.

Coding o f Variables
For each experiment, the following information was coded: (a) the
country in which the experiment was conducted; (b) the year in which
the study was conducted (where this was not given, it was taken as 2
years before the publication date in the case of articles and I year before
the date of submission in the case of doctoral dissertations); (c) the type
of experimental paradigm (Asch-type, i.e., face-to-face using confederates; or Crutchfield-type, i.e., individual booths with false feedback of
other group members' responses); (d) majority size; 3 (e) the relation
2 Gerard and Rotter ( 1961 ) used a 2 ! 2 design manipulating whether
the participant believed that he or she would complete a further task
with the group in the future and whether that task would be of the same
or different type. Long (1967) varied whether the confederates were of
superior or subordinate rank with one group of participants and
whether they were peers or of superior rank with another group. Schuman (1970) represented the confederates as either patients, technicians,
or physicians to participants who were either patients or technicians.
Critclilow, Herrup, and Dabbs (1968) varied the style of dress of the
experimenter. Conger (1973) compared three conformity paradigms in
a within-subjects design in a counterbalanced order. Frager (1970) varied the distance between the standard and comparison lines. Toder and
Marcia (1973) varied whether the confederates wexe dressed as "hippy"
or "straight." Cohen and Lee (1975) gave false feedback on a prior task,
so the participant either succeeded or failed and the confederates either
succeeded or failed.
3 In some of Asch's experiments, it is apparent that the size of the
majority varied from trial to trial, and his reporting is at times inconsistent. For example, Asch ( 1951 ) described the group as consisting of 8
individuals, one of whom is the unknowing participant, yet later in the
article he tabulates the results under a majority size of 8. Asch ( 1952b,
1955 ) described the groups as consisting of between 7 and 9 individuals,
including the unknowing participant. Asch (1956) described the majority as consisting of between 7 and 9 individuals, although "in a few
instances the majority had only five or six members" (p. 5). We have
taken the majority size in his basic experiments to be 8. Asch ( 1951 )
reported results for varying sizes of majority, the largest being 16. However, when this article was reprinted in a book of readings (Asch,
1952a), Asch changed the relevant table and made appropriate changes
in the text, so the largest majority size was 10-15 rather than 16.
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of the majority to the participant (acquaintances, strangers, out-group
members, and both in-group and out-group members ); (f) whether the
participant's response was available to the majority; (g) the stimulus
materials (Asch, 1952b, with or without minor modification; Aseh,
1956, with or without minor modification; or unique ones); (h) the
total number of trials; (i) consistency, the ratio of critical trials to the
total; (j) stimulus ambiguity, the average error in inches (centimeters);
(k) the percentage of female respondents; and (1) the participant
population.
Studies were coded by the two authors independently. Because the
task involved only correctly recording details of the studies, rather than
judgment, the few disagreements were errors resolved by checking the
original source.

Computation and Analysis of Effect Sizes
Hedges and Olkin (1985) have advocated the use of g, the difference
between the means of the experimental and control groups divided by
the pooled within-group standard deviation (SD), as a measure of effect
size. Such a measure assumes homogeneity of error variance (i.e., the
population variance for the experimental group equals that of the control group), and this justifies the use of a pooled within-group SD. In
Aseh-type conformity experiments, the assumption of homogeneity of
error variance is not justified. It is a characteristic of the paradigm that
the line judgment task is unambiguous, and this is demonstrated by
controls making virtually no errors. Hence the results for control groups
typically have near zero means and variances. However, there are typically significant individual differences in response in the experimental
group, resulting in nonzero variance. For this reason, our measure of
effect size used the SD of the experimental group as the divisor. 4 The
numerator was the difference between the experimental and control
group means. Even though the control group mean was typically near
zero, it was appreciably higher in two studies (Claeys, 1967; Seaborne,
1962), and therefore it was desirable to take it into account. 5 For one
study (Timaeus, 1968), the estimate of effect size was derived from the
p value associated with a nonparametric test ( Holmes, 1984).
Because our measure of effect size used only the SD from the experimental'group, rather than a pooled estimate, some modifications were
needed to the formulas recommended by Hedges and Olkin ( 1985 ) for
fitting general linear models to effect sizes. Effect sizes are treated as
noncentral t variates based on f degrees of freedom (df), and for our
measure the df is ne - 1 rather than n. + n~ - 2 assumed in Hedges
and Olkin's treatment (where r~ equals the number in the experimental
group and n, equals the number in the control group). This required
modification to two of the formulas recommended by Hedges and Olkin; the modifications were readily derived from the general properties
of the noneentral t distribution (N. L. Johnson & Welch, 1940; Owen,
1968). First, the expected value of an effect size is a biased estimate
of the relevant population parameter, and this bias can be significant
especially when df are small. We have followed Hedges and Olkin in
converting the effect size (g) into an unbiased estimate (d), but we have
ensured that the formula used for correcting the bias is based on the
appropriate df. 6 Second, the evaluation of the effect of moderator variables on effect sizes was accomplished by deriving weighted least squares
estimates of regression coefficients, where each effect size is weighted by

Presumably, it had proved impossible to assemble 16 confederates, although that was the number originally intended, and the number that
could be assembled varied from trial to trial. We took the number as
13. Some subsequent reports and secondary analyses of Asch's data
have not noticed this change (e.g., Latan6 & Wolf, 1981; Tanford &
Penrod, 1984).

the reciprocal of its variance (Hedges & Olkin, 1985, pp. 173-174). We
ensured that the formula for the variance of the effect size was based on
the appropriate number of dr.7
The sum of squares error statistic from the weighted least squares
regression, Q~, has an approximate chi-square distribution with k - p
1 df, where k is the number of effect sizes and p is the number of
predictor variables, and provides a test of model specification. If the
hypothesis of correct model specification is rejected (i.e., Q, exceeds its
critical value), then the results must be treated with caution.
Where homogeneity was not obtained, we identified outliers from
standardized residuals and then sequentially eliminated outliers until
homogeneity was obtained. The proportion of studies that need to be
removed to attain homogeneity is an indication of the extent to which
heterogeneity is a result of the presence of a few aberrant values (Eagly,
Makhijani, & Klonsky, 1992; Hedges, 1987). Also, studies thus identified as outliers can be inspected for any peculiar characteristics.
Results

Study Character&tics
A table of the studies, their effect sizes, and principal features is
given in Appendix A; the characteristics of this sample are summarized in Table 1. The main features were (a) the large majority,
o f studies used students as participants, only 15 having nonstudent
samples; (b) the studies were drawn from 17 countries, although
more than two thirds were conducted in the United States; (c)
more than two thirds used an Asch-type paradigm using confederates in face-to-face interaction, and the remainder used a
Crutchtield-type paradigm; (d) the distribution of majority size
was bimodal: Just over one third used a majority o f three, reflecting Asch's (1955) belief that this number was sutficient, and one
sixth used a majority o f eight, this being the number used in Asch's
main studies; (e) the majority consisted of strangers (but probably
student peers ), for the large majority of studies where information
was available; (f) a minority of studies (n = 14) used a procedure

4 Asch (1956) chose to summarize his results by expressing the total
number of errors made by all participants as a proportion of the total
number of trials. Although this statistic is often misinterpreted (Harris,
1985), nevertheless it has often been used in replications, and authors
frequently do not report SD. In 33 studies, it was not possible to determine the SD. However, from the 41 studies where the SD was available,
we found that the SD was highly correlated with the number of critical
trials (r = 0.86), and therefore for studies where the SD was not available, we used the rogresslon equation to provide an estimate.
5 Of the 75 studies, data were available from a total of 24 separate
control groups. In several studies, a single control group was deemed
sufficient for several experiments (e.g~, Asch, 1956), and in these cases
the control group mean was used to adjust the relevant experimental
group means. Thirty-seven studies did not use a control group, but they
all used either the Asch (1952b) orthe Asch (1956) stimulus materials.
We decided to use the data from the relevant Asch control group to
adjust the experimental group means for these studies (m = .074 for
Asch, 1952b; m = .005 for Asch, 1956).
6 The correction factor is c(m) = l - [3/(4n, - 5)], where r~ equals
the number in the experimental group (Owen, 1968).
7The reciprocal of the variance was given by W i = [2n~(n~ 1) ] / [ 2 ( n [
1) + n[d~], where n~ equals the number in the experimental group for the ith study and di equals the corrected effect size for
the ith study.
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Table 1

Summary of Study Characteristics
Variable and class
Country
United States
Great Britain
Japan
Belgium
Brazil
France
Fiji
Canada
Holland
Germany
Hong Kong
Portugal
Zimbabwe
Zaire
Ghana
Kuwait
Lebanon
Mean average error (in.)
Not codable
Relation of majority to participant
Acquaintances/friends
Strangers
Out-group members
Mix of in-group and out-group
Not codable
Participant's response known to
majority
Known
Not known
Stimulus.materials
Asch (1952b)
Modified Asch (1952b)
Asch (1956)

Value
97
10
5
4
3
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1.18
20
10
78
12
3
30
119
14
18
6
51

Variable and class

Value

Modified Asch (1956)
Unique
Consistency
Less than 50%
50%-59%
60%-69%
70%-79%
80% and higher
Majority size
2
3
5
4
6
7
8
9
13
Not available
Percentage of women participants
All men
26%-50%
51%-75%
All women
Not codable
Participant population
Students
Other
Not codable

18
40

Experimental paradigm
Asch-type
Crutchfield-type

4
33
66
3
26
5
49
8
23
9
8
21
1
1
8
65
10
7
29
22
105
15
i3
94
39

Note. For categorical variables, the numbers in the table represent the frequency of studies in each class.
Median publication year was 1968.

where the majority were not given feedback on the participant's
response; (g) half the studies used Asch's (1956) stimulus materials, some with minor modifications, although a significant minority of replications (n = 24) used Asch's ( 1952b ) pilot materials
rather than those developed for the main program of his research;
and (h) information on the gender of the participants was not
a ~ i a b l e in one sixth of the studies, and for those where there was
information, more than one half used all men and a quarter used
all women.

Effect Sizes
Table 2 gives a stem-and-leaf display of the 133 effect sizes (d).
The distribution is somewhat positively skewed, four studies providing particularly large effect sizes (Chandra, 1973, Indian sample, d = 3.20; Costanzo & Shaw, 1966, female sample, d = 2.56;
Whittaker &Meade, 1967, Zimbabwe sarnple, d = 2.72; Williams
& Sogon, 1984, peer condition, d = 3.11 ). The unweighted mean
effect size was d -- 1.06, and the median was d = 0.96; the weighted

mean effect size was d = 0.92 (95% CI = .89 to .96). The typical
conformity study using Asch's ( 1952b, 1956) line judgment task,
then, has an effect size just under 1 SD.
Many writers follow Asch ( 1952b, 1956) in summarizing results in terms of percentage e r r o r - - t h e proportion of critical
trials on which participants c o n f o r m e d m a n d on this measure
the m e a n was 29%, ranging from 0% to 60%. Studies that strictly
replicated Asch (1956) in using precisely Asch's stimuli and
using confederates had an average error of 25%, somewhat less
than Asch's (1956) finding of 37%.
The test for homogeneity, however, was rejected ( Q = 450.80,
d f = 132, p < .001 ), indicating significant heterogeneity among
the effect sizes. s This was expected because the studies varied in
s It was necessary to delete 38 (29%) outliers to achieve nonsignificant heterogeneity, a proportion higher than usual (Hedges, 1987), and
thereby underscore the heterogeneity of this set of studies. The weighted
mean effect size for the set of studies excluding these outliers was d =
0.90.
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Table 2

Stem-and-Leaf Display of 133 Effect Sizes (d)
Stem
3.
3.
2.
2.
2.
2.
2.
1.
1.
1.
1.
1.
0.
0.
0.
0.
0.

Leaf
2
1
67
2
001
99999
667
444444555
22222222233333333
~ l l l l i l l
8888888888888888889999999999
66666666666777777777
4444444445555
2222333
00

Note. The first three entries are read as 3.2, 3.1, and 2.6.
terms of moderator variables expected to be significantly related to conformity, and our concern is with the explanation of
this heterogeneity.

Impact of Moderator Variables on Conformity:
U.S. Studies
Because more than two thirds of the studies were conducted
in the United States, we carried out analyses using just these
studies to assess the impact of moderator variables (aside from
those reflecting cultural values), free from any potential interactions with culture. This may be particularly important for
assessing historical trends because, for example, the changes described by Larsen (1982) are unlikely to generalize beyond
Western societies and may be limited specifically to the United
States.
The mean effect size for the U.S. studies is comparable with
that for the full sample (weighted mean d = 0.92, 95% CI =
0.87 to 0.96), although the test for homogeneity was rejected
(Q = 228.97, df= 96, p < .001 ), as with the full sample. This
paves the way for the regression analysis. The results in Table 3
give simple regressions as well as the multiple regression to aid
interpretation, although we focus on the results of the multiple
regression in our discussion because we are interested in the
independent effects of each moderator variable. Intercorrelations among the predictor variables were modest: for the U.S.
studies, they ranged from .28 to - . 3 4 , with more than two thirds
within the range _+. 10. A table of intercorrelations among the
moderator variables for the full sample and for the sample of
U.S. studies is given in Appendix B.
Model specification. The model was only moderately successful in accounting for variability in effect sizes, as indicated
by the multiple R = 0.43, and the test for model specification
was rejected (Q~ = 186.91, df= 88, p < .01 ). The fit was substantially improved when the analysis was restricted to studies
using Asch's (1956) stimulus materials. When only those using
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Asch's (1956) stimuli were included, multiple R = 0.66 and the
test for model specification was satisfactory (Q~ = 45.25, d f =
32, ns). This suggests that the two variables designed to capture
the significant features of the stimulus set--stimulus ambiguity
and consistency--may not have clone so adequately. It may also
be that those studies which departed from closely replicating
Asch introduced other subtle variations to procedure not captured by this set of moderator variables.9
Impact of moderator variables. The relationship of the
moderator variables to effect size was the same across these subsamples except for the comparison between the Asch ( 1952b,
1956) and Crutchfield (1955) paradigms. Previous research
suggests greater conformity in the Asch paradigm (Deutsch &
Gerard, 1955; Levy, 1960), and we found this among studies
using Asch's (1956) stimulus materials (or a minor modification of them). Among studies using either the researcher's own
materials or Asch's (1952b) materials, however, effect sizes were
significantly greater when the Crutchfield paradigm was used.
It is not clear what the reason for this interaction might be, although we suspect that studies which departed from being close
replications of Asch may have introduced other factors which
confound the differences in paradigm. Note in this respect that
the large majority of studies conducted with Asch's (1956) materials (or a minor modification of them) used the Asch paradigm (44 out of 50), whereas the majority of those conducted
with other materials used the Crutchfield paradigm (28 out of
47).
Although the interaction between stimulus materials and paradigm is significant and improves the fit of the model, we have
chosen not to present this in the analyses reported here. It is not
central to our concern with culture, and its omission simplifies
presentation; moreover, it is an interaction which has emerged
post hoc and must be treated with caution. All analyses have
been run with this interaction included, and we have found that
our conclusions regarding the impact of other variables are not
affected.l°
Apart from the type of paradigm, the effect of the other moderator variables conformed in the main to what had been expected. Majority size represented by Tanford and Penrod's
(1984) SIM was significantly related to conformity, although
separate analyses using Latan~ and Wolf's ( 1981 ) social impact
model imand a simple linear term revealed no significant differences between the three models, i2 We have preferred the SIM
9 There were no overall differences between studies using different
stimuli, and including this factor as a set of dummy variables did not
significantly improve the fit of the model.
l0 We also investigated model specification by eliminating outliers to
achieve satisfactory fit. It was necessary to eliminate 16 studies (16%)
so that the test for model specification was not rejected (Q~ = 89.85, df
= 72, ns), a proportion in line with that commonly found in metaanalyses (Hedges, 1987 ). Most of the outliers (12) had above-average
effect sizes, indicating that it was those studies with large effects for
which the model was least able to account.
lmA power function of majority size with an exponent of 0.46 was
used (Latan~ & Wolf, 1981, p. 443).
12In fact, the SIM provided marginally the worst fit. Model specification statistics were SIM, O~ = 186.57, multiple R = .43; social impact,
= 185.32, multiple R = .44; and linear term, Q_~= 185.12, multiple
R = .44.
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Table 3

Continuous Model on Conformity Effect Sizes
for U.S. Studies Only
Simple regressions
Variable
Type of paradigm•
Majority size (SIM)b
Response known to
majority~
Stimulus ambiguityd
Consistency of
majority~
Majority out-group
or notf
Percentage of female
respondents
Date of study
Constant
Multiple R
Q s, df= 88

fl
0.20
0.13

Multiple regression

b

fl

b

0.134"*
2.370

0.14
0.17

0.094
3.160"
-0.009
-0.168*

0.01
-0.10

0.012
-0.099

-0.01
-0.17

-0.06

-0.126

0.07

0.167

-0.20

-0.247**

-0.17

-0.210"

0.24
-0.11

0.002***
-0.004

0.29
-0.19

0.002***
-0.008**
13.143
0.430
186.570"*

Note. Models are weighted least-squares estimators of regression coefficients obtained by weighting each effect size by the reciprocal of its
estimated variance (Hedges & Olkin, 1985, p. 174). In the multiple regression model, the predictors were entered simultaneously, b = unstandardized regression coefficient; fl = standardized regression coefficient;
df= degrees of freedom; Q, = test of model specification.
• Coded: 1 = Asch (1956) paradigm, 2 = Crutchfield (1955) paradigm.
Tanford and Penrod's (1984) social influence model (SIM). c Coded:
1 = participant's response available to majority, 2 = not available.
a Discrepancy between correct line and line chosen by majority in
inches. "Ratio of number of critical trials to total number of trials.
fCoded 0 = majority not an out-group, 1 = majority an out-group.
s When ~ is significant, the hypothesis of adequate model specification
is rejected.
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001.

in subsequent analyses in view of Tanford and Penrod's more
comprehensive evaluation and their arguments for preferring
SIM on theoretical grounds.
Of the variables reflecting the type of stimulus materials, significantly greater conformity was found when the stimulus was
ambiguous (i.e., when the average error was smaller), consistent
with the findings of Asch (1956) and Cohen ( 1 9 5 8 ) ) 3 Consistency (i.e., the proportion of critical trials), however, had no
significant effect, although the trend was in the expected direction of greater conformity associated with greater consistency.
A set of d u m m y variables was used to represent the relation
of the majority to the participant (acquaintances, strangers, or
out-group members), one of which was significantly related to
conformity: Consistent with previous research (Abrams et al.,
1990; Turner, 1991 ), conformity was significantly lower when
the majority consisted of out-group members. The inclusion of
the remaining d u m m y variables resulted in little improvement
to the fit of the model, m4to simplify presentation, analyses using
only the variable reflecting an out-group majority are presented
in this article.
The finding that the greater the percentage of female respondents, the higher the level of conformity was also consistent with
the conclusion from earlier reviews (e.g., Eagly & Carli, 1981 ),

although it is striking that it had the largest impact of all the
moderator variables included in this analysis. We investigated
this further, first by comparing just those studies where the participants were all men with those where participants were all
women. Most of the U.S. studies comprise single gender groups,
59 men and 26 women, and in only 5 studies could the results
for men and women not be disaggregated. For the remaining 7
U.S. studies, the gender composition o f the participants was not
specified. For studies using men, the weighted mean effect size
was d = 0.85 (95% CI = 0.79 to 0.90); whereas for studies using
women, it was d = 1.04 (95% CI = 0.96 to 1.13). We fit a categorical model to these data and the between-classes goodnessof-fit statistic indicated significant heterogeneity between the
two groups (Qs = 13.99, p < .001 ). Among these studies were
results from 17 experiments that had used both men and
women, and we performed a further analysis on these because
they afforded a "within-experiment" analysis of gender differences which would not be confounded by possible differences
between experiments (cf. Eagly & Wood, 1994; Wood, Lundgren, Ouellette, Busceme, & Blackstone, 1994). The results
were comparable with those obtained on the larger set of studies; the weighted mean effect size for men was d = 0.89 (95% CI
= 0.77 to 1.00) and for women it was d = 1.11 (95% CI = 1.10
to 1.11 ), and the difference between the two groups was significant (Qe = 6.57, p < .05). These additional analyses indicate
that the gender difference found overall is robust and does not
appear to be spuriously inflated through confounding with
other factors.
We also investigated whether there were interactions between
gender and the other moderator variables. For example, we may
have expected that gender differences may have narrowed over
time, and therefore that there would be an interaction between
gender and date of publication, that women would be more sensitive to the presence o f others, and that there would be a greater
difference for women between the Asch (1952b, 1956) and
Crutchfield (1955) paradigms, or between whether their response was available to the other group members. There was
no evidence, however, for these interactions: Inclusion of the
interaction between percentage of female respondents and date
of study led to virtually no improvement in model specification
(for the model with the interaction term, Q~ = 186.14 compared with Q~ = 186.57 for the model without the interaction
term). Likewise, there was no improvement in fit when the interaction between type of paradigm and percentage of female

m3We also measured stimulus ambiguity by coding proportionate error, that is, the difference in length between the chosen line and the
standard, divided by the length of the standard. However, this proved
not as good a predictor as absolute error (B = -0.12 ).
t4 The model specification statistic when only the variable reflecting
an out-group majority was included was ~ = 186.57, df= 88 (multiple
R = 0.43); when all dummy variables were included Q, = 184.96, df=
86 (multiple R = 0.44). There was, then, tittle difference between studies where the majority were friends or acquaintances and studies where
the majority were strangers. Asch (1956) had also found little difference, and it is likely that in the typical study the majority are perceived
to be fellow students, hence in-group members, even though they are
strangers.
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Table 4

Continuous Model on Conformity Effect Sizes Including Hofstede's (1983)
Measure of Cultural Values
Simple regressions
Variable
Moderator
Type of paradigm*
Majority size (SIM)b
Response known to majority~
Stimulus ambiguitya
Consistency of majority~
Majority out-grouD or nott
Percentage of female respondents
Date of study
Hofstede ( 1983)
Individualism
Constant
Multiple R
Q S, df= 120

Multiple regression

/3

b

/3

b

0.11
0.12
0.01
-0.04
-0.09
-0.16
0.17
-0.09

0.086*
1.459"
0.018
-0.046
-0.262
-0.244**
0.002"**
-0.004

0.20
0.17
0.01
-0.07
0.04
-0.08
0.16
-0.24

0.162***
2.093**
0.016
-0.090
0.126
-0.122
0.002**
-0.009***

-0.20

-0.004***

-0.35

-0.007***
17.785
0.420
354.450**

Note. Models are weighted least-squares estimators of regression coefficients obtained by weighting each

effect size by the reciprocal of its estimated variance (Hedges & Olkin, 1985, p. 174). In the multiple regression model, the predictors were entered simultaneously, b = unstandardized regression coefficient;/3 =
standardized regression coefficient; df= degrees of freedom; Q~ = test of model specification.
"Coded: 1 = Asch (1956) paradigm, 2 = Crutehfield (1955) paradigm, b Tanford and Penrod's (1984)
social influence model (SIM). c Coded: 1 = participant's response available to majority, 2 = not available.
d Discrepancy between correct fine and fine chosen by majority in inches. • Ratio of number of critical
trials to total number of trials, fcoded 0 = majority not an out-group, 1 = majority an out-group.
s When Q~ is significant, the hypothesis of adequate model sI~ecificationis rejected.
• p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001.

respondents was included (Qe = 186.29). Similarly, either little
or no improvement in fit was found when we included the interaction with stimulus ambiguity (Qe = 185.29), with whether
the out-group was a majority (Q~ = 186.43 ), with whether the
response was available to the majority (Q~ = 181.03), or with
consistency (Q~ = 181.28).
Whether the participant's response was made known to the
majority was not significant, however, although we had expected conformity to be lower when the response was not
known because this should minimize normative influence
(Allen, 1965). We also found no difference for type of population (coded as comparing student populations with the
remainder ), and this variable has not been included in the subsequent analyses reported here.
We shall see in Tables 4, 5, and 6 that the effect of these moderator variables was substantially the same for the analyses using
all studies and including cultural variables as additional predictors. The exceptions were that neither the measure of stimulus
ambiguity nor the variable reflecting whether the majority was
an out-group were significant.
Changes overtime. One aspect of our focus on the impact of
culture concerns changes over time, and we can see from Table 3
that the date of study was significantly negatively related to
effect size, indicating that there has been a decline in the level of
conformity. (This effect was found also in the analyses using all
the studies reported in Table 4.) Larsen ( 1974, 1982; Larsen et
al., 1979) hypothesized a curvilinear trend, whereby conformity declined in the late 1960s and early 1970s and then rose in

the latter part of the 1970s. Accordingly, we performed a regression analysis including a quadratic term for the date o f publication, but this proved to be nonsignificant. Is The trend appears
best described as linear, and we have only included the linear
term in our subsequent analyses. The fact that this trend is negative is opposite to the prediction o f Lamb and Alsifaki (1980),
who argued that conformity would increase because o f an increasing number of other-directed types of individual.

Cultural Values and Conformity
Three sets of analyses were performed on the full set o f studies to evaluate the effect of cultural values on conformity: (a)
using measures of cultural values derived from Hofstede ( 1980,
1983), (b) using measures from Schwartz (1994), and (c) using measures from Trompenaars (1993). The principal advantage of conducting separate analyses is that it establishes convergent validity because it enables us to check that relationships
are not specific to a particular investigator's samples and
methods.
Values on Hofstede's (1980) dimension of IndividualismCollectivism for each country (and the values for his other three
dimensions) were obtained from Hofstede (1980, 1983).

is There was no improvement in the overall fit of the model when the
quadratic term was included (Q~ = 186.49, dr= 87 ). The coefficient for
the quadratic term was/3 = 0.07 and was not significant.
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Table 5

Continuous Model on Conformity Effect Sizes Including Schwartz "s (1994)
Measures of Cultural Values
Simple regressions
Variable
Moderator
Type of paradigm"
Majority size (SIM)~
Response known to majority~
Stimulus ambiguitya
Consistency of majoritye
Majority out-group or not f
Percentage of female respondents
Date of study
Schwartz (1994)
Intellectual autonomy
Affective autonomy
Conservatism
Constant
Multiple R

Multiple regression

~

b

/~

b

0.12
0.12
0.02
-0.04
-0.09
-0.13
0.17
-0.10

0.094*
1.409"
0.023
-0.047
-0.253
-0.240***
0.002***
-0.004"

0.12
0.20
0.02
-0.09
-0.01
-0.GIll
0.14
-0.14

0.094*
2.384**
0.033
-0.118
-0.019
-0.117

-0.14
-0.38
0.16

-0.147**
-0.988***
0.311"**

-0.28
-0.44
-0.32

-0.290*

Q~,df= ll7

0.001"*

-0.006*
- 1.164***

-0.607**
17.970
0.490
326.030**

Note. Models are weighted least-squares estimators of regression coefficients obtained by weighting each
effect size by the reciprocal of its estimated variance (Hedges & Olkin, 1985, p. 174). In the multiple regression model, the predictors were entered simultaneously, b = unstandardized regression coefficient; ~ =
standardized regression coefficient; df= degrees of freedom; Qe = test of model specification.
J Coded: 1 = Asch (1956) paradigm, 2 = Crutchfield (1955) paradigm, bTanford and Penrod's (1984)
social influence model (SIM). c Coded: 1 = participant's response available to majority, 2 = not available.
d Discrepancy between correct line and line chosen by majority in inches • Ratio of number of critical
trials to total number of trials, fCoded0 = majority not an out-group, 1 = majority an out-group.
' When Qe is significant, the hypothesis of adequate model specification is rejected.
• p < . 0 5 . **p<.01. ***p<.001.

Schwartz (1994) took samples o f both teachers and students in
most countries that he investigated, and we used scores obtained from the student samples, given that our studies had almost invariably used students as participants. Trompenaars
supplied the values that he obtained for each country for each
o f his dimensions ( E Trompenaars, personal communication,
April 16, 1993). 16'17
The results o f the regression analyses including Hofstede's
( 1980, 1983) measure are given in Table 4. The dimension o f
Individualism-Collectivism was significantly related to conformity, as expected. Individualistic cultures showed lower levels
of conformity than collectivist cultures. 18
For Schwartz's (1994) value types, all three concerning individualism-collectivism proved significant, ~9 as Table 5 shows.
As expected, conformity was significantly lower the higher the
value placed on both Affective Autonomy and Intellectual Autonomy. For Conservatism, the negative coefficient indicates
that the higher the value placed on this dimension, the lower the
level o f conformity, which at first sight appears to be opposite to
what was expected. However, this is due to its negative correlation with both individualism measures, especially Intellectual
Autonomy. When Conservatism is entered without these other
two variables, its coefficient is positive (and significantly so), as
would be expected and, as Table 5 shows, the simple regression
of Conservatism on effect size is significantly positive. It is its
residual variance, controlling for both a u t o n o m y measures,
that is negatively associated with level o f conformity. We return

to this point when we discuss the relationships between the cultural variables. 2°
For the Trompenaars (1993) dimensions, IndividualismCollectivism proved to be significant, as well as Achievement-

16We are grateful to Shalom Schwartz and Fons Trompenaars for
making their data available in advance of publication.
17Data were not available for all of the countries included in our sample from each of these studies. Hofstede (1980) did not include samples
from Zaire or Zimbabwe. Chandra's (1973) study used a sample of
Indian Fijians and a sample of native Fijians. Scores from India were
used for the former, but data was not available for native Fijians. Hofstede's (1983) scores for Arab countries were used for Kuwait and Lebanon. Schwartz ( 1994 ) did not have data from Lebanon, Kuwait, Zaire,
or Ghana, hence studies from these cultures were coded as missing.
Trompenaars (1993) did not have data for Canada, Zaire, or Zimbabwe. He also did not have data for Lebanon, but these were approximated by taking the mean of the neighboring Kuwait, Oman, and
United Arab Emirates samples. In the analyses reported here, we omitted studies from countries where information on cultural values was not
available. We have also performed two further sets of analyses where all
studies were included: In one, the mean was substituted for missing values on cultural dimensions; in the other, missing values on cultural dimensions were estimated from the values obtained for neighboring
countries with a comparable culture. These analyses yielded very similar results to those reported here.
~s None of Hofstede's (1980) other three dimensions---Masculinity,
Uncertainty Avoidance, and Power Distance--was significantly related
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Ascription. The results are given in Table 6. As expected, a
higher level of conformity was associated with collectivist cultures and those that saw status as ascribed rather than
achieved.2
For all three multiple regression analyses, the model specification statistic, Q~, was significant, and therefore in each case
the hypothesis of adequate model specification was rejected.
The best fit was obtained with the Schwartz (1994) cultural
variables and the worst with Trompenaars's (1993) variables.
As we found with the analysis of just the U.S. studies, a m u c h
better fit was found when only studies using Asch's (1956) stimulus materials were included. For example, the model using the
Schwartz cultural variables gave a multiple R = 0.67 (Q~ =
82.91, df= 40, p < .05 ) when only studies using Asch's (1956)
materials were included; although the test for model specification was still rejected, the elimination of just four outliers gave
an acceptable fit. 22 Note, however, that the relationships between effect size and the predictor variables were not significantly altered for these analyses.
We should also note that in each case the measures of cultural
values had larger standardized regression coefficients than any
of the other moderator variables that are more usually identified
as the significant sources of variance in conformity in the Asch
( 1952b, 1956) paradigm.
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tual Autonomy are positively correlated and are both strongly
negatively correlated with Conservatism, similar to the correlations reported by Schwartz (1994). The Trompenaars
(1993) measures--Individualism-Collectivism and Achievem e r i t - A s c r i p t i o n - - a r e moderately positively intercorrelated.
Hofstede's (1980) Individualism-Collectivism correlates positively with Schwartz's Affective Autonomy and Intellectual Aut o n o m y (albeit more strongly with the former) and negatively
with Conservatism. It also correlates positively with Trompenaars's measures of Individualism-Collectivism and Achievement-Ascription. Likewise, the Schwartz measures of Affective
Autonomy and Intellectual Autonomy are positively correlated
with, and Conservatism is negatively correlated with, Trompenaars's measures of Individualism-Collectivism and Achievement-Ascription. O n the whole, then, the pattern ofintercorrelations is consistent with the view that all three investigations
are tapping some c o m m o n dimension of cultural values, b u t the
correlations are not so large as to indicate that they are merely
duplicating each other. O f course, we would expect the correlations to be lower because of the different questionnaire measures, samples, and times at which the surveys were carried out.
However, it may also be that they tap conceptually somewhat
distinct dimensions. We therefore performed a regression analysis where all three sets of cultural variables were included to
see whether this would provide a better fit. However, it did not.

Relations Between Measures of Cultural Values
Although we have conducted separate analyses for the different measures of cultural values, the dimensions that we have
focused on, and that have proved significant in our analyses, are
all conceptually related to individualism--collectivism; if their
effects are to be similarly interpreted, we should find that for
this sample of countries they are reasonably highly correlated.
Table 7 presents the correlations between the measures of cultural values. 23
The correlations are very m u c h as we had expected. For the
Schwartz (1994) dimensions, Affective Autonomy and Intellec-

to conformity, and they were not expected to be so; thus, they are not
included in the model. The regression equation with all four cultural
dimensions did not provide an appreciably better fit (Qc = 334.31, df
= 117, multiple R = 0.47). The correlations between individualismcollectivism and the other predictor variables were modest. The correlation with date of study was largest, r = -.47, the remainder ranged
from -.21 to .25, and the median absolute value r = . 13.
J9 None of Schwartz's (1994) remaining culture-level value types-hierarchy, harmony, mastery, and egalitarian commitment--was significant, and they were not expected to be so. Their inclusion did not
appreciably improve the fit of the model (Qc = 295.35, df= 113,
multiple R = 0.56), and hence they were excluded. The correlations
between each measure of cultural values and the remaining predictor
variables was typically modest: For Affective Autonomy, the correlations ranged between -.30 and .53, the median absolute value, r, was
.13; for Intellectual Autonomy, the range was -.13 to .15, the median
absolute value, r, was .07; and for Conservatism, the range was -.54 to
.45, the median absolute value, r, was. 11. For both Intellectual Autonomy and Conservatism, the largest correlations were with date of study
(r = .53 and r = -.54 respectively).

2oCombining these three measures into a single dimension, either
by taking scores on the first principal component or by constructing a
summed score, did not produce as good a fit as entering each value
separately.
2, The remaining Trompenaars's (1993) dimensions--Specific-Diffuse, Neutral-Emotional, and Universalism-Particularism--were
not significant. Smith, Dugan, and Trompenaars (in press) have recently reanalyzed Trompenaars's data and have developed a measure of
individualism which is preferred over Trompanaars's original individualism-collectivism measure. Substituting the new measure gave
multiple R = 0.36 (Q¢ = 379.95, df= 119, p < .01 ) and individualism
was significantly related to effect size 05 = -0.25, p < .01 ), indicating
lower effect sizes for countries high in individualism. The correlations
between each measure of cultural values and the remaining predictor
variables were modest, ranging from -.09 to .45; the median absolute
value was r = . 10. For both Individualism-Collectivismand Achievement-Ascription, the largest correlations were with the date of study (r
= .25 and r = .45, respectively).
22For this model where the four outliers were excluded, multiple R =
0.81 (Q~ = 49.06, df = 36, ns). All predictors were significant a t p <
.01 with the following standardized coeificients: paradigm,/~ = -0.25;
majority size (SIM),/~ = 0.19; response known,/$ = -0.17; majority
out-group or not, B = -0.25; percentage women, B = 0.21; date of study,
/~ = -0.44; Conservatism, # = -0.50; Affeetive Autonomy, # = -0.71;
and Intellectual Autonomy,/~ = -0.45. The variables average error and
consistency were not appropriate given that all studies used the same
stimulus materials.
23It is customary to explore cultural dimensions of values at the culture level where the country is treated as the unit of analysis, and we
have chosen to follow that practice here, so our results are comparable
with this other work (e.g., Hofstede, 1980; Schwartz, 1994). If each
study is taken as the unit of analysis, somewhat different correlations
are obtained because values are duplicated when there is more than one
study from a particular country.
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Table 6

Continuous Model on Conformity Effect Sizes Including Trompenaars's (1993)
Measures of Cultural Values
Simple regressions
Variable
Moderator
Type of paradigm"
Majority size (SIM)b
Response known to majority~
Stimulus ambiguitya
Consistency of majority~
Majority out-group or notf
Percentage of female respondents
Date of study
Trompenaars (1993)
Individualism--coUectivism
Achievement-ascription
Constant
Multiple R
Q,S,df= 119

Multiple regression

O

b

/~

b

0.11
0.12
0.01
-0.04
-0.09
-0.16
0.17
-0.09

0.085*
1.472*
0.012
-0.048
-0.269*
-0.245***
0.002***
-0.003

0.17
0.20
0.01
-0.05
0.02
-0.09
0.17
-0.22

0.138**
2.386"**
0.013
-0.061
0.049
-0.144
0.002"**
-0.008***

0.30
0.23

0.041"**
0.012***

0.22
0.22

0.030***
0.012**
17.560
0.470
339.790**

Note. Models are weighted least-squares estimators of regression coefficients obtained by weighting each

effect size by the reciprocal of its estimated variance (Hedges & Olkin, 1985, p. 174). In the multiple regression model, the predictors were entered simultaneously, b = unstandardized regression coefficient; ~ =
standardized regression coefficient; df= degrees of freedom; Q., = test of model specification.
"Coded: I = Aseh (1956) paradigm, 2 = Crutchfield (1955) paradigm, b Tanford and Penrod's (1984)
social influence model (SIM). c Coded: 1 = participant's response available to majority, 2 = not available.
a Discrepancy between correct line and line chosen by majority in inches, e Ratio of number of critical
trials to total number of trials, fCoded 0 = majority not an out-group, 1 = majority an out-group.
g When Q., is significant, the hypothesis of adequate model specification is rejected.
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001.

There was virtually no improvement over the Schwartz (1994)
model alone (the model specification statistic was Qe = 327.35,
df= 115, and multiple R = 0.50 compared with Q.¢ = 326.03,
df= 117, and multiple R = 0.49 for the Schwartz model). Neither the Trompenaars ( 1993 ) or the Hofstede (1980) measures
appear to carry information that predicts level of conformity
that is not contained within the Schwartz measures.
Discussion

Summary of Findings
The results of this review can be summarized in three
parts. First, we investigated the impact o f a number of potential moderator variables, focusing just on those studies conducted in the United States where we were able to investigate
their relationship with conformity, free o f any potential interactions with cultural variables. Consistent with previous
research, conformity was significantly higher, (a) the larger
the size o f the majority, (b) the greater the proportion of female respondents, (c) when the majority did not consist o f
out-group members, and ( d ) the more ambiguous the stimulus. There was a nonsignificant tendency for conformity to be
higher, the more consistent the majority. There was also an
unexpected interaction effect: Conformity was higher in the
Asch ( 1952b, 1956) paradigm (as was expected), but only
for studies using Asch's (1956) stimulus materials; where
other stimulus materials were used (but where the task was

also judging which o f the three comparison lines was equal to
a standard), conformity was higher in the Crutchfield ( 1955 )
paradigm. Finally, although we had expected conformity to
be lower when the participant's response was not made available to the majority, this variable did not have a significant
effect.
The second area of interest was on changes in the level o f
conformity over time. Again the main focus was on the analysis just using studies conducted in the United States because
it is the changing cultural climate o f Western societies which
has been thought by some to relate to changes in conformity.
We found a negative relationship. Levels of conformity in
general had steadily declined since Asch's studies in the early
1950s. We did not find any evidence for a curvilinear trend
(as, e.g., Larsen, 1982, had hypothesized), and the direction
was opposite to that predicted by L a m b and Alsifaki (1980).
The third and major area o f interest was in the impact o f
cultural values on conformity, and specifically differences in
individualism-collectivism. Analyses using measures o f cultural values derived from Hofstede (1980, 1983), Schwartz
(1994), and Trompenaars (1993) revealed significant relationships confirming the general hypothesis that conformity
would be higher in collectivist cultures than in individualist
cultures. That all three sets o f measures gave similar results,
despite the differences in the samples and instruments used,
provides strong support for the hypothesis. Moreover, the impact o f the cultural variables was greater than any other, in-

CULTURE AND CONFORMITY

125

Table 7

Correlations Between Measures of Cultural Values
Hofstede
(1983)
Measure
Schwartz (1994)
Conservatism
Affectiveautonomy
Intellectual autonomy
Trompenaars (1993)
Individualism-collectivism
Achievement-ascription

Individualism

Schwartz (1994)
Conservatism

-.41
.77
.19
.55
.62

Affective
autonomy
-.86
-

-.47
-.78

-

.58
.84

Intellectual
autonomy

Trompeuaa~(1993)
Individualism-collectivism

-.83
.63
.25
.47

.53

Note. Theseare "country-level"correlationswhere the country mean on the relevant dimension is the unit of analysisin line with other analyses
of the relationship betweendimensionsof cultural values(e.g., Hofstede, 1980;Schwartz, 1994).

cluding those moderator variables such as majority size typically identified as being important factors. Cultural values, it
would seem, are significant mediators of response in group
pressure experiments.

Limitations of This Review
Meta-analyses that look for moderator variables of effect size
are correlational investigations, and the interpretation of relationships is subject to the familiar concerns of the presence of
possible confounded variables. One strength of this investigation has been that by applying strict criteria for the inclusion of
studies, essentially admitting only replications of Asch's
( 1952b, 1956) study but including those using a Crutchfield
( 1955 ) paradigm, the sample is relatively homogenous, and we
have been able to assess and control for the moderator variables
which previous research had indicated might be signifi,cant.
Of course, a good deal of the variance in conformity was not
explained by the variables we studied, and there are several reasons why we would expect this. First, whereas we sought to include the major variables, there are other factors which, in some
studies at least, may have been important. In particular, suspicion on the part of the participants may account for some of the
wide variation in effect sizes. The necessary deception is difficult to achieve in both the Asch ( 1952b, 1956) and Crutchfield
(1955) paradigms (Stricker, Messick, & Jackson, 1967), and it
is unlikely that it was achieved for all participants in the wide
range of studies included here.
Second, it is likely that the impact of several moderator variables on conformity is also dependent on cultural values, and
yet the sample of studies did not permit an exploration of potential interaction effects. We have already remarked that there
is no reason to suppose that the changes in cultural climate over
time would have the same impact on conformity in every country; indeed, it is highly unlikely that this would be so. The importance of gender differences is also likely to vary cross-culturally. We discuss in Theoretical Implications reasons for believing that there will be cross-cultural differences in the
significance of whether the majority is an in-group or out-group
and in whether the participant's response is public or private.

Our analyses have been unable to capture these potential interaction effects.
Third, we have not measured the importance attached to cultural values by the participants in conformity experiments but
have instead assumed that their values are adequately represented by the findings of surveys using other samples. This assumption is not warranted to the extent that there is heterogeneity within a culture with respect to values and to the extent
that the population sampled in the conformity experiments
differs in relevant respects from that sampled in the survey of
values. The result is to underestimate the impact of cultural
values.
Fourth, countries are not homogenous, and differences in individualistic and collectivist values within countries have been
a separate area of research (e.g., Schwartz, 1992; Triandis,
Leung, ViUarcal, & Clack, 1985; Triandis, Matin, Lisansky, &
Betancourt, 1984). Howeve~ both the conformity experiments
and the surveys of cultural values were biased toward sampling
from the middle class and from the majority groups within each
country, so the impact of heterogeneity of values may not have
been large. Almost all the conformity experiments used samples
of students who in all the countries would have consisted mainly
of young people from the middle-class majority group. The
value surveys on whose data we relied were also derived from
predominately middle-class respondents. Students, those of
higher social class, and those from urban areas are generally
believed to be more individualistic (Triandis, 1989), and therefore those with more collectivist values are likely to be underrepresented in the conformity studies.
A fifth factor is the differences in when the conformity experiments were conducted and when the survey of cultural values
was carried out. Hofstede's (1980) survey was conducted between 1967 and 1973. Both the Schwartz (1994) and Trompenaars (1993) data were collected more recently. These surveys
have been taken to represent the values of participants over a
period of nearly 40 years, and yet it is likely that there has been
some change in values over this period. Indeed, one explanation
for our finding of declining levels of conformity over time might
be that it reflects increasing endorsement of individualistic values. Increased individualism is seen by a variety of authors as a
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component of increased modernity (e.g., Hofstede, 1980; Kim
et al., 1994; Yang, 1988). To the extent that there have been
such changes, our study has underestimated the relationship between values and conformity.
There is also the familiar problem in cross-cultural research
of whether there may be cultural differences in, for example,
the relevance, familiarity, or difficulty of the method which are
confounded with the differences in the behavior of interest. In
the context of the Asch (1952b, 1956) paradigm, this raises
such issues as whether the line judgment task or the apparatus
used are more familiar or more meaningful for members of one
culture rather than another, and it is these differences rather
than social influence which give rise to differences in conformity The results from studies using control groups, however,
suggest that this may not be a serious problem. The majority
of studies conducted outside the United States included in this
review ran control groups which confirmed that in the absence
of group pressure, individuals achieve the task with near total
accuracy (with the exception of Claeys's, 1967, study in Zaire
where control group errors were 15%). This reassures us that
accuracy appears to be cross-culturally stable and therefore that
the method appears equally appropriate across cultures. Of
course, it is still possible to argue that there may be cross-cultural differences in the confidence with which judgments are
held, and this may in part explain differences in response to
group pressure.
Note, though, that whereas the method appears a reliable
means of assessing responsiveness to group pressure across cultures, it is questionable whether that behavior is always best described as conformity, given its negative connotations with
"yielding," "submission," and so on. Such connotations stem
from Western values which stress the importance of self-expression, of stating one's opinion in the face of disagreement with
others. In other cultures, however, harmony with others may be
valued more highly; agreement in public while privately disagreeing may be regarded, for example, as properly displaying
tact or sensitivity. Viewed from this perspective, conformity in
the Asch ( 1952b, 1956) paradigm may be better described as
"tactfulness" or "social sensitivity" and independence as "tactlessness" or "insensitivity." We have chosen to describe the behavior as conformity because that is how this area of research is
known within social psychology, but in doing so we recognize
an inconsistency between describing the behavior in such a way
that assumes a set of values, while arguing that the behavior, and
its meaning, needs to be understood as stemming at least in part
from the values attached to it within a given cultural context.
The Asch paradigm may be a fair way of assessing across cultures how people respond to a discrepant group judgment, but
its description as conformity may not be cross-culturally
appropriate.

Theoretical Implications
The nature of the relationship between cultural values and
conformity requires further elaboration and investigation. Although we have focused on the construct of individualismcollectivism, the question of what are the significant value dimensions on which cultures vary is a topic of current research

and debate, and individualism-collectivism has been criticized
for being a higher order abstraction which flosses over important distinctions. Triandis et al. (1986), for example, identified
four factors within an individual-level measure of individualism-collectivism. There are differences between cultures in the
nature of collectivism: For example, in Japan it is much more
focused o n the work group than in many other cultures
(Nakane, 1970); in Chinese societies, it is more strongly associated with the family (Bond, 1986); and in Latin American
cultures, collectivist values find expression in relations between
peers (Triandis et al., 1984). Schwartz (1990) pointed out that
overall classifications into individualist or collectivist types often obscure important distinctions and that differences between
them are not always consistent. He sees his value dimensions as
distinct from the individualist-collectivist dimension described
by others such as Hofstede (1980) and has chosen to use different terms to label the dimensions to emphasize this distinctiveness (Schwartz, 1994). In terms of the present study, it is significant that measures of individualism-collectivism predicted
conformity and, more important, that whereas the measures
used were somewhat distinctive both empirically and conceptually, there appears to be a common factor running through
them. Individualism-collectivism may be a higher order abstraction, but it appears nonetheless to capture an important
difference between cultures as far as conformity is concerned.
Just how individualism-collectivism relates to the process of
social influence requires further clarification. Triandis's (1989)
emphasis on cognitive processes suggests one avenue for further
research. He distinguishes the private self, the collective self
(assessment by the generalized other), and the public self
(assessment by a specific reference group) and argues that, in
collectivist societies, the collective self is more complex and
more frequently sampled, whereas in individualist cultures it is
the private self that is more complex and frequently sampled.
When the collective self is sampled, the norms and values of the
in-group are more salient and individuals are more responsive
to whether others are in-group or out-group members. Differences in conformity behavior between collectivist and individualist cultures, therefore, might be expected to be due to differences both in values and in what is salient. Moreover, there
would be less difference between conditions of public and private responding in collectivist cultures because of the internalization of in-group goals.
Differences in values, and consequently different sources of
self-esteem, are discussed also by Markus and Kitayama
( 1991 ), who distinguish an independent from an interdependent construal of self which are differentiated on a number of
dimensions potentially relevant to conformity. For example,
those with an interdependent (i.e., collectivist ) construal of self
are seen as motivated to belong and fit in rather than be unique,
to promote others' goals rather than one's own, and to occupy
one's proper place. They derive self-esteem from an ability to
adjust and to maintain harmony with the social context. The
self is construed more in a contextualized manner, by the
groups and the settings in which time is spent, rather than as
having trans-situational personal qualities (cf. Cousins, 1989).
In contrast, those with independent selves derive self-esteem
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from being able to express themselves and validate their internal attributes.
Ting-Toomey (1988) argued that in all cultures members
seek to save face when confronting potential embarrassment,
but in individualist cultures the focus is most strongly on the
" I " the actor, whereas in collectivist cultures the focus is on
"We;' the collectivity. The interdependent person is concerned
that incorrect behavior embarrasses others as well as leads to a
loss of personal face and that they and other group members
seek to anticipate and preempt the occurrence of embarrassing
events. Singelis and Sharkey (in press) have confirmed a siguificant relationship between interdependence and embarrassibility, both among European Americans and Asian Americans
but especially among the latter.
These analyses point to reasons why collectivists may be more
likely to conform in general and to reasons why it may depend
on the group context in which they find themselves. Collectivists may in general be more likely to conform because they attach greater importance to collective goals and are more concerned about how others both regard and are affected by their
behavior and because child-rearing practices in collectivist societies emphasize obedience and proper behavior.
However, it can also be argued that collectivists would only
conform more to in-group members and that where the majority consist of out-group members, they would be less likely to
conform than individualists. Because their identity rests more
firmly on their continuing group membership, collectivists are
more sensitive to in-group-out-group distinctions and tend to
be cpoperative and helpful with in-gr0up members but competitive and not helpful with out-group members (Smith & Bond,
1993). There is also evidence that members of individualist cultures behave more cooperatively than members of collectivist
cultures when groups are formed for the first time (Triandis,
1989). In line with this view, Frager's (1970) finding that Japanese students did not show more conformity in an Asch-type
study has been explained by the fact that the majority were
strangers and hence would be perceived as out-group members
(e.g., Mann, 1988; Triandis, 1989; Williams & Sogon, 1984).
Likewise, Markus and Kitayama ( 1991 ) argued that in general
those with interdependent (i.e., more collectivist) selves would
show less conformity in the Asch ( 1952b, 1956) paradigm than
is found in the United States, also on the basis that the majority
typically are strangers and therefore would be perceived as outgroup members.'
The finding of the present study, that collectivists conform
more, may therefore come as a surprise in the light of this argument. It raises questions, however, of just how the majority are
perceived in Asch-type studies and what constitutes an in-group
in the context of that paradigm. In the typical study, the majority may be strangers, but they are also fellow students. Are they
perceived as in-group members or out-gr0uP members? The ingroup in the British study by Abrams ct al. (1990) was defined
as fellow psychology students, even though they were from a
neighboring university and hence unknown to the participant,
and this was sufficient to give rise to significantly more conformity than to out-group members, defined as studying a different
discipline. Not one of the studies in the present review has directly assessed how the majority is perceived by the participant
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in terms of in-group-out-group membership, and this is clearly
an issue which future research needs to clarify.
It is likely that the range and significance of in-groups varies
between societies and in ways that are not captured by thdt society's position on an individualism-collectivism dimension.
Triandis (1989) points out that in traditional Greece, for example, the in-group is defined as family and friends and people
concerned with the individual's welfare, whereas in the United
States it may be those who agree on important issues and values.
Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal, Asai, and Lucca (1988) in a
questionnaire study comparing students from the United
States, Japan, and Puerto Rico found that different in-groups
were significant in relation to different attitudes and behaviors.
Japanese students reported conforming less, in general, than
students from the United States (despite Japan being a more
collectivist country), and the Japanese differentiated in-groups
from out-groups more sharply. They concluded,
People in collectivistcultures do not necessarilyconformmore, feel
more similar to others, and/or uniformly subordinate their goals
to the goalsof others. Such responsesare more selective. . . . One
may be a collectivistin relation to one ingroup but not in relation
to other groups. (Triandis et al., 1988, p. 333~italics in original)
Moreover, the relationship of in-group or out-group status to
conformity may not be straightforward. For example, Matsuda
(1985) distinguished three types of personal relationship in Japan, differing in degree of intimacy, and predicted that the highest conformity would be found in the type of relationship with
an intermediate level of intimacy because the most intimate relationships are more tolerant of deviation.
It is important also to recognize that what constitutes the ingroup will change depending on salient features of the situation,
and the issue therefore arises as to what are the salient features
of the Asch ( 1952b, 1956) paradigm in this respect and how
do these interact with the wider cultural context. In Hogg and
Turner's (1987) analysis of conformity, social influence is seen
as originating "in the need of people to reach agreement with
others perceived to be interchangeable in respect of relevant attributes (psychological ingronp members in the given situation)
in order to validate their responses as correct, appropriate and
desirable" (p. 150). In the Asch paradigm involving judgments
of line length, the relevant attribute for validating correctness is
normal eyesight; hence, for that situation it might be expected
that any majority consisting of people with normal eyesight
would be categorized as "psychological" in-group members.
Participants in the Asch situation are concerned not just with
being correct, however, but also with, for example, not wishing
to stand out, being ridiculed, or breaking ranks, and such
(Asch, 1956; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). It remains to be clarified, though, how other group categorizations (family vs. nonfamily, own race vs. different race, psychology students vs. history students, etc.) are relevant to these concerns, and how this
in turn might depend on the broader cultural context.
This leads, finally, to the question of how well does behavior
in the Asch ( 1952b, 1956) paradigm address the wider issue of
conformity across cultures. Even if, as we have argued, the Asch
paradigm provides one instance where social influence processes may be compared across cultures, it remains limited in
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its use of an unambiguous physical judgment task and by the
fact that those who conform typically merely comply. Thus, the
effects of group pressure have been found to vary between tasks
requiring physical judgments and those concerning attitudinal
or aesthetic judgments (Allen, 1965, 1975 ), and it is likely that
this distinction would be important for conformity across cultures. On the basis of our discussion, we would expect differences in susceptibility to social influence between individualist
and collectivist cultures to be even greater when the task was,
for example, an opinion issue.
It has long been recognized that conformity is an imprecise
concept and that a number of different responses to social influence need to be distinguished. For example, Festinger (1953)
was the first to distinguish "internalization" from "compliance" (the former where the individual agrees both publicly and
privately; the latter where public agreement is associated with
private disagreement), and this distinction has continued to be
important in, for example, Moscovici's (1980) dual-process
theory of majority and minority influence. Nail's (1986) careful review of this literature proposed an eighffold typology of
responses to social influence. These distinctions are important
for the issue of conformity and cultural values. The Asch
( 1952b, 1956) paradigm is regarded as producing mostly compliance (Asch, 1956; Moscovici, 1980; Turner, 1991), and
hence this review is limited to that behavior. The relationship
between cultural values and other responses to social influence,
such as internalization or conversion, must be investigated using different experimental paradigms, and the theoretical analysis needs to be more fine grained than it has been possible to
present here.
In conclusion, although this research has indicated that cultural values are an important factor in conformity, further research needs to identify more clearly how such values enter the
processes underlying social influence and to examine the possibility of subtle interactions between culture, conformity, and
salient features ofthe task and its social context.
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Appendix B
I n t e r c o r r e l a t i o n s B e t w e e n M o d e r a t o r V a r i a b l e s for Full S a m p l e
a n d for U.S. S t u d i e s O n l y
Variable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

-.01
.01
.10
--

-.17
-.20
.00
.23
--

-.20
.07
-.03
.02
.10
m

.03
-.01
.03
.02
.04
-.01
~

-.11
-.25
-.07
-.21
.08
.02
.21

-.08
.06
.11
m

-.34
.05
.01
.28
m

-.24
.04
-.10
.04
.16

.11
-.03
.03
.08
-.01

-.08
.05
.00
-.17
.07
.06
.22

All studies (n = 133)
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Type o f paradigm j
Majority size (SIM) b
Response known to majority ~
Stimulns ambiguity d
Consistency o f majority ~
Majority out-group or not f
Percentage o f female respondents
Date o f study

--

-.29
--

.16
.01
--

U.S. studies (n = 97)
1
2
3
4
5
6

7
8

Type o f paradigm a
Majority size (SIM) b
Response known to majority"
Stimulns ambiguity a
Consistency o f majority ~
Majority out-group or not f
Percentage o f female respondents
Date o f study

--

-.10
--

.19
- . 10
--

~

.01

~

"Coded: 1 = Aseh (1956) paradigm, 2 = Crutehfield (1955) paradigm, b Tanford and Penrod's (1984)
social influence model (SIM). c Coded: 1 = participants response available to majority, 2 = not available.
d Discrepancy between correct line and line chosen by majority in inches. , Ratio o f number o f critical
trials to total number o f trials, fCoded 0 = majority not an out-group, 1 = majority an out-group.
R e c e i v e d J u l y 15, 1993
R e v i s i o n r e c e i v e d M a r c h 8, 1995
A c c e p t e d M a r c h 8, 1995 •
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Off the Fence, Onto the Bandwagon? A Large-Scale
Survey Experiment on Effect of Real-Life Poll
Outcomes on Subsequent Vote Intentions
Tom W. G. van der Meer, Armen Hakhverdian and
Loes Aaldering
Department of Political Science, University of Amsterdam

Abstract
Despite decades of scholarly inquiry, the debate on the existence of a bandwagon
effect in politics remains undecided. This article aims to overcome the limitations of
previous experimental and survey research. We test to what extent success in real-life
polling outcomes of the previous weeks influences subsequent vote intentions. To this
end, we designed a large-scale survey experiment among a diverse cross-section of the
Dutch electorate (N ¼ 23,421). We find that simple polling outcomes by themselves
do not affect subsequent vote intentions. We do find evidence for a subtle but relevant
bandwagon effect: An emphasis on growth in the opinion polls stimulates subsequent
support. However, there is no evidence that the bandwagon effect is more apparent
among people who were on the fence.

Is there such a thing as a bandwagon vote? Do ‘‘pre-election polls tend to
handicap the losing side by influencing doubtful voters to vote for the winning
candidate’’ (Gallup & Rae, 1940, p. 244)? As early as 1940, George Gallup and
Saul Forbes Rae argued that there are two main problems in the way the
bandwagon effect had been tested comprehensively. First, experimental studies
frequently study college students in nonrealistic situations with nonexisting
candidates. Second, because the determinants of public opinion shifts are
complex and interdependent, the causal mechanisms are hard to pull apart
(Gallup & Rae, 1940, pp. 248–249). A more convincing test of the bandwagon
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vote and its intricacies therefore requires an assessment of the effect of actual
poll results on real voters.
To date, the problems sketched by Gallup and Rae have not been solved.
Even though the topic has received ample scholarly attention, the existence of
a bandwagon vote remains hotly debated (see Irwin & Van Holsteyn, 2000).
Gallup, for one, was highly sceptical: ‘‘No amount of factual evidence seems
to kill the bandwagon myth . . . . After thirty years, the volume of evidence
against the bandwagon theory has reached staggering proportions, and yet
many writers continue to allude to this theory as an accepted fact’’ (Gallup,
1965, p. 546).
Yet, the current body of scholarship on the existence of a bandwagon vote is
far more mixed than Gallup’s early assessment implies (Donsbach, 2001;
Hardmeier, 2008). Survey-based research has led to paradoxical outcomes.
Most people, when asked directly, are convinced that polls have the potential
to induce bandwagon effects, but deny that they themselves are sensitive to such
influences (Lang & Lang, 1984; McAllister & Studler, 1991; Sonck &
Loosveldt, 2010). Subjective perceptions of electoral success influence party
choice (Meffert, Huber, Gschwend, & Pappi, 2011). Generally, though, surveys
are not well equipped to assess whether actual success in the opinion polls
causes a bandwagon vote to occur, as the mechanisms underlying the bandwagon
effect can be emotional and subconscious in nature, rather than cognitive and
conscious (see Marsh, 1985; Mutz, 1992, 1998; Meffert et al., 2011).
To address these concerns, many studies on the bandwagon vote have
applied an experimental design (e.g., Hardmeier, 2008). There have been
various attempts at natural experiments, for instance, by comparing early
voters with late voters—the latter being more likely to have been exposed
to exit polls—by comparing people who watched television broadcasts showing
the likely election outcome at midday with those who did not, or by comparing voters who were interviewed before successful polls were presented
with those who were interviewed afterward (e.g., Blais, Gidengil, & Nevitte,
2006; Fuchs, 1966; Mendelsohn, 1966; Tuchman & Coffin, 1971). These
studies generally found no evidence for bandwagon effects, but were unable
to achieve genuine randomization of the bandwagon treatment. Experimental
research in controlled environments with randomized groups was used
to isolate bandwagon effects more abstractly, by using fake candidates and/
or fake polls, generally among a small and selective population such as students (e.g., Cotter & Stoval, 1994; Daschmann 2000; Fleitas, 1971; Goidel &
Shields, 1994; Mehrabian, 1998; Morwitz & Pluzinski, 1996; Navazio, 1977).
However, these experiments do not tell us to what extent bandwagon effects
take place in nonartificial settings as a consequence of actual poll results.
Many of these experimental studies require quite a leap of faith from experiment to reality.
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Moreover, the bandwagon effect need not be indiscriminate (see Traugott,
1992). Success in the polls is most likely to attract voters who were already
‘‘on the fence’’ (Gallup & Rae, 1940), that is, voters who support candidates
with similar characteristics rather than ideological opposites and voters who
previously considered voting for that candidate at least once. Moreover, politically sophisticated voters are less likely to change party preference because
they do not easily yield to additional cues (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet,
1948; Meffert et al., 2011; Van der Meer, Van Elsas, Lubbe, & Van der Brug,
2015).
For all these reasons, it is no surprise that previous studies reached conflicting results and that the existence and nature of the bandwagon vote
remains hotly contested. Experimental tests have generally been strong on
internal validity, but less so in generalizing their findings to real-life settings
and the general electorate. Survey-based studies, by contrast, have been strong
in external validity, but unable to tap into the potentially unconscious nature
of the bandwagon mechanism.
This study discusses the nature of the bandwagon vote, proposes a research strategy to overcome the main limitations of previous studies, and then
tests to what extent there is evidence for the existence of a bandwagon vote.
We employed a large-scale panel survey experiment, where 23,421 respondents
were randomly assigned to 10 different groups and confronted with the same
outcomes of the most recently published nation-wide opinion poll—yet, crucially, framed in different ways—before we asked their current vote intention.
Because our experiment does not use fabricated poll outcomes, the treatments
are less likely to be perceived as outlandish, if only to those who already had
a general idea of the relative party share in the polls. Survey experiments have
proven their exceptional merit in studying a myriad of political science topics
(see Gaines, Kuklinski, & Quirk, 2007 for an overview) and could potentially
bridge the experimental and survey traditions in the bandwagon literature.
Moreover, we explore the conditionality of the bandwagon mechanism on
the framing of party success in the polls and voter attributes such as volatility
and political sophistication.
In sum, our design enables us to test to what extent the bandwagon
mechanism occurs among actual voters when they are confronted with
actual opinion poll outcomes.
Our survey experiment is situated in the Netherlands, early in the run-up
toward the parliamentary elections of September 12, 2012. The Dutch case has
some advantages that allow us to study various aspects of the bandwagon vote.
First, the Netherlands has a proportional electoral system and a multiparty
system in which no party comes close to reaching an absolute majority. This
allows us to analyze one specific source of the bandwagon mechanism
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(momentum rather than static support). In fact, our experiment contains
vignettes with different reference points in time, so almost any party in this
system can be framed as a winner or loser (Irwin & Van Holsteyn, 2000).
Second, the Dutch electorate has become increasingly volatile (Mair, 2008),
although this volatility remains largely bounded within one of two party blocks
(Van der Meer, Lubbe, Van Elsas, Elff, & Van der Brug, 2012). Some degree
of volatility is a necessary precondition for bandwagon effects to occur.
However, any bandwagon effect in this system is likely to be subtle, as
there is rarely a single clear winner.
Theory
The bandwagon mechanism has a solid foundation in various microeconomic
subfields in the form of functional externalities owing to increased preferences
by other consumers (e.g., Becker, 1991; Brown & Link, 2008). In political
science, it refers to a tendency among voters to vote for parties that are
perceived to be successful (‘‘winners’’) in preelection polls of vote intentions.
This is conceptually distinct from strategic voting, where voters aim to facilitate or prevent a coalition outcome by voting for parties of lower preference
based on expected election outcomes (Blais et al., 2006; Hardmeier, 2008;
Irwin & Van Holsteyn, 2002).
Political bandwagon effects have been difficult to define, identify, and test.
The definition of success in the opinion polls is a point of discussion by itself,
especially in a multiparty context (Irwin & Van Holsteyn, 2000). The label
‘‘winner’’ might refer to having support from a majority of the electorate, to
having the most support (from a plurality, i.e., being larger than any of the
other parties), or to having momentum (i.e., gaining support the fastest). The
definition of momentum depends, in turn, on the reference point: A candidate
may have lost support over several months, but (re-) gained it more recently
over several weeks. Both size and momentum, however, need to be separated
from general media effects, that is, gains in vote shares owing to articles and
broadcasts that set parties or candidates in a positive light.
In our empirical test, we focus exclusively on the bandwagon vote related
to momentum. In the media cycle leading up to elections, the image of
a winner generally relates to this momentum rather than to static size, as
changes carry more news value. Nevertheless, the cues on which party or
candidate is winning are not necessarily given by the poll outcomes themselves. Rather, they are contained in the message that is conveyed to the
general public (Cotter & Stovall, 1994; Daschmann, 2000). Without information as to which party is gaining momentum, polling results are thus unlikely
to produce bandwagon effects (see Fleitas, 1971; Navazio, 1977).
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The very same poll outcome can result in vastly different narratives. Two
aspects seem to be especially relevant: (1) the point of reference, and (2) the
frame. The point of reference determines the size and direction of the change
in support, especially in the face of a volatile electorate. Yet, there is no single,
self-evident reference point to interpret polling outcomes. Journalists have
tremendous leeway in assigning winner/loser status to parties. One
may consider the vote/seat share at the last elections, the last poll outcome,
or the historic high point or low point (probably under the current leadership). Emphasis on growth might bring about bandwagon effects
(Kleinnijenhuis, van Hoof, Oegema, & de Ridder, 2007), while emphasis on
decline might lead to a so-called ‘‘Titanic effect’’ (a flight away from the
losing party).
Similarly, the same poll outcome can be framed positively and negatively,
regardless of the point of reference. Imagine, for instance, a party for which
the support in the polls remained stable after an earlier period of growth. This
outcome can be framed positively (‘‘retained growth’’) or negatively
(‘‘stagnated’’). Such choices affect the degree to which a party is framed as
a winner.
Besides the dry polling results, the point of reference (growth vs. decline)
and the frame (positive vs. negative) therefore function as input to the treatments we deliver in our survey experiment.

Four Mechanisms to Explain the Bandwagon Effect
The nature of the supposed bandwagon is unclear, but we can distinguish
various potential mechanisms to explain why people would tend to vote for
candidates that do well in the polls (e.g., Bartels, 1988, 1996; Hardmeier,
2008; Mutz, 1992). First, some use polls as ‘‘a crude indicator of other
voters’ judgments about the candidates’ strengths and weaknesses’’
(Ansolabehere & Iyengar, 1994) to reassess reasons to vote for winning candidates (Mutz, 1992). Second, voters might use polls of the preferences of the
collective as a useful heuristic cue, especially if other political knowledge is
lacking (Meffert et al., 2011; Mutz, 1998). Third, voters may be inherently
attracted to being on the side of a winning candidate (Abramowitz, 1987,
p. 50; Bartels, 1988), for instance, to raise their self-esteem (Mutz, 1992).
Finally, the bandwagon vote may be caused by an even more basic, affective,
and unaware herd instinct (Hardmeier, 2008).
These mechanisms differ in the extent that voters make cognitive use of
information and the extent to which they appeal to emotional responses (Irwin
& Van Holsteyn, 2000). Voters may, but need not, be aware of their motivation to vote for the winning candidate. Consequently, self-reported
motivations for electoral behavior and within-person comparisons of different
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treatments tend with underestimate bandwagon effects, as they emphasize an
awareness of cognitive processes.
No Indiscriminate Effects
More cognitive mechanisms imply that some groups of voters are more likely
to give in to the bandwagon mechanism than others (Mehrabian, 1998;
Traugott, 1992). A first group that is apparently likely to be attracted to
success in the polls is made up by voters who were ‘‘on the fence’’ anyways
(Gallup & Rae, 1940), that is, voters who already contemplated voting for the
successful party (Bartels, 1987). Similarly, voters who more easily change
party preferences between elections (i.e., volatile voters) should be more
likely to jump on the bandwagon. Finally, there is some evidence that bandwagon effects are more likely to occur on undecided voters (Ceci & Kain,
1982; Mutz, 1992).1 Hence, we would expect the bandwagon vote to occur
particularly among voters who had contemplated voting for that party before
and among more volatile voters.
A second group of voters who are likely to give in to bandwagon effects
are those with low levels of political sophistication. Politically sophisticated
voters are more resistant to the influence of opinion polls (Meffert et al. 2011;
Popkin, 1991). Their political opinions are less susceptible to new cues
(Lazarsfeld et al., 1948), given equal levels of exposure to such cues
(Albright, 2009). As political sophistication and education are positively
related, we would expect that higher educated citizens are less likely to
experience bandwagon effects.2
Hypotheses
Based on the foregoing literature, we formulate the following hypotheses:
H1: Reading dry poll outcomes (without reference point or frame) do not affect
subsequent vote intentions compared with reading no poll outcomes.
H2: Poll outcomes that emphasize growth of a single party in the polls compared
with an earlier point of reference stimulate voters to subsequently report intention
to vote for that party.
H3: Poll outcomes that contain the frame that a single party is doing well in the
polls stimulate voters to subsequently report intention to vote for that party.

1
Bandwagon effects might be self-reinforcing: Success in the polls breeds more subsequent success. Yet,
even self-reinforcing bandwagon effects are likely to top off, as the news of the party’s increasing support
grows stale or as the party reaches its electoral potential (Bartels, 1985).
2
Navazio (1977) and Schmitt-Beck (1996) suggest that the level of political sophistication influences
which polling effect occurs. They argue that lower educated are more likely to vote for the underdogs,
whereas the higher educated are more likely to jump on the bandwagon of a winner.
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H4: The bandwagon vote is more pronounced (a) among voters that had
contemplated voting for that party before, (b) among volatile voters, and (c) among
voters that are less sophisticated.

Survey Experiment
This study combines the strengths of the two main approaches in this
particular field of bandwagon research—surveys and experiments—in
a large-scale panel survey experiment. On the one hand, by randomly assigning respondents to treatment conditions, we circumvent endogeneity concerns
that have plagued conventional survey-based studies. Furthermore, by specifically linking treatments to reference points and frame, we can disentangle
some of the mechanisms that underlie the bandwagon vote. On the other
hand, our design addresses the external validity issues that hampered previous
controlled experiments. The use of the most recent, nonfabricated poll outcomes as treatment allows us to study the bandwagon vote as it occurs
naturally rather than the more radical responses that fictional settings might
induce.
EenVandaag Opinion Panel
We embedded our survey experiment in the EenVandaag Opinion Panel
(1VOP), organized by the widely viewed Dutch public daily news program
EenVandaag. Joined via self-application, all respondents are invited by email
to participate in each poll. The 1VOP data cover nearly 100,000 unique
respondents3 that participated in one or more of the 103 waves on vote
intentions between September 2006 and September 2012. Although the distribution of voters with regard to vote intention is biased,4 there is hardly any
bias in the extent and direction in which vote intentions change.5 As the
1VOP has never included a survey experiment before, respondents cannot
realistically expect to receive a treatment.6
The wave that included our survey experiment was held in the days after
May 16, 2012. This date is nearly a month after new parliamentary elections
were announced but almost 4 months before they actually took place on
September 12. The timing of the experiment is relevant; vote intentions

3
The de facto number of respondents at each individual time point is smaller; the list of respondents gets
updated on a regular basis to exclude dead and dormant accounts.
4
Most notably, the 1VOP covers more supporters of the Socialist Party (þ4%) and fewer of the
Christian-Democrats (#10%). Controlling for party preference did not affect the outcomes.
5
If we weight the respondents according to their voting behavior in 2006, the election results and the
changes in election results are strongly correlated (r ¼ .98) to those in the 1VOP data set.
6
There was also an ethical reason for us to use nonfabricated opinion poll outcomes as our treatments:
The respondents do not expect to be lied to in this survey.
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began to matter, although the campaign had hardly started and strategic considerations were unlikely to take place so early. Therefore, information, predispositions, and strategic considerations were still relatively low (see Mutz,
1992). We purposely set out the experiment in a relatively quiet week when
the polls of the previous weekend showed few changes. Unfortunately, this
aim was slightly upset as some content of the budgetary ‘‘Spring Agreement’’
between the government (consisting of the coalition parties Vereniging voor
Vrijheid en Democratie [VVD] and Christen-Democratisch Appèl [CDA]) and
three opposition parties (D66, ChristenUnie [CU], and GroenLinks [GL])
leaked during that week. Nevertheless, because of successful randomization
this news should not impair the internal validity of our analysis.
This wave of the 1VOP covers 23,421 respondents (approximately 60% of
all panel members at that moment). Within the survey experiment, drop off
was minimal (<0.5%), most subjects (98%) had participated in at least one
earlier wave (on average, they had participated 27.9 times; median ¼ 26).
Experimental Design
Our design is experimental in the sense that respondents were randomly (and
automatically) assigned to 1 of 10 treatment conditions. Each of the 10 groups
got a slightly different treatment (and attention diverting question). Afterward,
all groups were presented with the same final question on current vote intentions. We confirmed that there were no significant or substantive differences
between the 10 groups on key characteristics: respondents’ vote in 2010, their
vote intention in April 2012 (only available to a subset of the respondents),
and their level of education, gender, and religion (see Appendix A).
The relevant number of respondents per treatment does not only depend
on the total sample size and the number of treatments, but should also be
balanced to the expected effect size, which is rather small (Blais et al., 2006;
Hardmeier, 2008). As we test the effects of actual opinion poll results in
a single (nonrepeated) treatment on a medium-sized party, we expect the
bandwagon effect to be in the range of two to three parliamentary seats
(i.e., 1.3–2% of the vote intentions), at most. A reliable estimation of such
an effect requires quite a bit of statistical power. We therefore aimed for
approximately 2,500 respondents per treatment, although we fell short of
that by several hundred.
In a multiparty system such as the Netherlands’, the choice of which party
to focus on in this survey experiment is not straightforward. The Dutch party
system is composed of two electoral party blocks, within which most electoral
volatility takes place (Van der Meer et al., 2012). Consequently, the parliamentary balance of power between the left and the right is rather constant.
This limits the scope of potential bandwagon effects: Few right-wing voters
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will be inclined to vote for a left-wing party that is successful in the polls, and
vice versa.
Four criteria guided the selection of the political party that would be
central to our vignettes. First, the party should not be a fringe party but
have a large or moderately large appeal to voters. We were left with six
options: VVD, Partij voor de Vrijheid (PVV), CDA, Partij van de Arbeid
(PvdA), Socialistische Partij (SP), and D66. Second, the party should be moderately successful compared with its potential vote share; a party that already
reached the maximum of its electoral potential is unlikely to receive a bandwagon vote, while a party that bottomed out is too likely to grow with any bit
of good news. Third, we required a party for which it was factual and likely to
interpret the poll outcome both positively and negatively, and for which we
could sensibly describe the outcome with reference to a previously worse
outcome (i.e., growth) and a previously better outcome (i.e., decline).
Finally, the party should appeal to a broad range of voters of various similar
parties (i.e., a moderate rather than radical party).
The Dutch labor party (PvdA) provided the best match. Its voting potential was hardly reached (unlike the main right wing parties PVV and VVD),
but it had not hit rock bottom either (unlike the Christian democratic CDA).
It had experienced a shift in party leadership three months earlier, and had
grown since then (þ6 seats in the polls). However, compared with the 2010
election results it still performed worse (#10 seats in the polls compared with
parliament). The PvdA therefore seems suitable to disentangle some of the
mechanisms behind the bandwagon vote without having to sacrifice our goal of
employing realistic vignettes.
We distinguish between 10 treatment groups (see Table 1). Seven of these
make up our main analysis. The control group received no poll outcome,
no interpretation, and no question; one group only received the question
that we formulated to divert attention from the treatment;7 one group received
a poll outcome and the diversion question; four groups also received an interpretation of the poll outcome for the labor party PvdA (based on different
reference points and frames).
We included three more treatment groups as robustness checks. They
focus on a different party for which bandwagon effects were less likely
owing to ceiling effects (governing party VVD) and a different polling
agency (Ipsos). We discuss these results after our main analyses.
All respondents were asked for their vote intention directly after the
diversion question.

7
Theoretically, we expect no difference between the first two conditions. We included the second condition, though, as a check to rule out any treatment effect of the survey question itself.
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Table 1
Overview of the Vignettes
Experimental
group

Party

Basic

Reference/
framing

Origin of
poll result

Question

n

1 (control)
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

–
–
–
PvdA
PvdA
PvdA
PvdA
–
VVD
VVD

–
V1a
V2b
V2b
V2b
V2b
V2b
V1a
V2b
V2b

–
–
–
Ref: growthc
Ref: declined
Frame: nege
Frame: posf
–
Ref/Frame: posg
Ref/Frame: negh

–
–
Peil.nli
Peil.nli
Peil.nli
Peil.nli
Peil.nli
Ipsosj
Ipsosj
Ipsosj

–
Yesk
Yesk
Yesk
Yesk
Yesk
Yesk
Yesk
Yesk
Yesk

2,391
2,306
2,306
2,353
2,379
2,275
2,296
2,400
2,317
2,398

Notes. a‘‘In the media there are repeatedly reports on the popularity of political parties according to opinion
pollsters.’’
b
‘‘Last weekend opinion pollsters have polled on which parties voters would vote . . . The complete result is
as follows.’’
c
‘‘The most notable is the development of the PvdA. Two months ago the party was still at 14 seats in the
polls, today that would be 20.’’
d
‘‘The most notable is the development of the PvdA. The PvdA would now obtain 20 seats. That is fewer
than the 30 seats the party currently holds in the Lower House.’’
e
Header: ‘‘Effect leadership change PvdA appears played out.’’ Text: ‘‘The most notable is the development
of the PvdA. After Job Cohen was replaced by Diederik Samsom, the party had grown, but that growth has
now stagnated. Just like last week, the party receives 20 seats. Those are still substantially fewer seats than
the party currently holds in the Lower House.’’
f
Header: ‘‘PvdA retains growth.’’ Text: ‘‘The most notable is the development of the PvdA. The PvdA
keeps on doing well in the polls. Under the leadership of Diederik Samsom the party is much more popular
than when Job Cohen led the party. Last week the PvdA was back at 20 seats. The party has been able to
retain that considerable growth this week.’’
g
Header: ‘‘VVD remains most popular.’’ Text: ‘‘The most notable is the development of the VVD. The
VVD remains the largest party in the opinion polls with 33 seats. Moreover, also in the latest poll the VVD
has not lost any seat compared to the elections of 2010.’’
h
Header: ‘‘VVD and Rutte losing their shine.’’ Text: ‘‘The most notable is the development of the VVD.
The PM bonus of the VVD keeps eroding. The VVD has gone down so far in the polls, that it ends up at
33 seats. That is only 2 more than at the elections of 2010.’’
i
Published May 13. VVD 28 seats; PVV 20 seats; CDA 15 seats; PvdA 20 seats; SP 29 seats; D66 17 seats;
Green Left 7 seats; Christian Union 6 seats; SGP 3 seats; Animal Party 3 seats; Other 2 seats.
j
Published May 12. VVD 33 seats; PVV 19 seats; CDA 16 seats; PvdA 22 seats; SP 28 seats; D66 15 seats;
Green Left 5 seats; Christian Union 6 seats; SGP 2 seats; Animal Party 3 seats; 50Plus 1 seat.
k
‘‘What do you think of such opinion polls?’’ (Very interesting, rather interesting, not so interesting, not at
all interesting).

Vignettes
To assess the effect of opinion poll outcomes and the way these outcomes are
discussed, we expose five of the seven groups to the actual opinion poll results
of the previous week. We rely on the poll outcomes of peil.nl, the polling
agency that is most prolifically covered in Dutch media. These outcomes are
published every Sunday morning, that is, more than three days before the
start of our experiment. Consequently, some of the potential bandwagon
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effects may already be accounted for in the preferences of all respondents. We
did not mention the name of the polling agency or the pollster himself in our
survey experiment to keep the setting as neutral as possible. Parties were
ordered by government status and size, so that the score of the PvdA was
mentioned as fourth in a list of 11 parties.
Of the five groups that were exposed to the opinion poll results of peil.nl,
one group got to read a basic introduction line: ‘‘Last weekend opinion pollsters have polled on which parties voters would vote.’’ The other four groups
got an additional brief passage, emphasizing the role of the PvdA (‘‘The most
notable is the development of the PvdA’’). The first vignette was designed to
signal growth compared with an earlier point of reference: It emphasized in
neutral terms that the PvdA had grown (þ6 seats compared with 3 months
before). The second vignette signals a decline compared with an earlier reference point (#10 seats compared with current distribution in parliament).8
These allow us to test H2. The third vignette had an extensive, positive frame,
that is, a bias in favor of the PvdA (keeps on doing well in the polls). The
fourth vignette had an extensive, negative frame, that is, a bias against
the PvdA (stagnated). These allow us to test H3. We ended each of the six
treatment groups (not the control group) with a question to divert attention
from the specific nature of our treatment (the precise poll outcome/interpretation) and reduce potential priming effects: ‘‘What do you think of such
opinion polls?’’ Finally, all respondents received the same question on their
current vote intention: ‘‘Which party would you vote for if parliamentary
elections were held today?’’ This exact question is commonly asked at the
end of surveys in the 1VOP. This vote intention question forms our dependent variable.
Table 1 presents a systematic overview of the similarities and distinctions
between these comparisons including the three treatment groups we included
for robustness checks, as well as the literal translations of the survey questions.
Theoretically, we are interested in two sets of comparisons: (1) an assessment
whether the mere act of viewing opinion poll outcomes in Vignette 3 affects
vote intentions (compared with not viewing these outcomes in Vignettes 1 and
2); and (2) an assessment whether the reference point and framing of opinion
poll outcomes in Vignettes 4–7 affect vote intentions (compared with the
neutral outcomes in Vignette 3).
Conservative Test
Our survey experiment is a conservative test for the existence of bandwagon
effects. First, the use of actual poll results itself will have a dampening effect,
8
Note that the treatments were not symmetrical; given our emphasis on realism, we cannot formulate
similar losses and gains reported in the exact time span.
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as changes in these polls were rather modest in the period we study. To some
extent, the poll results will already be accounted for in the attitudes and vote
intentions of all our respondents, as they had been published in the media
three days before the start of our experiment. Second, the treatments we
offered were rather subtle. They were embedded at the tail end of a lengthy
questionnaire. Consequently, the respondents may have been less likely to read
the vignettes intensively, the more so because the survey was not conducted
using an interviewer. Third, we offered a single trigger. Vignette 3 and
Vignettes 4 and 5 only differ with regard to a single sentence. These triggers
are not repeated across various media outlets, as conventionally happens in the
Dutch case, or by the same outlet at different stages of the news cycle. Hence,
there is no cumulative effect that may occur as time goes by, making our
experiment a one-shot game. Fourth, there may be panelization effects;
respondents in panel surveys tend to become more stable in the vote intention
they report (Warren & Halpern-Manners, 2012).
Nevertheless, the position of the treatment in the questionnaire might
undermine the conservatism of our test; the vote intention question is posed
directly after the treatment and the diversionary question.
Finally, the timing of the survey experiment—after the announcement of
elections but before the intensified campaign—can both stimulate and hinder
the bandwagon vote. Respondents might be more susceptible to the bandwagon mechanism, as their political predispositions may not have been too
structured yet. However, winning and losing in the polls might have mattered
less to respondents so far ahead of the actual elections, thus hampering the
bandwagon mechanism. Ultimately, this is an empirical question we cannot
answer in this study.
Setup
We present our analyses as follows. After showing the descriptive results, we
estimate logistic regression models to test to what extent the intention to vote
for the PvdA differs across each treatment compared with the relevant control
group. In line with our directional hypotheses, we performed one-tailed tests.
In these multivariate analyses, we eliminated those respondents who refused to
answer and those who were not allowed to vote. Unfortunately, 1VOP does
not allow us to distinguish between those who refuse to answer (and are coded
as ‘‘missing’’) and those who simply do not know at the moment, as both
groups fall in the same category in the survey. We therefore had to exclude
this category.9 Respondents with other nonsubstantial preferences (nonvoters,
9
Inclusion of this group of respondents leads, as expected, to substantially the same effects but with
marginally larger confidence intervals. The significance of the effect of the growth vignette in Table 2 would
drop below .05 in Model 1 (from p ¼ .045 to p ¼ .071), but not in the bivariate analysis.
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Figure 1
Vote intention for the PvdA across seven experimental groups. Source: 1VOP, poll May 16
and further. Point estimates (black) and 95% confidence intervals (gray)

blanc voters) remained in the analyses; their in- or exclusion did not affect the
outcomes.
We checked to what extent these differences may be explained by six
control variables: gender, level of education (an eight-category variable ranging
from elementary school to an academic grade), participation rate in the 1VOP
before May 2012, electoral volatility in the 90 1VOP waves before May 2012
(dichotomized between constant vote intentions and shifting vote intentions),
and intention to vote for the PvdA in these 90 waves (both as a dichotomous
measure and relative to participation rate). Missing values on earlier participation, gender, level of education, and electoral volatility were dealt with
through pairwise deletion. No other theoretically relevant political measures—such as ideological predisposition or issue preferences—were available
in 1VOP. Nevertheless, randomization ensures that this omission does not bias
the causal estimates.
Finally, we expand on these models for the conditional hypotheses by
interacting the treatments with (1) previous PvdA-preference, (2) electoral
volatility, and (3) level of education.10

10
Ideally, we would have included a more direct measure of political sophistication or knowledge.
Unfortunately, though, such a measure was unavailable in the 1VOP data set, except for a one-time question
posed one-and-a-half years earlier to less than half of the respondents.
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Results
Descriptive Analysis
Figure 1 shows the share of vote intentions in favor of the PvdA for each of
the seven main groups. The dark lines represent the point estimates, the gray
areas the 95% confidence interval. Support ranges from 16.5% in the control
groups to 18.5% in the group that was triggered to consider that the PvdA
had grown in the polls. Being exposed to dry poll results did not affect
intention to vote PvdA compared with having no information about the
polls at all (difference in point estimate ¼ 0.1%). This holds up in multivariate
analyses.11
The vignette that emphasized growth (18.5%) had a significant positive
effect on subsequent vote intention for PvdA. However, an emphasis on
declining support did not have an inverse effect on party choice;
PvdA-support in that group is 16.8%, statistically indistinguishable from the
control group. The simple fact that the PvdA got attention in the trigger
might have boosted the intention to vote PvdA, regardless of whether it
was positive or negative. Yet, it cannot explain why only the growth vignette
had a significant effect. The other two treatments groups—who received
vignettes that framed the poll outcomes negatively (stalled growth) and positively (consolidated growth) without emphasizing momentum—score somewhere in between (18.2%), though not significantly different from the
control groups.
This result implies, as we had expected, that the effects are small. The
existence of the bandwagon vote only receives empirical support with the
growth vignette that was designed to capture (positive) momentum. Hence,
we should not overemphasize bandwagon effects caused by a single poll outcome in a multiparty system; regular polls in the Netherlands hardly ever
show party shifts of more than one or two seats on a weekly basis. Yet,
even such small differences could be consequential in societal terms; a 2%
difference in support equals three seats in the 150 seats Dutch Lower House
and could easily be the difference between the largest party and the
runner-up.
Multivariate Tests: Direct Bandwagon Effects
In Table 2, we perform logistic regression analyses to explain the intention
to vote for the PvdA. After including additional controls (Model 1), the positive effect of a growth trigger is even stronger. The vignette with the positive
11
We cannot statistically conclude either that the dry poll is equivalent to the reference group; an additional test of equivalence (Wellek, 2010) within a predefined interval of 0.3% provides no definite conclusion. We therefore find no evidence that poll results without a ‘‘qualitative stimulus’’ affect vote intentions
(see Fleitas, 1971; Navazio, 1977), but no evidence either that they do not. A more powerful test is required.
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Determinant
Treatment (ref: dry poll outcome)
Reference point: growth
Reference point: decline
Frame: negative
Frame: positive
Control variables
Vote intention 2006–2012: PvdA (share)
Vote intention 2006–2012: PvdA (dich.)
Electoral volatility (dich.)
Participation rate
Level of education
Gender
Interaction effects
Ref: Treatment (dry poll outcome)
Reference point: growth $ PvdA (share)
Reference point: decline $ PvdA (share)
Frame: negative $ PvdA (share)
Frame: positive $ PvdA (share)
Ref: Treatment (dry poll outcome)
Reference point: growth $ PvdA (dich.)
Reference point: decline $ PvdA (dich.)
Frame: negative $ PvdA (dich.)
Frame: positive $ PvdA (dich.)

Model 1
0.23
0.06
0.17
0.22
4.54
2.92
#0.78
0.00
#0.05
0.14

Model 2A
(0.13)*
(0.13)
(0.14)
(0.14)
(0.16)**
(0.16)**
(0.13)**
(0.00)
(0.03)
(0.09)

0.22
0.24
0.30
0.27

Model 2B
(0.20)
(0.20)
(0.20)
(0.20)

0.55
0.12
0.37
0.30

Model 2C
(0.30)*
(0.32)
(0.31)
(0.32)

4.76
2.92
#0.78
0.00
#0.05
0.14

(0.32)**
(0.16)**
(0.13)**
(0.00)
(0.03)
(0.09)

4.70
3.03
#0.77
0.00
#0.05
0.14

(0.34)**
(0.31)**
(0.13)**
(0.00)
(0.03)
(0.09)

0.08
#0.55
#0.39
#0.14

(0.46)
(0.43)
(0.43)
(0.45)

0.46
#0.66
#0.35
#0.11

(0.52)
(0.47)
(0.46)
(0.48)

#0.57
0.20
#0.10
#0.06

(0.39)
(0.39)
(0.39)
(0.39)

0.54
0.28
0.27
0.36
4.54
2.92
#0.58
0.00
#0.05
0.14

Model 2D
(0.29)*
(0.29)
(0.30)
(0.30)
(0.16)**
(0.16)**
(0.25)**
(0.00)
(0.03)
(0.09)

0.03
0.36
0.56
0.74
4.56
2.92
#0.78
0.00
0.00
0.13

(0.46)
(0.46)
(0.46)
(0.45)
(0.16)**
(0.16)**
(0.14)**
(0.00)
(0.08)
(0.09)

(continued)
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Table 2
A Test of Bandwagon Effects

Determinant

N

Ref: Treatment (dry poll outcome)
Reference point: growth $ volatility
Reference point: decline $ volatility
Frame: negative $ volatility
Frame: positive $ volatility
Ref: Treatment (dry poll outcome)
Reference point: growth $ education
Reference point: decline $ education
Frame: negative $ education
Frame: positive $ education

Model 1

Model 2A

Model 2B

Model 2C
#0.40
#0.28
#0.12
#0.18

10,643

10,643

10,643

10,643

Model 2D
(0.32)
(0.33)
(0.34)
(0.34)
0.04
#0.07
#0.09
#0.12
10,643

Notes. Source: 1VOP 2006j1 to 2012j11. Logistic regression analyses. Standard errors between brackets; one-sided tests; *p < .05. ** signals p < .01

(0.10)
(0.10)
(0.10)
(0.10)
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frame has a positive effect on the intention to vote PvdA as well. These
findings support H2 (point of reference) and H3 (framing).
The six control variables primarily explain differences within the treatment
groups in support for the PvdA. It is self-evident that the intention to vote
PvdA is higher among respondents who had intended to vote PvdA at least
once before, especially when they intended to do so relatively often. Support is
lower among voters who changed their vote intention at least once between
2006 and 2012. There are no effects of participation rate, gender, and
education; probably any effect of the latter variables has already been picked
up by a preference for the PvdA at earlier time points.
Conditional Effects: Off the Fence?
Finally, we test to what extent these treatment effects are conditional on the
characteristics of the respondents. Theoretical perspectives on the bandwagon
vote imply that voters who had previously intended to vote PvdA would be
more likely to jump on board. However, none of the interaction effects in
Models 2a and 2b are significant, despite plentiful variation on all of the
characteristics. We thus fail to find support for H4a. The lack of effects is
not owing to ceiling effects (see Joslyn, 1997); even when we estimate models
in which we separate respondents who always vote PvdA, none of the interaction effects come out significant.
Model 2c tests whether volatile voters—who change vote intention more
often—are more likely to be affected by the bandwagon effect. Again, we find
no evidence: All the interaction effects are nonsignificant. H4b is not supported. In additional analyses, we checked whether more evident results
originate from interactions with respondents who had considered one of the
prime electoral rivals of the PvdA, that is, D66, GL, and SP. This was not the
case.
Finally, we tested whether the lower educated are more susceptible to
bandwagon effects, once they are exposed to the relevant triggers. Model 2d
shows that none of the interaction effects of the treatments with level of
education are significant. This fails to support H4c. Higher educated voters
do not resist the bandwagon trigger more strongly than the lower educated.
Assuming that higher educated are more exposed to such information, in real
life bandwagon mechanisms may therefore even be more common among
them. Alternatively, lower educated respondents might have gone over the
paragraphs leading up to the survey question more quickly than higher educated, and therefore been less exposed to the treatment in our experiment.
All in all, we find no indication that bandwagon effects are more common
among voters that are on the fence, that is, voters who were already attracted
to this party beforehand, voters who were already more volatile beforehand,
and voters who are less likely to resist new information. Of course we should
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allow for the possibility that the statistical power of our test is insufficient to
demonstrate the conditionality of the bandwagon effect.
Robustness I: Alternate Measures for the PvdA
We performed several robustness checks. To improve statistical power, we
reran our models after combining the two treatments that were favorable to
PvdA (i.e., growth and positive frame) and the two that were not (i.e., decline
and negative frame). This did not affect any of the conditional effects substantively. In a second check, we included people’s voting behavior in 2010 as
a control variable to Model 2b. This did not affect any of the other effects
substantively.12 Finally, with regards to the measurement of electoral volatility
and the share of past vote intentions for the PvdA, the use of a measure that is
continuous or consists of three (instead of two) categories did not affect our
conclusions.
Robustness II: VVD
Finally, our survey experiment included three treatments based on recent, but
already two-week-old, outcomes of the second most prolific Dutch polling
agency (see Table 1). Two of these treatments are accompanied by a header
and text that focuses attention on the VVD (either positively or negatively).
We should emphasize that the VVD was in a vastly different electoral position
than the PvdA. It was the largest governing party and the party of the Prime
Minister. Despite the breakdown of the government coalition, the VVD remained the largest party in the polls at the level of the successful 2010 elections, which was a height it had not obtained since 2002. Hence, the positive
vignette mentions consolidated growth, and the negative vignette mentions
stalled growth. Given the historical high of the VVD and consequent ceiling
effects, a bandwagon effect based on momentum is far less likely than it was
for the PvdA at the same time.
Table 3 displays the results of the analyses for the VVD. Model 1 finds no
support for an unconditional bandwagon effect. The effects of the control
variables are similar to those found for the intention to vote PvdA, with the
addition that more common participants in the 1VOP are more likely to vote
VVD. Yet, we do find evidence for conditional bandwagon effects. Model 2a
signals ceiling effects. Reading a vignette that emphasizes the success of the
VVD does stimulate the intention to vote VVD, but only among two extreme
groups: voters who already tended to vote VVD very often and voters who
12
We left this effect out of the multivariate analyses in Table 2, as the voting behavior question was asked
only retrospectively for the most recent 1VOP participants concurrent with their current vote intention;
inclusion could invoke endogeneity issues (Van Elsas, Lubbe, Van der Meer, & Van der Brug, 2014).
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Table 3
A Test of Bandwagon Effects on a Least Likely Case
Determinant
Treatment (ref: dry poll outcome of Ipsos)
Reference point: success
Reference point: failure
Control variables
Vote intention 2006–2012: VVD (share)
Vote intention 2006–2012: VVD (dich.)
Share of support for VVD in previous polls
(ref: Often [>90%–100%])
Never (0%)
Rarely (>0–25%)
Regularly (>25–90%)
Electoral volatility (dich.)
Participation rate
Level of education
Gender
Interaction effects
Ref: Treatment (dry poll outcome)
Treatment: success $ VVD (share)
Treatment: failure $ VVD (share)
Ref: Treatment (dry poll outcome)
Treatment: success $ VVD (dich.)
treatment: failure $ VVD

Model 1

Model 2A

Model 2B

0.19 (0.15)
0.16 (0.15)

1.20 (0.58)*
0.07 (0.71)

0.95 (0.52)*
0.53 (0.45)

5.22 (0.26)**
3.46 (0.28)**

4.58 (0.36)**
4.20 (0.55)**

–
–

–
–
–
#0.58
0.02
0.02
0.06

(0.19)**
(0.00)**
(0.05)
(0.15)

–
–
–
#0.60
0.02
0.02
0.07

(0.19)**
(0.00)**
(0.05)
(0.15)

#8.54
#3.90
#1.63
#0.70
0.02
0.03
0.04

Model 2C
0.29 (0.36)
#0.18 (0.33)
5.22 (0.26)**
3.47 (0.28)**

(0.57)**
(0.35)**
(0.33)**
(0.20)**
(0.00)**
(0.05)
(0.15)

–
–
–
#0.72
0.02
0.01
0.07

(0.29)**
(0.00)**
(0.05)
(0.15)

Model 2D
#0.49 (0.55)
0.52 (0.53)
5.22 (0.26)**
3.47 (0.28)**
–
–
–
#0.58
#0.00
0.02
0.05

(0.19)**
(0.09)
(0.05)
(0.15)

1.19 (0.52)*
0.85 (0.50)
#1.58 (0.64)**
#0.20 (0.75)
(continued)
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Table 3
Continued
Determinant

N

Ref: Treatment (dry poll outcome), VVD (often)
Treatment: success $ VVD (never)
Treatment: success $ VVD (rarely)
Treatment: success $ VVD (regularly)
Treatment: failure $ VVD (never)
Treatment: failure $ VVD (rarely)
Treatment: failure $ VVD (regularly)
Ref: Treatment (dry poll outcome)
Reference point: success $ volatility
Reference point: failure $ volatility
Ref: Treatment (dry poll outcome)
Reference point: success $ education
Reference point: failure $ education

Model 1

Model 2A

Model 2B
0.24
#1.12
#0.96
#0.42
#0.65
#0.32

Model 2C

Model 2D

(0.78)
(0.58)*
(0.57)*
(0.84)
(0.51)
(0.50)
#0.11 (0.39)
0.44 (0.37)

6,554

6,554

6,554

6,554

Notes. Source: 1VOP 2006j1 to 2012j11. Logistic regression analyses. Standard errors between brackets; one-sided tests; *p < .05. **signals p < .01.

0.16 (0.12)
#0.08 (0.12)
6,554

66

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF PUBLIC OPINION RESEARCH

never tended to vote VVD before. To ease interpretation we reestimated
Model 2a by focusing on four nominal categories in Model 2b: respondents
who never intended to vote VVD, who did so rarely (0.1–25%), who did so
regularly (25–90%), and who did so often (90–100%). The conclusions are
similar; there is a bandwagon effect of reading about success of the VVD, but
not among those who are in doubt (on the fence).
Apparently, the best a party can hope for at a historical high is retaining
voters. ‘‘Rather than doing better and better (or worse and worse) in an
unbroken cycle, candidates may reach plateaus of support’’ (Bartels, 1985,
p. 814). Once the VVD reached this plateau, the bandwagon effect was unlikely to attract even more undecided voters, but was able to retain already
decided voters.

Conclusion
Citizens, politicians, and journalists tend to consider opinion polls on vote
intentions as relevant sources of information (Irwin & Van Holsteyn, 2008;
Wichmann & Brettschneider, 2009). They are used by strategists as tools to
frame campaign reports or to decide on the direction of election campaigns
and by voters to assess the usefulness of a strategic vote. Opinion polls may
also affect elections through cognitive and/or affective responses by voters
caused by the (changing) success of parties in these polls. The bandwagon
vote constitutes perhaps the best known of these responses. Although the
bandwagon mechanism has been hotly debated for more than half a century,
its relevance and even its existence remains unresolved.
In this study, we propose a methodological setup to alleviate some of the
drawbacks of the two standard approaches commonly used in bandwagon
studies. Experimental research tended to find evidence for the existence of
a bandwagon vote, but with low external validity owing to the use of fabricated poll outcomes on a small and selective subsample of the population. In
survey research, by contrast, evidence in favor of the bandwagon vote was less
common; yet, these studies tended to trigger cognitive responses and evaluations. Hence, it remained unclear to what extent real poll results on real
parties affect a broad segment of the electorate. We therefore set up a
survey experiment in a panel data set among 23,421 respondents that were
randomized over 10 treatments that in turn were based on actual poll results
of the previous week.
Our results are consistent with the existence of bandwagon vote. The dry
results by themselves do not affect subsequent vote intentions. However,
when accompanied by a qualifying text in which the party is said to be
winning, that is, growing compared with an earlier point of reference, that
party will subsequently obtain more votes than if the party had not been
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framed as a winner. This effect is consistently significant under various
tests. Being explicitly framed as a winner in rather positively biased terms
without a point of reference to suggest growth may also stimulate subsequent
support, but that effect is less reliable. We find no evidence that framing
of parties as electoral losers or as parties in decline led voters to flee that
party. Ultimately, it is not the poll outcome itself that matters but the
emphasis on who is winning. Bandwagon effects are less likely when a
party reaches a historical high in electoral support. Hence, we found unconditional bandwagon effects for the then less successful PvdA and conditional
bandwagon effects for the then historically successful VVD. All in all, these
bandwagon effects are subtle (as they require specific circumstances and lot
of statistical power), but societally substantive (see Hardmeier, 2008); our
one-shot treatment leads to two to three additional seats in the 150-seat
Dutch parliament.
Still, support for the bandwagon mechanism is certainly not overwhelming. All bandwagon effects are borderline significant at the p < .05 level. One
reason is a lack of statistical power, despite the large number of respondents
per treatment. Given the small effect size that could be expected from a single
treatment based on actual polling outcomes, and owing to our focus on one
middle-sized party that generally does not attract right-wing voters, the
effective number of respondents was rather small. Power analyses suggested
that our study required more than the 23,421 respondents we had. This is
obviously important for future research that follows our empirical strategy of
using realistic stimuli to actual voters. Moreover, these conclusions hold under
statistical controls, under various model estimations and despite the conservative setup of our test.
Yet, we did not find the conditional effects that we had expected.
Theoretically, voters who are on the fence and voters who are less knowledgeable should be more likely to be affected by the bandwagon mechanism.
However, none of the cross-level interaction effects in our main analyses
were significant. We found significant cross-level interaction effects in our
robustness check (on the VVD), but they point to ceiling effects instead.
The lack of theoretically interpretable conditional effects seriously challenges
the validity of the bandwagon mechanism. At the very least, the lack of differentiation does not make sense if bandwagon effects would be owing to the
cognitive mechanism (Ansolabehere & Iyengar, 1994) or the cue taking mechanism (Mutz, 1998), leaving us with the gratification mechanism and/or
contagion mechanisms: an indiscriminate herd instinct.
Although we failed to reject the null hypothesis, we cannot conclude that
there are no conditional effects either. Ideally, one would assess the effects of
actual polls by following respondents over a longer period. That would risk
diffusion, though. Alternatively, we could aim for stronger treatments in more
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controlled settings. Yet, that would come at a high cost: a sacrifice of the
ecological validity that our study attempted to bolster.
Discussion
Ultimately, the question is to what extent the effects we found in this survey
experiment point to actual bandwagon effects of real-life polling outcomes. We
are confident that they do.
That does not mean that there are no threats to our design. The first
concerns the inflation of the Type I error rate as a result from the seven
treatment groups we discern. However, this cannot explain our results.
Theoretically, we deduced three main hypotheses (expecting two significant
effects, and one insignificant one), and found evidence in favor of precisely
those three hypotheses. Even when we combined different treatment groups,
we obtain the same results.
Second, the press leak of the content of the Spring Agreement (between
coalition parties and three minor opposition parties) in the week of the experiment was an unforeseen interference. Yet, because respondents were randomized over treatments, any effect of the event would have affected all
treatment groups and at best obscured any treatment effect owing to increased
support for the PvdA.
Finally, priming effects could not have caused our findings, that is, the
mere attention specific parties get in the vignette. Although priming might
explain why we find no negative effects of decline or failure, it cannot explain
why we only find significant positive effects of growth and success. If attention for a party in the vignette is the main driver of our findings, the vignettes
with the most extensive frames (positive and negative) should have created to
the strongest positive effects. That is neither the case in our study of the
PvdA, nor in our study of the VVD.
The subtle but significant bandwagon effects of actual polling outcomes
are relevant. The emphasis of growth in reports on the polls matters. Even a
one-shot treatment led to a 2% increase in vote share. The subjective choice
for a point of reference by journalists has consequences. Less accurate media
reports on polling outcomes in which margins of error are ignored are cause
for concern (Lavrakas & Traugott, 2000; Sonck & Loosveld, 2010; but see
Kirchgässner & Wolters, 1987); nonsignificant growth reported in the media
might lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy. In the short run, there is a risk of
cumulative effects, especially when signals in different media are not mixed.
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