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Social psychology

Ethical issues arising from obedience studies: for use in
evaluation and discussion
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Agency theory

You need to learn two theories that can help to explain obedience, one of which is
agency theory.

Questions & Answers

Social psychology Content Q2 explains this theory. What follows is a
brief summary.

■
■

■
■

Exam tip

e

■

Milgram’s participants gave consent to a study about learning, but not to a study
about obedience and not to give what they thought were strong electric shocks to
someone else.
There was deceit, for example, participants thought the study was about learning,
whereas it was about obedience.
Milgram used verbal prods to keep the participants obeying. The right to withdraw
was not given.
Milgram was competent and he asked the opinion of colleagues about the study.
Milgram debriefed fully, introducing participants to their ‘victim’, to show all was well.
The participants were paid. This is unethical as it means there is a contract, which
the participants may not feel able to break.
There was initially confidentiality — the names of the participants were not
published.
The participants were volunteers recruited through a newspaper advertisement —
they chose to take part.
If a participant became distressed, as one did, observers stepped in to stop
the study.
Milgram consulted other people and it was not thought that they would find such
a high level of obedience, so he did not intend the study to be as stressful for the
participants.
Ethical guidelines were not as strong in 1963 as they are today, so it is hard to
judge the studies by current ethical guidelines.
Perhaps a study should be carried out if findings can be useful in making society
‘better’ for people.

Explain each ethical
point you make fully�
For example, saying
that a study involved
deceit is not enough:
you need to show how
deceit was present in
each case� It is also
useful to prepare more
material than you
think might be asked
as you are not likely to
remember everything
you revise�
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People obey because of being in an agentic state.
Moral strain is the pressure of doing something against one’s feelings of right
and wrong.
When acting as an individual, a person is in an autonomous state.
Gupta (1983) found evidence for the shift of responsibility to the experimenter,
suggesting people obey because of being agents of the authority figure. She found
obedient males in her study accepted 27.6% of the responsibility; those who did not
obey accepted 49.4% of the responsibility.

Exam tip
When giving strengths
or weaknesses in an
answer, explain your
points fully� For example,
writing, ‘The theory
is more description
than explanation’ is
not enough� Saying, ‘It
does not add much as
explanation of obedience
to say that people obey
because they are agents
of authority if that is the
definition of obedience’
is better�
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Content Guidance
Strengths
The findings of the variations on
Milgram’s study back up the theory,
because the less they were agents (for
example, when the experimenter was not
in the room), the less they obeyed
The theory helps to explain real-life
situations such as the Holocaust, where
obedience was well beyond what would
be expected of autonomous human
beings

Weaknesses
Social power theory is an alternative
explanation� In Milgram’s studies,
the experimenter had reward power,
legitimate power and expert power, so
could have been obeyed because of being
powerful
The theory is more a description than
an explanation� Obedience is defined as
obeying an authority figure, so saying that
people obey because they are agents of
an authority figure does not add much

Table 8 Strengths and weaknesses of agency theory as an explanation for obedience
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Social impact theory

Knowledge check 3

What are two
weaknesses and
two strengths of
agency theory as
an explanation of
obedience?
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The other theory you need to know is social impact theory — the way people act in
the presence of others, including being obedient. Social impact theory looks at how
the opinions of others (individuals and groups) affect us. Latané and Wolf (1981)
suggested that groups affect an individual’s attitudes depending on the size and status
of the group. Milgram found that when someone else disobeyed, a participant was
also more likely to disobey, which suggests that behaviour is affected by the presence
of others (Experiment 17).
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The impact of others on someone’s attitudes depends on:
■ the number of other people in the environment
■ the immediacy of the impact (such as whether the message is given by people
you know)
■ the strength of the impact (such as the persuasion power of those giving the message)

This means that if more people are giving the message and the message is strong (e.g.
if given by an expert) then the greater the impact. This fits with Milgram’s findings —
more obedience if the experimenter was an authority figure than if an ‘ordinary man’
(Experiment 13).
Strengths
The mathematical formula in social
impact theory can be applied to all social
situations where people are affected by
others, so the theory is widely applicable
There is reliability in that the formula can
be applied over and over and should get
the same predictions

Weaknesses
In social situations it is not that one group
impacts on an individual but that there
is interaction between the individual and
the group� This can be a two-way process
There are individual differences that
might affect how a social situation affects
a particular individual, such as one
person being more easily persuadable
than another

Table 9 Strengths and weaknesses of social impact theory

12

Edexcel Psychology

9781471843426.indd 12

26/08/15 9:33 AM

Questions & Answers

■■Social psychology
Overview
(1) Describe what is meant by social psychology.

(4 marks)

e This question tests AO1, knowledge and understanding. Think about any
assumptions underlying the approach. It would be useful to give an example to
show understanding, but the example must be fully explained, not just mentioned.
This question would be marked on a point-by-point basis so you are looking for
four brief points or two well-elaborated points.

e

Student answer
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Social psychology looks at people as groups and how they behave in groups. ✓ For
example, social identity theory suggests that self-esteem is to do with identifying
with a group, and this means in-group favouritism and out-group hostility, which
explains prejudice. ✓ Social psychology looks at people as social beings, including
issues such as why some individuals obey others even when it goes against their
own moral code. Social psychology focuses on an individual, but more on how an
individual fits in with others within a society than on the individual themselves. ✓
There is a focus on interactions between people; issues such as crowd behaviour,
helping others, prejudice and obedience are examples of topics covered. ✓

e 4/4 marks awarded. This answer relies on examples quite a lot, but that is
fine because they are clearly explained to show the underlying principles of the
approach, such as the focus on groups and interactions between individuals. If you
are using an example, make sure you either give quite a few instances, as in the
last point, or you explain fully, as in the second point.

Content

(1) What is meant by the term ‘obedience’?

(2 marks)

e This is ‘points based’, 1 mark for each point, knowledge with understanding
(AO1). Give a definition of obedience. A simple definition will gain 1 mark and a
more detailed definition will gain the 2 marks.
Student answer

Obedience is when people obey others in authority. ✓

e 1/2 marks awarded. It is not sufficient to say that obedience is when people
obey (0 marks), but saying that they obey others in authority is enough for 1 mark.
For full marks, this would need more detail, such as mentioning that obeying
means you are in an agentic state, or saying that someone is acting on orders
even if doing that goes against their moral code so they experience moral strain.
It is good to give an example, such as when someone moves a car because a
parking attendant tells them to.
62

Edexcel Psychology

9781471843426.indd 62

26/08/15 9:34 AM

Social psychology
(2) Describe Milgram’s agency theory of obedience.

(4 marks)

e There are 4 marks here (points based), all for describing what is meant by the
agency theory (AO1). Including an example is a good idea as it helps to illustrate
your answer and show that you understand the theory, but keep it short as it is
worth no more than 1 mark.
Student answer

e

In Milgram’s study, the participants denied to themselves that they were
responsible for their actions. They allowed the experimenter to take
responsibility for what was happening. When you are not acting under your own
control but because of the orders of someone else, you are their agent, and this
is called being in an agentic state. ✓✓

pl

e 2/4 marks awarded. The 2 marks are awarded here for saying what an agentic
state is, although the answer is not well focused on the question. The other 2
marks could be gained by linking this to Milgram’s study and showing that the
participants said they felt they had to continue and were just obeying orders. This
was his agency theory of obedience — that people were not making their own
decisions. The answer could have said that the opposite of the agentic state is
being autonomous and acting on one’s own decisions, whereas being in an agentic
state means doing what someone in authority says, which is probably necessary
in order for society to function.
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(3) Evaluate social identity theory as an explanation of prejudice.

(4 marks)

e

Note that for short ‘evaluate’ questions you do not have to describe at all.
Assume that the examiner knows what the theory is. All 4 marks (points based) are
for evaluation (AO3). You could say that another theory explains prejudice better or
contradicts this one, or you could criticise the research methods used to arrive at
the theory (perhaps researchers used laboratory experiments that are not valid).
If you mention an alternative theory there is likely to be only 1 mark, because if you
then start looking more at that alternative theory you are addressing a different
question. ‘Evaluate’ questions require a judgement at the end of the answer.

Student answer

Many studies have shown that we prefer our in-group and are less interested in
any out-group, and their findings are evidence for the theory. Tajfel did a lot of
work in this area, and others have too. It seems that we boost our self-esteem
by siding with an in-group, which means going against an out-group. So social
identity theory (SIT) seems a reasonable explanation and we have evidence for
it. ✓ It can also explain the findings of other studies of prejudice, even if they
are said to be about another theory. For example, Minard carried out a study of
miners. The study could be explained by saying that the miners were an ingroup when working, but when above ground, they were no longer an in-group
(not being ‘miners’ any more but going home to different roles). ✓ Also Sherif’s
study at Robber’s Cave, although arriving at the theory of realistic conflict as an
explanation of prejudice, did look at in-group and out-group behaviour between
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Questions & Answers
the Rattlers and Eagles and found out-group hostility, as social identity theory
predicts. ✓ However, much of the research was done using experiments and
falsely formed groups, so the conclusions might not be valid and might not
represent real-life behaviour. ✓

e

e

4/4 marks awarded. 1 mark is awarded for saying that there is a lot of
evidence (although this needs elaboration, as is done here, by giving Tajfel). A
further mark is given for the Minard example and showing how SIT can explain
it. Minard is probably a new study for you and shows that it is useful to go beyond
your textbook. You could add more about evidence instead (e.g. experiments are
reliable) to get the mark. Another mark is for the reference to the theory being
useful in explaining Sherif’s findings. The final mark is for the methodological
criticism of the lack of validity.

Method (also A-level Paper 3)

(1) Give one strength and one weakness of questionnaires as a research method.

(4 marks)
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Student answer
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e There are 2 marks for the strength and 2 marks for the weakness — they are
points based and for AO3 evaluation. Do not just give a brief answer for each —
be sure to expand your answer enough for the full 2 marks. For example, say
what the strength is, and then say something else to explain it further or give an
example. Make your answer specific to questionnaires not just any method.

One strength is that a lot of people can be reached relatively cheaply by posting
questionnaires or by handing them out in busy areas. Compared with an
experiment, many participants can be reached and potentially can contribute
data. More people can mean more generalisability. ✓✓ A weakness is that
there can be a poor response rate. When a lot of people are asked, it is likely
that many will not post the questionnaire back, or that people will refuse to
complete it if asked personally. A poor response rate can mean a biased sample
(a volunteer sample) and bias in replies ✓✓

e 4/4 marks awarded. A strength and a weakness are correctly identified, for 1
mark each, and there is some expansion in each case, so full marks.

(2) An interview using a set list of questions was carried out with 20 people who
happened to be in a town on a Tuesday afternoon and agreed to take part. The
aim was to find out whether people preferred those who were like them or
were happier meeting and finding out about people who were different.
(a) What type of interview was being used?

(1 mark)

e

This is worth 1 AO2 mark (applying your understanding). You have studied three
types of interview and you need to choose the one that fits this stimulus material.

Student answer
Structured interview. ✓
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