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Lecture 8: Social Navigation

Overview

This lecture concludes the social psychology course by exploring social influence,
persuasion, compliance, obedience, and group behavior. We examine how
individuals are shaped by and also shape the social world around them.

Social Influence: The Basics

Humans are social animals. Two core motivations drive our behavior in social
contexts:

Normative Influence: The desire to be liked and accepted.
Informational Influence: The desire to be right.

Examples
Standing in a long line at the airport to fit in (normative).
Choosing the same line because others know something you don’t
(informational).

Usually, social influence is beneficial, guiding us toward correct decisions. But when
the crowd is wrong, such influence can lead to poor choices (e.g., Beanie Baby
bubbles, peer pressure).

Bibb Latané's Model: Social Influence as Energy

Social impact depends on three variables:
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1. Strength (status or importance of influencer)
2. Immediacy (closeness in time and space)
3. Number (size of the influencing group)

"Social influence feels like a physical force."

Being influenced by someone in person is more powerful than by someone far away
or on a screen.

Persuasion: Dual Process Model

Persuasion involves intentional efforts to change beliefs, attitudes, or behaviors. It
works through two main routes:

1. Peripheral Route (Heuristic)
Fast, automatic
Influenced by:
Attractiveness
Expertise (even irrelevant expertise)
Emotions, jingles, slogans, visuals

"Britney Spears dancing with a Pepsi can = I like Pepsi."

2. Central Route (Systematic)
Slow, deliberate
Requires:
Motivation to think
Cognitive ability

Message Design Matters
One-sided messages: Best for like-minded audiences
Two-sided messages: More effective with thoughtful, high-cognition audiences
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Audience Factors
Need for Cognition: Preference for effortful thinking
Ego Involvement: Personal relevance of the topic

Fear-based messaging only works when combined with actionable solutions.

Conformity

Definition: Changing behavior to align with a group.

Example: Asch Line Study
7 people; 6 confederates say the wrong answer
The 1 real participant often conforms (about 1/3 of the time)

Types of influence driving conformity:

Informational: "Maybe they know something I don’t."
Normative: "I don’t want to rock the boat."

Compliance

Definition: Agreeing to a request (without authority).

Robert Cialdini's Weapons of Influence
1. Reciprocity: We feel obligated to return favors.
2. Free calendars, free samples, etc.
3. Scarcity: Perceived rarity increases desire.
4. "Only 2 ducks left!"
5. Similarity: We help those who are like us.
6. Shared location, interests, or networks
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7. Foot-in-the-Door: Small request → large request
8. Sign in yard → giant billboard
9. Door-in-the-Face: Large request first → small one

10. "Can I go to Mexico?" → "How about the Braves game?"

Obedience

Definition: Following direct orders from an authority.

Milgram Experiment (1960s)
Shock board up to 450 volts (XXX)
2/3 of participants obeyed till the end

"The path to evil is gradual: small steps lead to extreme behavior."

Key Findings
Authority presence is powerful
People obey more when isolated
Resistance is easier with allies

Group Dynamics

Group Formation
Very easy to create: e.g., over-estimators vs. under-estimators
Groups give people:
Identity
Esteem via comparisons
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Strategic Comparison
Boost self-esteem by comparing favorably to outgroups
Even trivial traits (like shorts) can be competitive

Discontinuity Effect
Individuals trust other individuals
Groups distrust other groups

Kind people in groups can become ruthless to protect their ingroup.

Sharif's Robbers Cave Experiment
Two groups of boys (Eagles vs. Rattlers)
Competition created conflict
Cooperation on superordinate goals (e.g., fixing a water supply) reduced
hostility
Still hard to fully merge groups

Final Reflections

Good vs. Bad Social Influence
Most influence is beneficial
But always question: Why am I being influenced? Who benefits?

Expertise Shift
From centralized (institutions) → decentralized (networks)

Protecting Yourself
Build a trusted network
Accept that not everyone will like you
Be willing to resist unhealthy influence

"Group membership can be empowering but also manipulative."
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Final Student Q\&A Highlights

Manipulation vs. Persuasion:
Manipulation = Hidden, deceptive intent
Persuasion = Open influence, respectful of autonomy
Mental Health Advice:
Normalize a "middle space" between clinical treatment and everyday support
Build informal networks (pastor, coach, friends)
Psychologists Prescribing Medication?:
In some states/military contexts, with extra training, yes
Why is anxiety/depression so common now?:
Loneliness and social isolation
Social media's role in comparison and FOMO
More openness to discussing mental health

Conclusion

Social navigation is about recognizing the invisible forces that guide us and
deciding when to resist or flow with them. By understanding persuasion,
compliance, conformity, and group dynamics, we can make wiser social choices
and avoid being unconsciously manipulated. But we also see that belonging is
human, and groups—when used well—can empower us to achieve great things.

"Be aware. Be connected. Be discerning."


