R270: Summary of Chapter 6 “Authority” from Influence – Science and Practice
Psychological experiment by Milgram (in 1974): a subject is selected and told to take the role of the “teacher”. There is also another person, the “learner,” that must memorize words and respond correctly to questions asked by the teacher. The teacher is told that he/she must deliver increasingly strong electric shocks for every wrong answer. The interesting outcome: almost all subjects continue to deliver shocks, even against their inclination, only because they were told to do so by the “director of the experiment.” Even when the learner seems to be in intense physical pain, or danger of dying! In fact, the learner was an actor, he did not receive real shocks. We often comply with the requests of authority.
Human reactions to authority developed because authority confers an advantage upon a society. It allows social control and specialization (production, defense, etc.). Authority becomes deeply engrained (parents, religion, societal positions). Our obedience often takes the form of a click, whirr response with little deliberation. We tend to not question the authority of experts (like doctors) because it is a time saving heuristic. An example: even if a doctor makes a gross mistake, nurses and patients will not question it. The book tells us of a nurse that administered eardrops into a patient’s rectum! The doctor had written “place in R ear” (right ear), which she read as “place in Rear,” without even thinking about how absurd that is. Mind you, the patient didn’t question it either! Isn’t that strange?

Animals tend to display group hierarchies. Monkeys, for example tend to imitate pretty quickly what their leaders do. If you teach the lead monkey a new skill, all the others will copy it. If you teach only a low-level monkey that skill, it won’t spread through the population. Advertisers exploit this principle by letting a “lead monkey” (a celebrity) tell consumers how great the products are.

Symbols of authority:


-TITLES

like Dr., Major, Duke, etc.


-CLOTHES

uniforms, for example


-TRAPPINGS

say, jewelry and cars

Defenses against abuse of our automatic response:

-Don’t be surprised by authority. Be aware of the power authority has over our reactions. Recognize how easily authority can be faked.

-BUT, we cannot resist authority altogether, because physicians, judges, executives and the like usually give us excellent counsel. If we ignore their opinions we ignore their superior knowledge.

-Ask: Is the authority truly an expert? What are the credentials? How truthful can we expect the expert to be?

Algorhythm statistics:

Compression ratio
1:24

Data loss

none

R270: Summary of Social Psychology – Unraveling the Mystery

We frequently rely on two principles in our decisions:


-AUTHORITY


-SOCIAL VALIDATION

Authority:

-Giles & Coupland found in a study that people shift their voice and speech styles in interviews on Larry King Live. When they were less important, they tended to adapt to Larry King’s style. When they were more important (George Bush, Bill Clinton, Barbara Streisand (?)), Larry King adapted his voice to match the style of his guest.

-Foushee studied a phenomenon called “captainitis” in the airline industry. Co-pilots tend to respect the captain’s decisions without questioning them – which leads to many plane crashes.

-Religious sects like Moon use hierarchical structures to generate obedience (Reverend Moon is the supreme authority whose wishes you must fulfill).

-We are conditioned to accept authority throughout our life. Schooling provides a good example. Our teachers are seen as EXPERTS, and they have POWER over us. We tend to give in to their requests to get better grades. They exert “expert power.”

-The doctor example (again). Nurses tend to do what the doctor says without questioning it.

-Influence professionals harness the power of authority. While authority can provide us with good decision heuristics when claims are true, we have to be careful to spot PHONY CLAIMS.

The article does not say anything about social validation.

If you feel like there wasn’t any substance in this summary, don’t worry… There wasn’t any substance in the article.
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