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The perception of consensus typically produces conformity, but specific attributional circumstances may
produce deviance instead. Ironically, the command of an authority figure may create one such circum-
stance. Participants were presented with scenarios in which they had to make a choice between 2 options.
Prior to their decision, they observed others all making a single choice. In some conditions, this
consensus occurred following an authority’s explicit command to make that choice. Results revealed the
hypothesized effect—the authority’s command led participants to make deviant decisions—and revealed
that this effect was moderated by the authority’s continued presence, expertise, the target(s) of the
command, and the ability of perceivers to use their cognitive resources.
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Consensus not only defines popular opinion, it provides a basis
for its persistence. When we observe others all expressing the same
belief, endorsing the same product, or engaging in the same
behavior, we tend to be more likely ourselves to express, endorse,
or engage in that same thing (Crandall, 1988; Prentice & Miller,
1993; Schaller, 2001). This creates a sort of normative inertia:
Consensually shared beliefs and behaviors tend to be
self-replicating.

There are at least two sets of psychological processes underlying
the influential power of consensus. One set of processes pertains to
mere conformity. Mindful of the social rejection that often attends
deviance, individuals strategically choose to go along with the
crowd—at least in public—even if they do not privately endorse
the popular opinion (Asch, 1956). But consensus inspires more
than mere conformity. Others’ actions are an important means
through which knowledge about the world is gained; consensus
serves as a sort of “social proof,” attesting to the value of beliefs
and behaviors that attract consensual endorsement (Cialdini, 1993;
Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Matz & Wood, 2005). So, a second set of
processes pertains to the effects of consensus on individuals’
cognitions and inferences about the object of popular opinion.
These inferential processes are the focus of the research reported
here.

The conceptual foundation underlying this research represents a
simple extension of familiar attributional logic. This simple anal-
ysis, however, yields novel hypotheses about circumstances under
which popular opinion does and does not persist. We derive and
test one particular hypothesis about the consequences of an au-
thority figure’s command: Because of its effects on the attribu-
tional process, an authority’s command to express a particular
opinion (an event that typically compels consensual obedience)
may lead individuals to question the inherent value of a consen-
sually held opinion, and so may compel them to reject the popular
opinion. The five studies reported here test this hypothesis and
reveal a predictable set of circumstances under which an authori-
ty’s commands backfire in exactly this way. These studies also test
an additional set of hypotheses, identifying variables that moderate
this phenomenon.

Effects of Perceived Consensus on Individuals’ Attitudes
and Opinions

There is abundant evidence that other’s opinions—especially
when they are perceived to represent a consensus—influence in-
dividuals’ own perceptions and recollections of the world around
them (Bless, Strack, & Walther, 2001). For instance, individuals
express prejudices more strongly when they perceive that those
prejudicial beliefs are normatively endorsed or shared more widely
(Crandall, Eshleman, & O’Brien, 2002; Stangor, Sechrist, & Jost,
2001). This is not merely strategic self-presentation either; stereo-
types spring to mind more easily when individuals perceive that
others endorse those stereotypes (Sechrist & Stangor, 2001). Sim-
ilar effects are witnessed on attitudes more widely. In general, if it
is perceived that most others hold a particular attitude, then that
attitude is more likely to be endorsed (Darke, Chaiken, Bohner,
Einwiller, Erb, & Hazelwood, 1998; Eagly & Chaiken, 1993).

This influence of consensus information on individuals’ own
attitudes may reflect a semirational appraisal of the logical impli-
cations of consensus. If the vast majority of office workers use a
particular software product, for instance, then it is reasonable to
infer that it must be a pretty good product. The logical basis of this
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popular-equals-good inference is sufficiently appealing, and the
inference itself is made with sufficient frequency that, like many
other inferential judgments (e.g., Gilbert, 1989), it may become a
heuristic, that is, engaged quickly and used without conscious
awareness.

This consensus heuristic, however, does not apply to all persons
at all times. Sometimes people seem particularly impacted by
popular opinion; but other times, they seem unaffected by it. Why?
One set of factors that predicts the impact of popular opinion on
perceivers can be understood in terms of attribution theory.

Attribution-Based Inferences About the Objects of
Consensus and About Consensus Itself

Perceivers make attributions about the object of consensus—
that thing that is popularly endorsed. This process has been studied
a great deal, especially in the area of person perception (Förster-
ling, 1989; Hewstone & Jaspars, 1987; Kelley, 1967; McArthur,
1972). As this research reveals, the perception of consensus limits
the tendency for perceivers to draw conclusions about the qualities
of those persons who participate in that consensus and instead
directs perceivers to draw conclusions about things external to
those persons—such as the object of consensus. (“That must be a
great piece of software if everyone’s using it.”) But consensus
information is not always equally informative. The influence of
consensus on attributions—and on consequent beliefs—is moder-
ated by many aspects of the immediate context (Alicke & Insko,
1984; Darke et al., 1998; Maheswaran & Chaiken, 1991; Wright,
Luus, & Christie, 1990; Zuckerman & Feldman, 1984). For in-
stance, the impact of consensus is substantial when one perceives
that others’ agreement is because of independent evaluations of a
particular attitude object but is undermined when one perceives
that independent assessment to be contaminated by the operation
of interpersonal influence (Harkins & Petty, 1987; Wilder, 1977).

It appears, therefore, that perceivers not only use consensus
information to make attributions about objects of consensus but
also make attributions about the consensus itself (see, e.g., Ken-
worthy & Miller, 2002; O’Laughlin & Malle, 2002). Just as we ask
“Why is this person doing this thing?” we may also ask “Why is
everyone doing the same thing?” Sometimes—especially when
little conscious thought is devoted to the attribution process—the
default answer to that question may implicate the inherent qualities
of the object of that consensus. But other times, attention may be
drawn to contextual features that offer alternative circumstantial
explanations for the existence of consensus. Anything that makes
individuals question the causes of consensus (and so less likely to
take it at face value) may make them less likely to go along with it.

What factors are likely to change persons’ attributions about
consensus? Group categorization appears to be one factor. It is
more likely that popular in-group attitudes are attributed to fea-
tures of objective reality, but popular out-group attitudes are at-
tributed to rather different factors (Kenworthy & Miller, 2002),
and so people are more likely to accept and conform to his or her
own groups’ attitudes. Group categorization is only one of many
variables that may impact attributions about consensus, and little
research to date explores the ultimate implications of these attri-
butions on subsequent endorsements of popular opinion. Indeed,
still little is known about when popular beliefs within a group are
accepted and when those same popular beliefs may instead inspire
deviance. To help fill this gap, the present work explored addi-

tional implications of individuals’ attributions about consensus.
Some of these implications are ironic, suggesting that variables
that usually compel popular opinion may also—if they become the
focus of attributional attention—sew the psychological seeds for
its undoing. We focus on one such variable: the command of an
authority figure.

Attributional Effects of Perceived Obedience: When an
Authority’s Commands Backfire

When an authority figure tells people to do something, they
typically do it (Blass, 1991; Milgram, 1974). The psychology of
obedience, therefore, is easily harnessed as a means through which
to create consensus. Dictatorial fiat—whether issued in a state-
house, a corporation, or a classroom—can manufacture popular
opinion.

The attributional analysis, however, implies that this sort of
popular opinion may be fragile and unlikely to persist in the
absence of continued coercion. There are attributional conse-
quences to the perception of obedience. When perceivers believe
that others’ actions are constrained by circumstances that demand
obedience, they are less likely to attribute those actions to those
others’ actual opinions (Fein, 1996; Fein, Hilton, & Miller, 1990;
Pryor, Rholes, Ruble, & Kriss, 1984). Thus, an authority’s com-
mand may call into question (where otherwise there would not
have been a question) the legitimacy of a perceived consensus. For
example, office workers may all use a particular software product
because they actually all think that it is a user-friendly and an
effective tool, and they may encourage others to use it as well. But
if a memo is then handed down from an office manager command-
ing them to use that product rather than other available alterna-
tives, then they may question its popularity and, if given an
opportunity, may actually be more likely to switch to an alternative
product.

In a sense, the command of an authority figure is a double-edged
sword: It creates consensus among people who feel compelled to
obey the authority figure, but it also undermines the psychological
power of consensus in the minds of others who perceive their
actions. As a means of ensuring the persistence of public opinion,
an authority’s commands may backfire by making consensus less
compelling.

Emotional Versus Cognitive Reasons for Deviance:
Reactance Theory and Attribution

Of course, people may resist conformity pressures for a number
of reasons that have nothing to do with attributional processes
(Knowles & Linn, 2004). Perhaps the most prominent example is
found in psychological reactance theory (e.g., Brehm, 1966; Craw-
ford, McConnell, Lewis, & Sherman, 2002; Fuegen & Brehm,
2004). Real or perceived pressure from others to engage in a
particular behavior often causes feelings of a loss of personal
freedom to choose. Freedom of choice is a valued psychological
commodity, and so reactance theory posits that one often will
deviate from others’ expectations—both in belief and in ac-
tion—in order to reassert one’s right to choose. Thus, like the
attributional model, reactance theory also predicts that under some
circumstances, an authority’s command to engage in a shared
behavior will inspire deviance.
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Although predicting some of the same outcomes, the reactance
and attributional approaches provide quite different accounts of the
origins of deviance. The reactance approach is a more purely
affect-driven account of deviance (Knowles & Linn, 2004). The
attribution approach, in contrast, is more purely cognitive: It
suggests that persons deviate because of factors that contaminate
the informational value on which the influence of others is built.
No feeling of reactance—indeed, no feeling at all—is necessary
for this contamination to occur.

These two possible processes are psychologically distinct and so
are not necessarily “competing” explanations. The present studies
are designed primarily to test hypotheses derived from the attri-
butional approach, including some hypotheses that cannot be ex-
plained by reactance (thus, testing the unique explanatory value of
the attributional model). Supportive results, of course, cannot
imply that people never deviate because of emotion-based re-
sponses such as reactance. Affective processes are clearly impor-
tant in understanding the origins of deviant behavior. But even
important psychological processes are not all-encompassing; the
operation of attributional processes may explain deviance phenom-
ena in ways that reactance (and other affective ) processes cannot.

Necessary Conditions and Moderating Variables

Although an authority figure’s commands may backfire—by
undermining the informational power of popular opinion and in-
spiring deviance instead—the attributional model does not suggest
that this will occur in all circumstances. Indeed, the effect is likely
to occur only under a predictable set of conditions, and, thus, a
number of variables are likely to moderate it. The present research
tested the moderating impact of several such variables.

One variable pertains to the continued presence or control of the
authority figure. Regardless of individuals’ independent opinions,
they are unlikely to deviate from an obedience-based consensus if
they feel compelled to obey the command of an authority figure.
The context in which those commands backfire should be limited
to those in which individuals are, over time, released from such
immediate coercion.

Another variable pertains to the perceived expertise of the
authority figure. For some authority figures, their authority derives
primarily from their superior power or status in a hierarchical
system; they may not be perceived to have any special knowledge
or expertise relevant to the commands they issue. Other authority
figures, however, may be perceived to have some special expertise
or insight that informs their commands. Conformity with an ex-
pert’s directives may not be attributed merely to blind obedience,
and even if consensus is attributed to obedience, the opinions of an
expert may have an independent influence on individuals’ attitudes
and actions (Eagly, 1983). Authority commands are most likely to
backfire when authority is based primarily on power not on
expertise.

A third moderating variable pertains to the audience of the
authority’s command. The attributional analysis implies that the
command is likely to backfire only when it can logically account
for the perceived consensus, such as when it is communicated to
all persons who compose the consensus. A command directed just
to one individual may inspire reactance-based deviance on the part
of that one individual (Brehm, 1966) but cannot erode popular
opinion through the attributional process described above.

Additional moderating variables pertain to the willingness or
ability of observers to fully apply their cognitive resources. Attri-
butions that lead to deviance may require more effortful cognition
than simply using the tried-and-true consensus heuristic. Thus, the
“cognitive load” experienced by perceivers may moderate the
impact of attribution-related cues on deviance.

Overview of the Present Research

The five studies reported below were designed to empirically
test six hypotheses derived from the attributional analysis and rule
out alternative explanations.

All five studies tested the central hypothesis that defines the
basic backfiring phenomenon under inquiry here: Under condi-
tions in which perceivers observe consensus in others’ actions,
explicit commands from an authority figure lead to a decrease in
perceivers’ own willingness to engage in those actions.

These studies also tested four additional hypotheses bearing on
limiting conditions and moderating variables. Study 1 tested the
hypothesis that the backfiring effect is moderated by the continued
presence of the authority figure issuing the command (the effect
occurs most strongly when the authority figure has no continuing
presence). Study 2 tested the hypothesis that the effect is moder-
ated by the perceived expertise of the authority figure (the effect
occurs most strongly when the authority figure is perceived to be
a nonexpert in the relevant domain). Study 3 tested the hypothesis
that the effect is moderated by the nature of the audience to whom
the command is communicated (the effect occurs most strongly
when the command is directed to all individuals who compose the
consensus). Study 5 tested the hypothesis that the effect is mod-
erated by the availability of cognitive resources (the effect occurs
most strongly when cognitive resources are maximally available).

In addition, Study 4 examined the possible impact of the nature
of the command (hard vs. soft) and the leadership style of the
authority figure (authoritarian vs. open-minded) on deviance.
These variables may be expected to have an influence on emotion-
related deviance, but less so on attribution-related deviance. By
showing that these variables have minimal impact, Study 4 helps
to rule out these alternative explanations and so more fully impli-
cates an attributional account.

Within each study, measures were taken of perceivers’ attribu-
tions about the causes of consensus. This allowed us to test an
additional hypothesis about mediating mechanisms: Within those
specified conditions in which an authority’s command leads to
deviance from consensus, this effect is expected to be mediated by
attributions about the causes of consensus.

Study 1

Participants were presented with detailed descriptions of a cor-
porate decision-making scenario in which employees within a
company were asked to decide which of two computer networking
systems to purchase and install. Participants took the perspective
of one of these employees, who was charged with the responsibil-
ity of making a final network decision. Within their role, partici-
pants witnessed all others unanimously agreeing that one network
(“WobbleNet”) was the better choice. Participants were later asked
to render their decision. They also completed measures designed to
assess attributions.
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Within this context, two variables were manipulated and crossed
within a 2 � 2 experimental design. One variable described the
command of an authority figure: In one condition, participants
witnessed the company president issue an explicit public command
to endorse WobbleNet; in the other condition, the president issued
no such command. The second variable described the continued
coercive presence of the president: In one condition the president
continued as the participants’ boss; in the other condition, the
president was replaced by a new boss prior to the participants’
final decision.

Whether in the same-boss or the old-boss condition, the boss’
command is expected to change participants’ attributions about
consensus from “it must be a good system” to “the boss told them
to vote for it.” However, these attributional processes are not
always expected to guide behavioral decision making; sometimes,
external pressure may override internal attributions. Thus, it was
expected that, when the old boss was no longer present at the end
of the story, his prior command to “pick WobbleNet” would
backfire, resulting in an ironic deviance from both his command
and the consensus. However, if the old boss remained throughout
the story, then the attributional processes discussed here should be
overridden by the compulsion to obey a powerful authority figure.
Thus, the backfiring effect should be attenuated—or even re-
versed—in this condition.

Method

Participants. Eighty University of British Columbia undergraduates
participated for extra credit in introductory psychology courses. Partici-
pants were randomly assigned to read one of the four experimental con-
ditions within the 2 � 2 design.

Decision-making scenario. Scenarios began with a “cast of characters”
that defined participants’ role as a senior vice president within the corpo-
ration. The cast of characters also described the participants’ boss, the
company president (“President Whim”), as a man with a background in
marketing who knew very little about computers. President Whim was also
depicted as enigmatic and powerful, frequently crushing those who crossed
him. Participants then read a detailed description of a specific corporate
decision-making situation. Participants were members of a committee that
was to decide which of two computer networking systems the company
should purchase and install. The committee members would be meeting to
discuss and vote on the options. Participants would be chairing the meeting
and would not vote, at least not initially. The description also provided
some limited initial information about the relative advantages and disad-
vantages of the two competing networking systems. One system
(“WobbleNet”) was described as a “tiny bit faster,” but the other system
(“NetHawk”) was described as much more reliable.

Manipulation of an authority figure’s command. The next segment of
the scenario contained the command manipulation. This manipulation was
contained within a speech made by President Whim to the committee at the
outset of their meeting. In the command condition, President Whim stated,
“It seems clear to me that WobbleNet is the better system, so I think we
should go with that. I do not want any disagreement over this,” and later
reiterated that “I’ll be very disappointed if people do not vote for
WobbleNet.” In the no-command condition, President Whim instead said,
“I do not want to influence the vote, so I’m not even going to tell you what
I think. I want each of you to vote exactly what you think,” and later
reiterated that “I’ll be very disappointed if people do not vote what they
really think.” Regardless of condition, everyone at the meeting (eight
committee members) proceeded to vote for WobbleNet.

Manipulation of continued authority. The final segment of the scenario
described a phone call that the participant’s character received a few days
later. It was President Whim calling. In the same-boss condition, Whim

reminded participants that he is still their boss and that they will be
answering to him. In the new-boss condition, Whim informed participants
that he was leaving the company to take a different job and that they would
henceforth be answering to a new boss. In all conditions, participants later
discovered that the committee’s previous decision (the unanimous vote
supporting WobbleNet) had been made moot and that participants them-
selves—as senior vice president and chair of the Computer Networking
Committee—should choose whether to purchase WobbleNet or NetHawk.
(In the same-boss condition, this new plan was delivered by President
Whim; in the new-boss condition, it was delivered by their new boss, “Kirk
Caprice.”)

Manipulation checks. Immediately after reading the scenario, partici-
pants responded to questions assessing their memory for key elements of
the story. In addition to a question about what system the committee voted
for, two additional questions ensured the checked attention to information
that varied across conditions: what system President Whim favored (if
any), and who the participants’ boss was at the end of the story. Each
question was followed by three possible responses, and participants were
asked to circle the correct response. Results revealed highly accurate
recollection for these key elements of information (percentages correct
ranged from 96% to 98%).

Attributions about consensus. Two methods were used to assess par-
ticipants’ attributions about the observed consensus. One method was
open-ended. Participants responded in writing to the question, “Why do
you think the committee members all voted for WobbleNet?” Responses
were coded by Lucian Gideon Conway, III (while blind to experimental
condition) on a 9-point bipolar scale, anchored at the high end by attribu-
tions to the inherent qualities of the networking systems (e.g., committee
members believed WobbleNet to be the better system) and at the low end
by attributions to social influence (e.g., pressure from President Whim or
from other committee members). Ratings near the middle of the scale
indicated some combination of these different attributions. (A second
trained coder—who was blind to experimental condition and also unaware
of the conceptual hypotheses—rated responses from a subset of partici-
pants. Interrater reliability was high, r � .96.) In addition to this open-
ended response measure, participants also completed a set of three ratings
(on 9-point scales) more explicitly assessing different possible explana-
tions for the unanimous vote favoring WobbleNet. One rating assessed the
inference that the consensus occurred “because WobbleNet is, in reality,
the better system.” Another rating assessed the inference that the consensus
occurred “because [committee members] each really believed that
WobbleNet was the better system.” A third rating assessed the inference
that the consensus occurred “because of the influence of President Whim.”
The four different attribution measures were highly intercorrelated, and so
a composite measure was created: After reverse scoring the final rating
scale measure (which was negatively correlated with the other three mea-
sures), scores on all four measures were converted to z scores, and the
mean was computed. The resulting attribution index (�� .89) indicates the
degree to which participants attributed the observed consensus to inherent
qualities of the attitude object (indicated by more highly positive scores) or
to constraints imposed by the social situation (indicated by lower scores on
the index).

Eventual endorsement. Participants’ eventual tendency to go along
with—or deviate from—popular opinion was assessed by their rated re-
sponses to two questions assessing an inclination to choose one or the other
networking system: “What is the likelihood that you would choose
WobbleNet as the system your company would buy?” and “What is the
likelihood that you would choose NetHawk as the system your company
would buy?” Responses were recorded on 9-point rating scales. These
responses were highly negatively correlated (r � �.82), and so a compos-
ite measure was created. The rated preference for “NetHawk” was sub-
tracted from the rated preference for “WobbleNet,” and a constant of 5 was
added to retain the original 9-point scale. Higher scores on this endorse-
ment index indicate an increased likelihood to make a decision that is
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consistent with the observed consensus; lower scores indicate a greater
tendency to make a decision that deviates from popular opinion.1,2

Results

Table 1 summarizes the mean responses on attribution and
endorsement measures within each of the four conditions of the
2 � 2 experimental design. These results are consistent with the
conceptual hypotheses.

Attributions about consensus. We anticipated that participants
would be more likely to attribute consensus to inherent qualities of
WobbleNet when there were no obvious constraints on the com-
mittee’s unanimous vote (the no-command condition) but that they
would attribute consensus to some form of social influence in the
command condition. This effect should not be moderated by the
continued-authority manipulation. This pattern is exactly what
occurred. On the attribution index, there was a main effect only of
the command manipulation, F(1, 75) � 82.10, p � .001. The
continued-authority variable exerted no main effect, nor did it
moderate the effect of command on these attributions.

Eventual endorsement. We predicted that the attributional im-
pact of the command variable would consequently influence par-
ticipants’ eventual endorsement of WobbleNet but that this effect
on decision making would not occur if they were still under the
coercive power of the authority figure. Results on the endorsement
index indicated exactly this effect. There was a main effect of the
command manipulation, F(1, 76) � 4.96, p � .029. However, this
main effect was qualified by a Command � Continued Authority
interaction, F(1, 76) � 3.98, p � .050. The means in Table 1
reveal that the authority’s command backfired—leading partici-
pants to endorse a position that deviated from popular opinion—
within the new-boss condition, t(38) � 2.97, one-tailed, p � .003,
but that this backfiring effect did not occur within the same-boss
condition, t(38) � .20, p � .80.

Evidence of mediation. Additional analyses were used to test
more directly whether the predicted effect of the authority’s com-
mand on deviant decision making (within the new-boss condition)
was mediated by the attributional impact of the command. Among
participants in the new-boss condition, there was a negative zero-
order correlation between the command manipulation (coded as
0 � no command, 1 � command) and the endorsement index (r �
�.43). However, when scores on the attribution index were con-
trolled for, in a partial correlation analysis, this negative correla-
tion disappeared entirely (and was somewhat reversed; pr � .26).
However, the correlation between the attribution index and en-
dorsement index remained strong, even after controlling for the
command manipulation (zero-order r � .71; pr � .65). These

results are consistent with an attributional explanation for the
backfiring effect of the authority’s command. A Sobel (1982) test
indicated that this mediational pattern is unlikely to arise from
sampling error alone (z � 4.32, p � .001).

Secondary mediation analyses. We expected that, although
participants’ attributions would still be impacted by the president’s
command in the same-boss condition, these attributions would be
overridden by the desire for compliance with the command of their
boss. (As reported above, this exact pattern occurred). Because (as
expected) attributional processes were still impacted by the com-
mand in the same-boss condition, it is possible that participants’
attributions played an indirect role in that condition by suppressing
a positive effect of the command on eventual endorsement. In fact,
this exact pattern occurred. Among participants in the same-boss
condition, there was no zero-order correlation between the com-
mand manipulation and the endorsement index (r � �.00). How-
ever, when scores on the attribution index were controlled for, this
correlation became positive ( pr � .23). A Sobel (1982) test
indicated that this suppression pattern is unlikely to arise from
sampling error alone (z � 1.99, p � .047).

Discussion

These results reveal that when an authority figure commands
people to act in a consensual manner, then that command can
ultimately lead individuals to act in ways that deviate from that
consensus. The results also reveal the operation of an attributional
process underlying this effect. One reason why an authority’s
command can ultimately lead to deviant decision making is that it
changes individuals’ attributions about the consensus they observe
in others. In the absence of an authority’s command, participants
inferred that consensus reflected the inherent qualities of the object

1 In addition to the measures described here in detail, participants in all
studies also completed three other measures that, in different ways, as-
sessed opinions about the two networking systems. One was a crude
forced-choice measure in which participants simply circled which of the
two networks they would choose. Two additional rating-scale measures
assessed the favorability of participants’ overall impressions of each of the
two networks. Effects of independent variables on these measures were
descriptively consistent with those on the endorsement index, but these
effects were weak and typically did not meet most individuals’ subjective
standards for statistical significance (i.e., ps � .05). For this reason,
coupled with the fact that these measures are either methodologically
cruder or less immediately relevant to actual decision making, analyses on
these additional measures are not presented here. Furthermore, participants
in all studies completed an additional open-ended question about their
attributions for their own behavior. This measurement was largely explor-
atory and not relevant to the present conceptual purpose and, thus, is not
presented here.

2 Dependent measures were presented to participants in two different
orders. Some participants received the free-response questionnaire first,
followed by the rating scales; others received the rating scale questionnaire
first. (Within both the free-response and rating scale questionnaires, the
endorsement items were always presented prior to the attribution items. In
the text, items are presented in a theoretical, rather than in a chronological,
order.) Preliminary analyses revealed no questionnaire order effects on
either the attribution or endorsement measures, nor did order moderate any
of the predicted effects of other manipulated variables on these measures.
This variable is not discussed further. (In subsequent studies, all partici-
pants received measures in the same order, with the free-response ques-
tionnaire first.)

Table 1
Interactive Effects of Authorities’ Command and Continued
Presence of Authority on Attributions and Endorsement of the
Object of Consensus in Study 1

Measure

Same boss New boss

No
command Command

No
command Command

Attribution 0.51 �0.61 0.71 �0.64
Endorsement 4.75 4.55 5.80 2.15
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of consensus; in contrast, a command led them to attribute the
consensus to the power of social influence instead.

A subsequent effect on deviant decision making, however, oc-
curs only when individuals feel free of the coercive power of that
authority figure. When individuals remain under that person’s
power, the fragile consensus holds. Just because private attribu-
tions are made does not mean that they are always acted on. It is
clear, however, that the attributional impact is real and has con-
sequences. Sometimes these consequences are obvious: If freed
from the perceived necessity to obey the authority figure, then
attributions do guide behavior, and deviance may occur. Some-
times these consequences are less obvious. Even under conditions
in which participants experienced the boss’ continued authority,
there was evidence that the attributional process suppressed the
powerful compulsion to comply with the command of that author-
ity figure.

Thus, it is clear that authority figures’ commands to engage in
consensual behavior can lead to deviant decision making, that this
effect occurs for predictable reasons, and that there are predictable
limits on this effect. Study 2 tested an additional hypothesis about
these limits.

Study 2

In Study 1, participants were explicitly informed that the au-
thority figure was not particularly knowledgeable about the topic
on which consensus emerged. Effects of an authority’s command
may be quite different, however, when that authority figure is
perceived to be an expert on this topic.

There are two conceptually distinct ways in which expertise
may plausibly exert this moderating effect. One possibility is that
the authority’s expertise may influence perceivers’ attributions
about the causes of consensus; when the authority is an expert, the
consensus may be attributed to the inherent qualities of the object
(e.g., WobbleNet) endorsed by this expert rather than to mere
obedience. If so, then an expertise manipulation should exert a
main effect on attributions and should interact with a command
manipulation in predicting participants’ own eventual endorse-
ment. A second possibility is that because expert status is such a
compelling persuasion cue in its own right (Eagly, 1983), the
authority’s expertise may exert a direct effect on participants’
attitudes and actions without necessarily having any impact on the
attributional process. If so, then no main effect of an expertise
manipulation should be observed on attributions, but it may, none-
theless, interact with a command manipulation in predicting par-
ticipants’ endorsement.

To test these possibilities, participants in Study 2 were presented
a decision scenario based on the new-boss condition from Study 1.
Within this scenario, a command manipulation was introduced,
just as in Study 1. In addition, an expertise manipulation was
introduced: The authority figure was either an expert or a nonex-
pert on the relevant topic. These manipulations were crossed in a
2 � 2 factorial design.

Method

Participants. Ninety-two undergraduate students from the University
of British Columbia participated for extra credit. Participants were ran-
domly assigned to one of four conditions within the 2 � 2 experimental
design.

Procedures and manipulations. The scenario presented to participants
was identical to that of the new-boss condition from Study 1. Within the
context of this scenario, the command manipulation was also the same as
in Study 1: In the command condition, President Whim commanded
committee members to vote for WobbleNet; in the no-command condition,
he instructed them simply to vote according to their own thoughts. A
second manipulation was introduced at the outset of the scenario (when
introducing the “cast of characters”): Participants in the nonexpert condi-
tion read that President Whim had obtained a master’s degree in marketing
and “does not know anything about computers”; participants in the expert
condition read that he had obtained a master’s degree in computer net-
working and “knows a whole lot about computers.” (Manipulation checks
indicated that participants attended to and remembered key elements of the
story, including information about President Whim’s expertise; percent-
ages of accurate responding ranged from 95% to 100%.)

Attribution and endorsement measures. All measures were identical to
those used in Study 1. (Interrater r � .98 for coding of the free-response
attribution measure.) An attribution index and an endorsement index were
computed in the same way as in Study 1.

Results

Table 2 presents mean responses on attribution and endorsement
measures within each condition of the 2 � 2 experimental design.
These results are consistent with the hypotheses.

Attributions about consensus. As in Study 1, there was a
strong main effect of the command manipulation, F(1, 88) �
88.88, p � .001. Compared with participants in the no-command
condition, those in the command condition were less likely to
attribute consensus to the inherent qualities of the computer net-
works and instead tended to attribute consensus to social influence.
The expertise manipulation had neither a meaningful main effect
nor a moderating effect on these attributions (Fs � 1.8, ps � .190).

Eventual endorsement. There was a main effect of the com-
mand manipulation on participants’ eventual endorsement, F(1,
88) � 13.88, p � .001. However, this effect was qualified by an
interaction between the command and expertise manipulations that
approached but did not attain significance, F(1, 88) � 3.42, p �
.068. When President Whim was a nonexpert, there was a sizable
difference between the no-command and command conditions in
participants’ endorsement of WobbleNet, thus replicating the ef-
fect found in Study 1, t(44) � 4.24, p � .001; the difference was
smaller and nonsignificant when President Whim was a computer
expert, t(44) � 1.21, p � .233.

Evidence of mediation. Additional correlations and partial cor-
relations were computed for participants in the nonexpert condi-
tion (for whom the backfiring effect was expected and found).
Consistent with expectations, the impact of the command manip-
ulation on the endorsement index was substantially reduced when

Table 2
Interactive Effects of Authorities’ Command and Expertise on
Attributions and Endorsement of the Object of Consensus in
Study 2

Measure

Expert Nonexpert

No
command Command

No
command Command

Attribution 0.70 �0.53 0.52 �0.69
Endorsement 5.04 3.52 5.35 0.83
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controlling for scores on the attribution index (zero-order r �
�.55, p � .001; pr � �.20, p � .196). Although the relation
between the attribution and endorsement indices was unexpectedly
reduced when controlling for the command manipulation (zero-
order r � .61, p � .001; pr � .35, p � .020), these results,
nonetheless, imply that the effect of command on endorsement was
partially mediated by attributions. Indeed, a Sobel (1982) test
indicated that (as in Study 1) this mediational pattern is unlikely to
result from sampling error alone (z � 2.30, p � .021).

Secondary mediation analyses. Parallel mediation analyses
were also performed for the expert condition. As in Study 1, these
secondary analyses revealed that attributional processes sup-
pressed a positive effect of the command on compliance. Among
participants in the expert condition, there was a negative zero-
order correlation between the command manipulation and the
endorsement index (r � �.18). However, when scores on the
attribution index were controlled for, this correlation became
strongly positive ( pr � .38). A Sobel (1982) test indicated that this
suppression pattern is unlikely to result from sampling error alone
(z � 4.19, p � .001).

Discussion

Study 2 replicated and extended the results of Study 1. When a
nonexpert authority figure commanded others to vote for
WobbleNet—and they did so unanimously—participants were
more likely later to make a decision that deviated from the ob-
served consensus. This effect was substantially mediated by attri-
butions about why the consensus existed. This backfiring effect
was reduced, however, when the authority figure was an expert on
the relevant topic. In this expert condition, participants’ eventual
decisions tended to conform to the consensus whether or not the
expert commanded them to.

It is interesting to note that the authority figure’s expertise did
not have any meaningful impact on attributions but affected en-
dorsement anyway. This pattern of results indicates that the au-
thority’s expertise exerted a more direct effect on eventual deci-
sion making by providing another independent cue that influences
individual attitudes and actions. This is not inconsistent with the
attributional model. It is hardly surprising that the expertise of the
authority figure did not change the impact of an authority’s com-
mand on attributions; even if observers believe that an authority is
an expert, they are still likely aware of the potential for his
command to induce direct compliance in other people, thus making
those observers more likely to think that the consensus emerged
because of the command. Of course, that does not mean that the
authority’s expertise is entirely bankrupt: It may still partially
offset its attributional impact by providing a direct independent
influence on participants’ perceptions. Mediational analyses within
the expert condition suggest that this very thing happened. When
removing the effect of attributions, the authority command exerted
a positive effect on compliance.

Indeed, Studies 1 and 2 both suggest moderating variables that
operate independently of attributions and thus serve to offset the
impact of those attributions. In Study 1, the continued authority of
the boss (despite having no impact on attributions) counteracted
the attributional impact that his command had on deviance. Sim-
ilarly, in Study 2, the expertise of the boss (again despite having no
impact on attributions) partially counteracted the attributional im-
pact of his command on deviance. Thus, these variables moderate

the backfiring effect through direct impact on compliance or
individual perceptions of the computer systems without impacting
attributions. This is underscored by the fact that in both studies,
attributions about consensus suppressed a positive effect of the
command on compliance in the moderating conditions. If the
moderating variables had changed the impact of the command on
attributions (i.e., either making them obsolete or reversing their
effect), then this suppression effect would have been improbable.

However, other variables may moderate the backfiring effects of
an authority’s commands on decision making by directly impact-
ing attributions. Study 3 was designed to test just such a moder-
ating variable. Inquiry into this new moderating variable also
tested the viability of a plausible alternative process—psycholog-
ical reactance—through which an authority’s command may in-
spire deviant decision making.

Study 3

When individuals feel that freedom of choice is restricted, they
respond by finding ways to reestablish that decisional freedom.
This reactance phenomenon can lead individuals to disobey direc-
tives or otherwise deviate from the expectations of others (Brehm,
1966). Although a reactance process does not explain results on the
attribution measures taken in Studies 1 and 2, it may offer some
partial explanation for the finding that an authority’s command can
backfire and ultimately lead to deviance. (Note that in Study 2, the
effect of the command manipulation on endorsement was only
partially mediated by attributions.) Study 3 was designed to test
more directly the extent to which reactance may provide a plau-
sible account for the effects of an authority’s command on even-
tual deviation from consensus.

This design included a variable that, logically, should not affect
the reactance process but that should influence the attributional
process. This variable concerns the target(s) of the authority’s
command. In one condition, the authority’s command was clearly
communicated to the entire set of people who later voted unani-
mously to endorse WobbleNet. In another condition, this com-
mand was directed solely to participants. Because reactance is
predicated on individuals’ perceived threats to their own decisional
freedom, this manipulation should not affect any tendency for
reactance processes to guide participants’ ultimate endorsement of
WobbleNet. However, this manipulation should influence an attri-
butional process. (Obedience is a plausible explanation for con-
sensus—and so may lead to deviant decision making—only if the
authority’s command is directed toward everyone, but not if it is
directed toward a single individual.) If this manipulation moder-
ates the effects of an authority’s command on endorsement, then it
uniquely implicates the operation of an attributional process rather
than a reactance process.

Method

Participants. Participants were 91 undergraduate students from Indi-
ana State University. They were randomly assigned to one of four condi-
tions within a 2 � 2 (Command � Target of Instructions) experimental
design.

Procedures and manipulations. Participants were presented with a
scenario that, in most respects, replicated the nonexpert condition from
Study 2. As in previous studies, a command manipulation was introduced
through the instructions that President Whim offered at the outset of the
committee meeting: In the command condition, President Whim issued a
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command to vote for WobbleNet; in the no-command condition, he issued
no such command. In addition, wording varied across scenarios to create a
target-of-instructions manipulation: Participants in the group-target condi-
tion read that these instructions were spoken to the entire committee (as in
Studies 1 and 2); those in the individual-target condition read that President
Whim pulled the participant’s character aside and ensured that only their
character heard the instructions. It was emphasized the no one else on the
committee heard these special instructions.

Manipulation check results indicated that participants generally remem-
bered most key parts of the story with near-perfect accuracy, as in previous
studies, but only 78% of participants correctly identified the target of
President Whim’s instructions. Because of this low percentage, we opted to
present here analyses only for those persons who made correct identifica-
tions on this manipulation check. Including the entire sample of partici-
pants revealed results very similar to those presented below.3

Measures. Measures of attribution and endorsement were identical to
those used in Studies 1 and 2. (Interrater r � 1.00 for coding of the
free-response attribution measure.) An attribution index and an endorse-
ment index were computed in the same way as in previous studies. In
addition, three items (with responses on 9-point rating scales) were in-
cluded to assess feelings of reactance (e.g., “To what degree did President
Whim’s discussion at the committee meeting make you feel as if he was
trying to take away your freedom to do exactly as you wished?”). Re-
sponses to these three items were highly correlated, and so a composite
reactance index was computed as the mean rating across the items (� �
.79).

Results

Table 3 presents mean responses on attribution, reactance, and
endorsement measures within each condition of the 2 � 2 exper-
imental design. These results are consistent with the conceptual
hypotheses.

Attributions about consensus. Both independent variables had
main effects on the attribution index (both ps � .008), but these
main effects were qualified by the predicted 2 � 2 interaction, F(1,
67) � 26.43, p � .001. When participants believed that the entire
group was the target of President Whim’s instructions, there was a
strong effect of the command manipulation (this replicates the
effect observed in Studies 1 and 2). However, when participants
believed that they were the sole target of these instructions, the
effect of the command manipulation difference was negligible.
Moreover, the results indicated that it was only in the command/
group-target condition that consensus was attributed to social
influence rather than to the inherent qualities of the networking
systems.

Reactance. Results for the reactance index were similarly con-
sistent with expectations. Participants in the command condition
experienced substantially more reactance than did those in the

no-command condition, F(1, 67) � 48.20, p � .001. The target-
of-instructions manipulation had no main effect, nor did it mod-
erate the effects of the command condition on the reactance index
(both ps � .310).

Eventual endorsement. The command manipulation had es-
sentially no main effect on the endorsement index ( p � .603), and
there was only a weak main effect for the target-of-instructions
manipulation ( p � .100). However, consistent with the results on
the attribution measure—and with expectations—there was an
interactive effect of these two variables on the endorsement index,
F(1, 67) � 4.61, p � .035. When President Whim’s command to
endorse WobbleNet was directed at the whole group, the command
backfired, as in Studies 1 and 2, leading participants eventually to
be less likely to endorse that product, t(29) � 1.07, one-tailed, p �
.151. (Although falling short of significance by conventional stan-
dards, this result clearly replicates the pattern from Studies 1 and
2, and so we have a strong a priori confidence that it is not because
of sampling error.) No such effect of the command manipulation
was observed when these instructions were directed to participants
alone; in fact, the pattern of means was actually reversed within the
individual-target condition, an effect that approached significance,
t(38) � �1.96, p � .058.

Evidence of mediation. Additional analyses focused just on
those participants for whom the backfiring effect occurred—those
in the group-target condition. Results revealed that the negative
zero-order correlation between the command manipulation and
endorsement index entirely disappeared (and was actually re-
versed) when controlling for scores on the attribution index (zero-
order r � �.21; pr � .34). The strongly positive relation between
the attribution and consensus indices remained essentially un-
changed when controlling for the command manipulation (zero-
order r � .42; pr � .49). These results are consistent with the
hypothesis that attributions about consensus mediated the relation
between the command manipulation and eventual endorsement. A
Sobel (1982) test indicated that this mediational pattern is unlikely
to emerge from sampling error alone (z � 2.85, p � .004).

In contrast, there was very little evidence that reactance medi-
ated that relation: When scores on the reactance index were con-
trolled, there was only a trivial reduction in the size of the rela-
tionship between the command manipulation and the endorsement
index (zero-order r � �.21; pr � �.10;, Sobel z � 0.42, p �
.674).

Secondary mediation analyses. In Studies 1 and 2, the mod-
erating variable showed no impact on attributions, instead exerting
an independent and direct impact on decision making. However,
consistent with expectations, in Study 3, the target-of-instruction
manipulation moderated the impact of the command on attribu-
tions about consensus: In the group-target condition, the authori-

3 For the whole sample (i.e., including even those participants who failed
to correctly identify the target of the command), the key Target � Com-
mand interaction was still in evidence, interaction F(1, 87) � 7.32, p �
.008. (When only including persons who incorrectly identified the target,
the same interaction effect is nonexistent [F � .001, p � .991], suggesting
that persons who misidentified the target appear to be simply adding
random noise.) In addition, mediation analyses on the whole sample
suggested that, although attributions about consensus mediated the key
backfiring effect (Sobel z � 3.74, p � .001), reactance played little of a
mediational role (Sobel z � 0.99, p � .320). Thus, the key results reported
in the text hold even if all the participants in Study 3 are included.

Table 3
Interactive Effects of Authorities’ Command and Target of
Command on Attributions, Reactance, and Endorsement of the
Object of Consensus in Study 3

Measure

Individual target Group target

No
command Command

No
command Command

Attribution 0.31 0.17 0.65 �1.00
Reactance 3.93 6.30 3.30 6.50
Endorsement 3.11 6.05 3.64 1.85
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ty’s command had a large influence, whereas in the individual-
target condition, the command had minimal influence. Because
(unlike the moderating conditions in Studies 1 and 2) attributional
processes were not expected to be in operation in the individual-
target condition in Study 3, they were not expected to mediate or
suppress effects in that condition. Secondary analyses generally
supported this contention. Among participants in the individual-
target condition, there was a positive zero-order correlation be-
tween the command manipulation and the endorsement index (r �
.30); when scores on the attribution index were controlled for, this
correlation became more positive ( pr � .49), but a Sobel (1982)
test revealed that this modest suppression pattern was likely be-
cause of sampling error (z � 0.66, p � .510).

Discussion

These results identify another (expected) limiting condition on
the backfiring effect, and in doing so, they more fully implicate
attributional processes rather than reactance processes as the ex-
planation for this effect. The command of an authority figure led
participants eventually to make a decision that deviated both from
the command and from the consensus they observed, but this effect
occurred only when the command was communicated to all per-
sons who composed that consensus. No such effect occurred when
the command was directed at participants alone. In this latter
condition, the command aroused reactance—just as it did when it
was directed at the whole group—but it did not substantially
undermine the typical tendency to infer inherent quality in the
object of consensus. Mediation analyses further revealed that when
an authority’s command backfires by leading others to deviate
from popular opinion, it does so as a causal consequent of its
effects on attributional inference. Secondary mediation analyses
also revealed that, consistent with the expectation that attributional
processes were not in operation in the individual-target condition,
no significant suppression or mediation effects occurred in that
condition.

Study 4

Study 4 provided further tests of reactance as an alternative
explanation for the backfiring effect by introducing two variables
that should moderate the impact of reactance processes but that
should have no meaningful impact on the attributional process.
These two variables referred to the style and demeanor of the
authority figure.

Not all authority figures are alike. Some (such as those depicted
in Studies 1–3) are authoritarian and dictatorial; others are more
congenial and open-minded. Similarly, not all commands are alike.
Some commands (such as those used in Studies 1–3) are like hard,
blunt implements that demand compliance; other commands are
softer, gentler, and encourage compliance through more subtle
means. What is the likely impact of these different styles of
leadership on the kind of deviance documented in Studies 1
through 3? The answer differs, depending on the particular process
that allegedly underlies this deviance.

From our attributional perspective, there is no reason to expect
any real impact of these variables. From this perspective, the
backfiring phenomenon depends on attributions about consensus,
and there is no necessary reason why differences in style should
result in differences in consensus. Rigid authoritarians are not

necessarily better at building consensus than people who adopt a
more congenial and open-minded managerial style. Nor does a
blunt, hard command necessarily exert more impact on consensus
than a softer, more subtle approach to social influence. To the
degree that a leader is perceived as potentially influential, it is
irrelevant whether or not that influence comes from an authoritar-
ian style or from some other source. Thus, from an attributional
point of view, the kind of deviance documented in the preceding
studies is unlikely to be moderated by variables pertaining to
leadership style.

In contrast, these kinds of variables should influence reactance.
Subtle and nonthreatening tactics of influence do not induce the
same reactance processes as overt and threatening tactics (Fuegen
& Brehm, 2004). Thus, if a reactance process underlies the ten-
dency for an authority’s command to backfire, then this tendency
should be reduced when the authority figure adopts a more open-
minded style or delivers commands in a softer, subtler manner.

Method

Participants. Participants were 91 undergraduate students from Indi-
ana State University. They were randomly assigned to one of six conditions
within a 3 (command: none, soft, or hard) � 2 (leader style: open or
authoritarian) experimental design.

Procedures and manipulations. Participants were presented with a
scenario that, in most respects, replicated the group-target condition from
Study 3. As in previous studies, a command manipulation was introduced
through the instructions that President Whim offered at the outset of the
committee meeting. In the hard-command condition, President Whim
issued a command to vote for WobbleNet; in the no-command condition,
he issued no such command. A further command manipulation was also
added in which Whim gave his preference for WobbleNet but said that he
did not want to influence the vote. So in this soft-command condition,
participants were aware that everyone knew their boss’ preference, but they
were not explicitly told to vote that way.

In addition, wording varied across scenarios to create a leader style
manipulation: Participants in the authoritarian boss condition read that (as
in Studies 1–3) President Whim was an enigmatic boss who was prepared
to crush those who go against his will, whereas participants in the open-
boss condition read that,

Whim’s most noticeable personality trait is that he is very kind.
Everyone knows that they can go to Whim for advice, help, or just to
talk. He works very well in groups and is a very thoughtful, warm-
hearted leader. People under him know that while working on a
project, Whim works with his subordinates, not against them. People
do not fully understand what drives his kindness, but they are thankful
for it just the same. Another characteristic of this gentle man is that he
tends to listen openly to those who cross him.

Manipulation check results indicated that participants generally remem-
bered most key parts of the story with a high degree of accuracy (87%,
96%, and 92% retention), as in previous studies. Initial analyses excluding
participants who made incorrect identifications on any of the manipulation
check items revealed results very similar to those of the entire sample, both
descriptively and inferentially; results on the entire sample are presented
below. An additional manipulation check question revealed that the leader
style manipulation had its intended effect: Participants rated the authori-
tarian boss as far less “nice” (M � 3.02) than the open boss (M � 5.53),
t(88) � 7.50, p � .001.

Measures. Measures of attribution and endorsement were identical to
those used in Studies 1–3. An attribution index and an endorsement index
were computed in the same way as in previous studies.
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Results

Table 4 presents mean responses on attribution, reactance, and
endorsement measures within each of the six conditions of the 3 �
2 experimental design.

Attributions about consensus. A main effect emerged for the
command manipulation on the attribution index, F(2, 85) � 35.78,
p � .001. As can be seen in Table 4, participants were more likely to
attribute the observed consensus to qualities inherent in the computer
systems when no command was issued than when either a soft or hard
command was issued. Thus, no matter the format through which the
president’s wishes were made known, his command had a large
impact on participants’ attributions. No main effect of leader style, nor
a Leader Style � Command interaction, emerged (Fs � 0.7).

Reactance. A main effect emerged for the command manipu-
lation on the reactance index, F(2, 85) � 23.92, p � .001. Partic-
ipants were especially likely to experience reactance in the hard-
command condition, less likely in the soft-command condition,
and especially unlikely in the no-command condition. Participants
were also more likely to experience reactance when their leader
was authoritarian than open, F(1, 85) � 5.10, p � .026. Further-
more, an interaction that approached significance emerged be-
tween leader style and command, such that participants experi-
enced far more reactance when an authoritarian leader gave a soft
command than when an open leader did so, F(1, 85) � 2.80, p �
.067. These results reveal that, although leader style had no impact
on attributions about consensus, it did have the expected impact on
reactance (see Fuegen & Brehm, 2004).

Eventual endorsement. A main effect emerged for the com-
mand manipulation on eventual endorsement, F(2, 85) � 7.05, p �
.001. As can be seen in Table 4, the president’s endorsement of
WobbleNet, whether given in a hard or soft manner, reduced the
likelihood that participants would also give their endorsement:
hard-command/no-command comparison, t(58) � 3.41, p � .001;
soft-command/no-command comparison, t(59) � 2.63, p � .011.
The hard- and soft-command conditions did not differ from each
other, t(59) � �0.67, p � .506.

Participants were somewhat less likely to endorse WobbleNet if
the president showed an authoritarian style of leadership, although
this effect was nonsignificant, F(1, 85) � 2.08, p � .153. The
Leader Style � Command interaction was also nonsignificant
(F � 1.60, p � .20).

Evidence of mediation. Because the hard-command and soft-
command conditions yielded similar results on the attribution
index, they were combined for mediation analyses and both
dummy-coded as 1 (with the no-command condition coded as 0).
Results revealed that the negative zero-order correlation between

the command manipulation and endorsement index almost entirely
disappeared when controlling for scores on the attribution index
(zero-order r � �.36, p � .001; pr � �.02, p � .817). The
strongly positive relation between the attribution and consensus
indices remained largely unchanged when controlling for the com-
mand manipulation (zero-order r � .52, p � .001; pr � .40, p �
.001). These results are consistent with the hypothesis that attri-
butions about consensus mediated the relation between the com-
mand manipulation and eventual endorsement. A Sobel (1982) test
indicated that this mediational pattern is unlikely to result from
sampling error alone (z � 4.53, p � .001).

In contrast, there was not much evidence that reactance medi-
ated that relation: When scores on the reactance index were con-
trolled, there was only a trivial reduction in the size of the rela-
tionship between the command manipulation and the endorsement
index (zero-order r � �.36, p � .001; pr � �.26, p � .013).4

Further analyses suggested that participants’ perceptions of the
president’s niceness also did not mediate the impact of the com-
mand manipulation on endorsement (zero-order r � �.36, p �
.001; pr � �.36, p � .001).

Discussion

These results suggest that the backfiring effect is not dependent
on an authoritarian boss, nor is it dependent on the command itself,
indicating a strong desire for compliance. Indeed, even when an
especially open-minded and congenial boss expressed his prefer-
ence in a nondemanding way, that preference had a notable effect
on participants’ eventual deviance. These results are inconsistent

4 More focused analyses suggested initially that reactance may have had
a mediational impact when comparing only the hard-command with the
control condition (effect size r � .32; when controlling for reactance, r �
.05; Sobel test z � 2.09, p � .037). However, this effect appears to be
accounted for in part by reactance’s incidental overlap in Study 4 with
attributions about consensus. A key component of mediation is the ability
of the mediator to predict the dependent variable while controlling for the
independent variable (see Baron & Kenny, 1986). When both proposed
mediators are entered in simultaneously, with the command manipulation
as predictors of endorsement, attribution remains strong and significant
(� � .61, p � .001), whereas reactance becomes nonsignificant (� � .18,
p � .279). Furthermore, focused comparisons between the soft-command
and control conditions yielded little evidence that reactance mediated the
backfiring effect (Sobel’s z � 1.05, p � .300), whereas attributions clearly
did provide mediation (Sobel’s z � 3.30, p � .001). Thus, considered along
with evidence from Studies 3 and 5, the cumulative evidence presented
here points to an attributional (and not a reactance) explanation.

Table 4
Effects of Authorities’ Command and Leader Style on Attributions, Reactance, and Endorsement
of the Object of Consensus in Study 4

Measure

Authoritarian leader Open leader

No
command

Soft
command

Hard
command

No
command

Soft
command

Hard
command

Attribution 0.76 �0.40 �0.51 0.86 �0.22 �0.45
Reactance 4.04 6.09 6.73 3.11 4.11 7.00
Endorsement 4.00 2.07 1.69 7.33 1.33 3.07
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with a reactance approach and are perhaps intuitively surprising,
but they are not surprising from an attributional point of view. If
the backfiring effect hinges on attributions about consensus, then
anything that implies that consensus emerged on account of social
influence will facilitate deviance. These attributions do not depend
on leadership style: It does not matter how gentle and kindly an
opinion is offered—nor how gentle and kind the leader who
offered it—as long as perceivers believe the utterance could have
had social influence.

Not only are the patterns of means inconsistent with a reactance
process—and consistent with an attributional process—so, too, are
the results of mediation analyses. In summary, these results further
cast doubt on a reactance explanation for the backfiring effect and
further support the hypothesized attributional process.

Study 5

Although evidence suggests that the key effect is largely driven
by the proposed attributional processes, it yet remains unclear
exactly how those processes operate. Is the path from consensus-
relevant attributional cues to ultimate decisions a noneffortful,
automatic process that requires little in the way of cognitive
resources? Or, does the link from attributions about consensus to
decision making occur through effortful thinking and thus require
substantial cognitive resources in order for attribution-relevant
cues to exert their effects? Study 5 was designed to address these
questions.

Previous research on attributions about individuals’ behaviors
suggests that the resources required to make and apply such
attributions depend on the nature of the cues involved. When the
cues are extremely salient, specific, or accessible, using those cues
in making attributions does not require a lot of cognitive resources.
Under other circumstances, however, using those cues in making
attributions does require substantial cognitive resources (Trope &
Gaunt, 2000). Although not directly mapping onto this previous
work, the discounting attributions driving the key effect in Studies
1–4 are based on an authority figure’s command that does not
appear to be overly salient, specific, or accessible. Thus, the
backfiring effect may be dependent on the availability of sufficient
cognitive resources. In order to test this hypothesis, half the
participants in Study 5 were presented with a manipulation de-
signed to reduce access to cognitive resources.

There are two conceptually distinct ways in which cognitive
load may plausibly exert this moderating effect. One possibility is
that cognitive load may directly interfere with persons’ abilities to
recognize the attributional importance of relevant cues. If so, then
the load manipulation should interact with authority command to
predict both eventual endorsement and attributions. However, it is
also plausible that cognitive load does not interfere with the
recognition of attribution-relevant cues per se but rather with the
(temporally later) application of those cues to decision making and
attitude judgments. If so, then no main or interaction effect of the
load manipulation should be observed on attributions, but it may,
nonetheless, interact with a command manipulation in predicting
participants’ endorsement.

Method

Participants. Participants were 202 undergraduate students from Indi-
ana State University. They were randomly assigned to one of four condi-
tions within a 2 � 2 (Command � Cognitive Load) experimental design.

Procedures and manipulations. Participants were presented with a
scenario that replicated the group-target condition from Study 3. As in
previous studies, a command manipulation was introduced through the
instructions that President Whim offered at the outset of the committee
meeting: In the command condition, President Whim issued a command to
vote for WobbleNet; in the no-command condition, he issued no such
command. (These commands were “hard” commands used in Study 4.)
Participants were then freed from the president’s authority near the end of
the story.

In addition, participants were randomly assigned to either a load or
no-load condition, which was contained in a set of written instructions on
the first page of their experimental packet. Participants in the load condi-
tion were instructed to remember an eight-digit number as they read and
answered questions about the story; participants in the no-load condition
were not.

Manipulation check results indicated that participants generally remem-
bered most key parts of the story with a high degree of accuracy—88%,
99%, and 96%. However, to ensure that the results of Study 5 cannot be
accounted for by a differential likelihood of persons in the load condition
to make errors pertaining to the story, initial analyses, while excluding
those persons who incorrectly identified any aspect of the story, were
performed. These results were very similar to those of the entire sample;
results on the entire sample are presented below.

Measures. Measures of attribution and endorsement were identical to
those used in Studies 1–4. An attribution index and an endorsement index
were computed in the same way as in previous studies. In addition, as a
check on the cognitive load manipulation, after completion of all the key
dependent and mediation variables, participants were asked to recall the
number. The vast majority of participants recalled most or all of the
number. (Analyses excluding participants who did not appear to make an
effort to remember the number yielded results virtually identical to those
reported below.)

Furthermore, because the cognitive load manipulation may also affect
participants’ mood independent of any impact on cognitive resources, a
mood questionnaire was also given to participants. This questionnaire
consisted of five bipolar items similar to those used in previous research
(e.g., Conway, 2004). A “mood” composite was computed by averaging
these five items (� � .77).

Results

Table 5 presents mean responses on attribution and endorsement
measures within each condition of the 2 � 2 experimental design.
These results are consistent with the hypotheses.

Attributions, reactance, and mood. Results of a 2 � 2
ANOVA revealed a main effect of the command manipulation on
attributions about consensus: Compared with participants in the
no-command condition, those in the command condition were less
likely to attribute consensus to the inherent qualities of the com-
puter networks and instead tended to attribute consensus to social

Table 5
Interactive Effects of Authorities’ Command and Cognitive Load
on Attributions, Reactance, and Endorsement of the Object of
Consensus in Study 5

Measure

No load Load

No
command Command

No
command Command

Attribution 0.65 �0.65 0.60 �0.51
Reactance 3.23 6.04 3.59 5.28
Endorsement 5.64 1.92 4.59 4.40
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influence, F(1, 195) � 195.83, p � .001. The cognitive load
manipulation had neither a meaningful main effect nor a moder-
ating effect on these attributions (Fs � 1.3, ps � .260).

A similar pattern emerged for reactance, yielding a main effect
of the command manipulation, F(1, 197) � 62.45, p � .001, and
no main effect for cognitive load (F � 0.5). The interaction effect,
although not large (see Table 5), approached significance, F(1,
197) � 3.87, p � .051.

The cognitive load manipulation appeared to have no bearing on
the mood of participants: Participants were in virtually the same
mood whether they were in the load (M � 4.61) or no-load (M �
4.76) condition ( p � .310). Similarly, the interaction between load
and mood was nonsignificant ( p � .15).

Eventual endorsement. A 2 � 2 ANOVA revealed a main
effect for command F(1, 197) � 8.57, p � .004. This effect was
qualified by the expected Cognitive Load � Command interaction,
F(1, 197) � 7.00, p � .009. As in Studies 1–4, when participants
were not under cognitive load, they endorsed WobbleNet less
when the president commanded them to choose it (M � 1.92) than
when he did not do so (M � 5.64), t(93) � 4.00, p � .001.
However, this backfiring effect of the president’s command was
virtually erased when participants were under cognitive load (com-
mand M � 4.40; no command M � 4.59), t(93) � 0.20, p � .843.
(No main effect for load was evident [F � 1.2].)5

Evidence of mediation. Additional analyses focused just on
those participants for whom the backfiring effect occurred—those in
the no-load condition. Results revealed that the negative zero-order
correlation between the command manipulation and endorsement
index disappeared (and was slightly reversed) entirely when control-
ling for scores on the attribution index (zero-order r � �.37, p �
.001; pr � .12, p � .245). The strongly positive relation between the
attribution and consensus indices remained essentially unchanged
when controlling for the command manipulation (zero-order r � .59,
p � .001; pr � .51, p � .001). These results are consistent with the
hypothesis that attributions about consensus mediated the relation
between the command manipulation and eventual endorsement. A
Sobel (1982) test indicated that this mediational pattern is unlikely to
emerge from sampling error alone (z � 4.96, p � .001).

Controlling for reactance did not substantially reduce the size of
the relationship between the command manipulation and the
WobbleNet endorsement score (zero-order r � �.39, p � .001;
controlling for the reactance composite, pr � �.30, p � .003).6

Secondary mediation analyses. Parallel mediation analyses
were also performed within the load condition. As in Studies 1 and
2 (in which command also impacted attributions in the “moderat-
ing” conditions), these secondary analyses revealed that attribu-
tional processes suppressed a positive effect of the command on
compliance. Among participants in the load condition, there was
virtually no zero-order correlation between the command manip-
ulation and the endorsement index (r � �.01). However, when
scores on the attribution index were controlled for, this correlation
became strongly positive ( pr � .49). A Sobel (1982) test indicated
that this suppression pattern is unlikely to emerge from sampling
error alone (z � 6.30, p � .001).

Discussion

The results of Study 5 revealed that the impact of an authority
figure’s prior command on the endorsement of a consensual be-
havior is dependent on the availability of cognitive resources.

When participants were deprived of their resources, the backfiring
effect of an authority’s command virtually disappeared. This effect
is not merely the result of a general impact on attention to the
story: The results held (and were still statistically significant) even
when only looking at those participants who correctly recalled all
key aspects of the story.

What causes this moderating effect of cognitive load? The
present study offers some clues. It is noteworthy that, unlike for
the endorsement index, there was no pronounced effect of cogni-
tive load on the attribution index. This suggests that load did not
interfere with participants’ ability to recognize the attributional
import of the president’s command but rather interfered with their
ability to apply this attribution-relevant information to their deci-
sion making. (This contention is also supported by mediation

5 Across all five studies, participants completed the Personal Need for
Structure questionnaire (PNS; Neuberg & Newsom, 1993; Thompson, Nac-
carato, Parker, & Moskowitz, 2001), which in part assesses persons’ unwill-
ingness to apply their cognitive resources in novel situations. Previous research
reveals that individuals with higher PNS are less likely to take circumstantial
constraints into account when drawing inferences about the actions of indi-
viduals and groups (Moskowitz, 1993; Schaller, Boyd, Yohannes, & O’Brien,
1995). To assess the degree that PNS moderated the backfiring effect of an
authority’s command on eventual endorsement, we (a) pooled the data from all
five studies; (b) selected only those conditions that were identical across
studies (i.e., an authoritarian leader gives a hard command) in which the
backfiring effect was expected and found; (c) converted the command manip-
ulation and PNS to z scores; (d) created a Command � PNS interaction term;
and (e) entered the command, PNS, and interaction terms into a simultaneous
regression analyses predicting eventual endorsement. This analysis provided
modest support for the hypothesis. The interaction between the authority
command and PNS was small but significant (� � .12, p �.033), and
inspection of means of high- versus low-PNS persons revealed that the
difference between command and no-command conditions was larger for
low-PNS persons (compared with high-PNS persons). This result, like Study
5, is consistent with the idea that the key backfiring effect is in part dependent
on the availability of and/or willingness to use cognitive resources. However,
the moderating effect itself appeared to be moderated by the leader style and
hard- and soft-command distinctions used in Study 4; when both soft com-
mands and open leaders are included in the pooled analyses, the effect is still
in the right direction, but the effect size diminishes (� � .05, p �.308). Thus,
the PNS analyses provided the same results when using the exact same
comparisons as those found in Study 5 (providing a direct conceptual repli-
cation of that study) but suggest that the moderating effect of PNS occurs only
at the extreme ends of the authoritarian leader style. The analyses also indi-
rectly suggest that the moderating effect of cognitive load may only occur
when authoritarian leaders issue hard commands, despite the fact that soft
commands from open leaders also produce the backfiring effect.

6 Across all five studies, additional mediation analyses were performed
using only the measure of attributions that was not confounded with either
measures of the president’s command or participants’ own perceptions of the
two systems: “because [the committee members] each really believed that
WobbleNet was the better system.” These analyses revealed the exact same
mediational pattern across all five studies: The strong relationship between the
command manipulation and eventual endorsement was substantially reduced
when controlling for this more focused measure of attributions about consen-
sus, but the relationship between attributions and endorsement remained strong
when controlling for the command manipulation. In all five studies, this
mediational pattern was statistically significant using a Sobel test (zs � 2.98,
ps � .004). Thus, the mediational analyses reported appear to reflect more than
a simple bias in measurement; even when using a measure that only focuses on
participants’ views of the relationship between the observed consensus and
committee members’ actual beliefs, the same mediational pattern is evident.
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analyses; for load participants, attributions about consensus were
suppressing a positive effect of the command on compliance).

In some ways, Study 5 is reminiscent of research revealing the
effects of cognitive load on attributional judgments of individual
behaviors (Gilbert, Krull, & Pelham, 1988; Gilbert, Pelham, &
Krull, 1988). For example, cognitively distracted persons in one
study were less likely to take situational factors into account when
making attributional judgments about why a woman appeared
nervous. These cognitively busy participants recognized the situ-
ational constraint; they simply did not take it into account in
ultimate judgments about the woman’s nervousness (Gilbert, Pel-
ham, & Krull, 1988, Experiment 1). One may view the present
work as illustrating the same process in attributions about consen-
sus and its consequences. Cognitively busy participants in our
work recognized the situational constraint relevant to consensus
but were unable to use that information when making decisions
about the object of that consensus.

Alternatively, the present work may also be viewed as indirectly
suggesting an additional “step” in the observation-to-decision
model. Participants in our study made attributions about group
behavior and then applied those attributions to a decision-making
task. Thus, unlike in the studies by Gilbert, Pelham, and Krull
(1988), the moderating impact of cognitive load observed here
may occur not because of a direct effect of load on attributional
processes per se but rather from the effect load has on a step farther
along the decision-making chain. Given the potentially compli-
cated nature of the relationships between cognitive load, recogni-
tion, and application (see, e.g., Gilbert & Hixon, 1991), future
research would do well to more fully disentangle exactly how load
exerts its impact on the backfiring effect.

Whatever its exact cause, however, it is clear that persons need
their full complement of cognitive resources for the backfiring impact
of an authority’s command to occur robustly. If people do not have
those resources, then they will be more likely to just go along with the
crowd—and the command. This work thus complements previous
theory and research, suggesting that when persons are unable or
unwilling to think deeply, they are more susceptible to social influ-
ence (e.g., Kruglanski, Webster, & Klem, 1993; Richter & Kruglan-
ski, 2003; Shestowsky, Wegener, & Fabrigar, 1998).

General Discussion

The five studies reported here suggest that when an authority
figure commands people to behave in a consensual manner, the
command itself can ultimately lead individuals to deviate from the
consensus. Thus, ironically, an authority’s command can back-
fire—leading to the ultimate erosion of the popular opinion the
command was intended to inspire.

These five studies also suggest that this erosion of popular
opinion occurs, in large part, because the authority’s command
changes observers’ attributions about why popular opinion exists
in the first place. In the absence of an authority’s command,
observers assumed that popular opinion reflected favorably on the
object of the opinion. However, when the command was present,
observers attributed the existence of the popular opinion to the
power of social influence instead.

As a consequence of this attributional process, there are clear
and predictable boundaries for when the backfiring effect will
occur. The observation of these moderating factors not only more
clearly implicates attribution processes as an explanatory cause of

the backfiring effect but also highlights the ability of the underly-
ing theoretical perspective to generate novel hypotheses and em-
pirical discoveries (see Conway & Schaller, 2002).

Deviance From Authority: Beyond Reactance

There has been a recent resurgence of interest in why people
sometimes resist compliance attempts by other individuals (see,
e.g., Knowles & Linn, 2004). Some of this work identifies factors
that influence deviance beyond those considered in the traditional
reactance model. For example, one factor that seems to moderate
when people deviate from versus comply with a command is
anticipated regret: Persons are much more likely to comply with a
command when they think about the potential regret they may feel
if their decision goes awry (Crawford et al., 2002). Although the
primary goal of the present research was to evaluate deviance from
consensus, the present results also have implications for rejecting
the overt compliance attempts of other individuals—specifically
authority figures. (Note that when participants deviated from the
consensus in the present work, they also always deviated from an
authority’s command.) Thus, this research complements other the-
oretical approaches to compliance and deviance and suggests that
this broad domain of inquiry may be fruitfully informed by a more
thorough application of attributional principles.

Although our studies have focused on the conditions in which an
authority’s command may backfire, this research does not under-
mine the long-established contention that people feel strongly
compelled to obey the commands of authority figures. When
controlling for attributional processes in the present set of studies
(by either statistical mediation analyses or experimental manipu-
lation), an authority’s command almost always induced compli-
ance. However, our results suggest that, although an authority’s
command may indeed induce compliance, it may also change
observers’ subsequent attributions of others’ compliance. As a
result of this attributional influence, in situations in which author-
ity figures are trying to replicate popular opinion, the command of
an authority figure may actually cause more individual deviance
than compliance. In addition, the present work also identifies
exactly what sort of circumstances are especially likely to lead to
deviance from an authority’s command. We consider some of
these circumstances more fully below.

The Rocky Road From Observed Consensus to Individual
Opinion

Within the context of impression formation, the causal path from
the observation of behavior to the inference of inherent qualities has
been aptly characterized as a rocky road (Jones, 1979). Consensus
information is commonly used by observers to help navigate that
rocky road so as to arrive at reasonably accurate inferences about the
persons they perceive (Försterling, 1989; McArthur, 1972). As the
present results revealed, perceivers not only make attributions on the
basis of consensus information but also make attributions about the
causes of consensus itself, and these attributions influence individual
beliefs. Often these inferences are straightforward: Consensus about
some object of opinion seems to indicate something about the inherent
qualities of that object, and so individual opinions about that object
conform to popular opinion. But things are not always so straightfor-
ward; the road from observed consensus to individual opinion can be
quite rocky as well. Predictable aspects of the social context (e.g.,
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evidence of social influence) are treated as extenuating circumstances,
disrupting the easy tendency to merely replicate popular opinion.
Moreover, additional variables moderate this tendency to consider
extenuating circumstances and so complicate further the path from the
observation of popular opinion to the formation of individual opinion.

Like other recent work on attributional processes, the present
work highlights how complicated attribution can be. For example,
the multiple inference model (Reeder, Vonk, Ronk, Ham, & Law-
rence, 2004) suggests that, upon witnessing a particular behavior,
observers make inferences relevant to multiple motives and then
integrate those inferences into an overall impression. Because the
present work was not designed to distinguish different motives
from each other, it cannot tease apart the explanations derived
from the multiple inference model, suspicion model (Fein, 1996),
or more traditional attribution theory models (see Reeder et al.,
2004, for a discussion of these models). However, the present work
is consistent with the general picture that emerges from recent
multiple inferences work of humans as attributionally complex
processors, suggesting that people potentially form attributions at
multiple levels (group and individual) and that the resulting judg-
ments are impacted by multiple aspects of the situation. Thus,
although not focusing on simultaneous inferences about multiple
motives, the present work does similarly highlight the great com-
plexity of online attributional processing.

The Persistence and Erosion of Popular Opinion

Of course, the opinions of one person rarely matter very much.
It is the opinions of the masses that really impact the course of
societies. For this and other reasons, a psychological understand-
ing of consensually shared beliefs is important to psychologists
(see Conway & Schaller, 1998; Schaller & Conway, 2001). It is
worth considering, then, that the present work not only has impli-
cations for how consensus impacts a single individual’s opinion
but also has implications for our understanding of the persistence
and erosion of opinions that are widely shared.

Popular TV shows, soft drinks, religious systems, political
groups—indeed, virtually every normative belief or behavior that
has ever existed—cannot become or remain popular unless they
continually “stick” in the mind or behaviors of an audience (see
Gladwell, 2000). But this only begs the question: What sorts of
things impact the ability of a belief or behavior to endure in the
minds of large populations of people? Previous work has identified
numerous predictive factors, including those that pertain to the
match between a belief and a local ecology (e.g., Berger & Heath,
2005; Berry, 1994; Cohen, 1998; Conway, Ryder, Tweed, &
Sokol, 2001; Insko et al., 1980; Tweed & Conway, in press) and
those that pertain to the processes of interpersonal communication
(e.g., Cavalli-Sforza, 1993; Schaller, 2001; Schaller & Conway,
1999, 2001; Schaller, Conway, & Tanchuk, 2002).

The present attributional framework complements this previous
work by helping fill in the considerable gaps that still exist in the
understanding of the emergence and persistence of popular beliefs
(Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Nielsen & Miller, 1997). One basic
message that underlies much previous research and theory on the
persistence of popular beliefs is that, because of the power of
consensus on individual minds, popular beliefs tend to be very
durable. However, the attributional approach suggests that this
influence of consensus itself should not be constant across all
times and all places. Indeed, the influence of consensus rests on a

sometimes-implicit attributional judgment that consensus reflects
favorably on the belief everyone professes. If obvious con-
straints—things that appear to have pushed the consensus into
being—are made salient to us, then consensus is robbed of its
power. It will not stick.

The Durability of Manufactured Consensus

Sometimes, consensus arises spontaneously via communication
(Colarelli, 1998; Conway, 2004; Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Opp,
1982). Other times, however, consensus occurs because it is de-
manded. The command of an authority figure inspires obedience,
and so can be a very efficient means of manufacturing consensus,
at least in the short term. But how durable is that consensus? How
resistant is it to individual deviance?

The results from our studies revealed a set of variables that influ-
ence the durability of this sort of manufactured consensus. It is
certainly more durable if the authority figure persists to exert control
and influence over others. It is also more durable if that authority
figure is perceived to have expertise in relevant domains. It is also
more durable if it is less obvious to observers that the consensus may
be manufactured by obedience. If commands are issued covertly—
whispered to individuals one at a time rather than broadcast loudly to
entire groups—the resulting consensus is likely to be attributed to
genuine beliefs rather than to the operation of social influence, and
individuals will likely to conform to that consensus on their own
accord. Finally, these results indicate that a consensus manufactured
by obedience is more likely to endure if those individuals who
perceive the consensus do not have the cognitive resources available
to think about things very deeply. If people are willing and able to
think hard about consensus-relevant information, then manufactured
consensus is more likely to collapse. However, if people do not
process such information with much effort, they are especially likely
to simply “go along with the crowd,” even when the crowd is
engaging in an obviously manufactured consensus.

How Stable Are Attributional Inferences Over Time?

Of course, to more fully understand how attributions about
consensus influence the persistence of popular opinion, the stabil-
ity of such consensus-related attributional inferences over time
will have to be explored. Is the attributional inference (“An au-
thority figure caused this apparent consensus”) itself highly resis-
tant to change, even if subsequent information may call into
question the validity of the original inference (e.g., if perceivers
are made aware that the persons composing the original consensus
really did think WobbleNet was the better product after all)?

The stability of these inferences over time can have important
implications for their influence on popular opinion. If these attri-
butions are fleeting, then their impact on the persistence of popular
opinion may have little lasting impact. It would be like throwing a
pebble in the ocean of popular opinion: It may cause a temporary
and measurable fluctuation, but the next moment, the ocean would
look almost exactly as it did before. However, if these attributions
about consensus are fairly intractable, then even the most coer-
cively manufactured consensus may be quite fragile under certain
circumstances. A different metaphor would be necessary: Such
intractable attributions would then operate like tiny flaws in a
plane of glass, lurking unnoticed until a little stress (e.g., the leader
who had manufactured the consensus is removed from authority)
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applied in just the right spot may lead a seemingly durable con-
sensus to suddenly shatter. This would suggest that as a long-term
strategy, manufacturing consensus is a double-edged sword: Com-
manding consensus may work in the short term, but it may lead to
a sudden complete collapse of that consensus later.

Whether attributionally induced deviance ends up being more
like a pebble in an ocean or flaws on a plane of glass cannot be
gleaned directly from the present work because we did not test
how stable these attributions are over time. It is likely that the
answer is complicated and that, as with other kinds of knowledge
structures, the mutability of attributions about consensus is depen-
dent on a host of other psychological factors (see, e.g., Wegener,
Petty, Smoak, & Fabrigar, 2004). The exploration of this question,
and its implications, is left to future research.

Conclusion

Because of the powerful psychological effect of consensus,
popular opinion has a tendency to self-replicate. Our research
suggests that this normative inertia is dependent, in part, on ob-
servers’ perceptions about why that consensus exists in the first
place. When observers sense that popular opinion has been artifi-
cially manufactured, they are more likely to deviate from that
consensus. Although straightforward on the surface, this simple
extension of attribution theory has novel and ironic consequences
for the persistence and erosion of popular opinion. Our research
explored just one of these consequences: The predictable tendency
for an authority’s command to backfire. Many other potential
consequences await discovery.
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