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The experiment reported herein examined how depersonalization, operationalized as
the lack of individuating information, affects conformity to a group norm in anonymous
computer-mediated communication. Participants made a decision about choice dilemmas
and exchanged their decisions and supporting arguments with three ostensible partners
via computer, who unanimously endorsed the position opposite of the participant’s. As
predicted, depersonalization led to a more extreme perception of the group norm, better
recall of the interactants’ arguments, and more positive evaluations of the interactants’
arguments through group identification, albeit only for women. Moreover, depersonal-
ization was more likely to facilitate conformity to group norms among those with higher
need for public individuation and among women. A test of indirect effects showed that
group identification and extremity of the perceived group norm mediated the effects of
depersonalization on conformity.

Keywords: depersonalization; social identity model of deindividuation effects (SIDE);
conformity; need for public individuation, group identification

Ithough it may seem to be counterintuitive, the notion that computer-mediated

communication (CMC) can accentuate, rather than attenuate, social influence
has received consistent empirical support (Postmes, Spears, & Lea, 1998; Spears,
Postmes, Lea, & Watt, 2001). According to the social identity model of deindividu-
ation effects (SIDE), interaction via a computer network can actually heighten group
salience and, hence, conformity to a group norm because of the scarcity of individ-
uating information that interferes with identification with group members (Lea &
Spears, 1991; Reicher, Spears, & Postmes, 1995; Spears & Lea, 1992). From this
perspective, physical isolation and visual anonymity of CMC obscure within-group
interpersonal differences and, thereby, depersonalize self-perception and the percep-
tion of other interactants (Postmes, Spears, Sakhel, & de Groot, 2001). Combined
with a salient social identity, the SIDE model suggests that people come to perceive
themselves and others as representatives of social groups rather than idiosyncratic
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individuals and subsequently become more susceptible to group influence and eth-
nocentrism (Postmes et al., 1998; Turner, 1987).

In support of this paradoxical claim, studies have shown that depersonalization,
when coupled with a salient group identity, enhances conformity to experimentally
induced group norms in CMC (e.g., Postmes et al., 2001; Spears, Lea, & Lee, 1990).
For example, when the participants were instructed to view themselves as group
members, greater polarization of opinion occurred toward group norms in the deper-
sonalization than the personalization conditions. By contrast, when personal identity
was salient as a result of stressing individual differences and personal styles, deper-
sonalization led to greater opinion change away from the group norms (Spears et al.,
1990). Similarly, when group members were primed with a certain type of social
behavior (i.e., efficiency vs. prosocial norms) by means of a preexperimental task,
anonymous groups displayed prime-consistent behavior in the following experimen-
tal session, whereas identifiable groups did not (Postmes et al., 2001).

The current experiment focused on how depersonalization amplifies social influ-
ence in CMC in relation to underlying psychological processes. In doing so, and
based on the SIDE model, it entailed a conception of depersonalization as dimin-
ished awareness of interpersonal differences and increased attention to one’s social,
as opposed to personal, self-identity (Postmes, Spears, & Lea, 1999; Reicher, 1987;
Spears et al., 2001; Tajfel, 1978). Although the terms deindividuation and deperson-
alization have been used interchangeably in previous studies, I chose depersonal-
ization for the following reasons. First, whereas deindividuation denotes “loss of
self-awareness, dissolution of identity, and diminished capacity for self-regulation”
(Prentice-Dunn & Rogers, 1980, p. 104), depersonalization does not imply reduced
self-awareness or subsequent disinhibition. Instead, depersonalization entails the
shift of attentional focus from personal to social self-identity (Postmes et al., 1999;
Spears et al., 2001), such that when depersonalized, people become more focused on
their group membership shared with others (social identity) than on idiosyncratic
characteristics that distinguish them from others (personal identity; Tajfel, 1978). In
this view, increased attention to the group does not necessarily lead people to lose
contact with their inner thoughts and feelings as deindividuation theory states
(Diener, 1979; Diener, Lusk, DeFour, & Flas, 1980; Zimbardo, 1969), but does make
the social dimension of self more salient and predisposes them to behave in terms of
the group membership.

Second, in the deindividuation literature, the object of interpersonal differentia-
tion (or lack thereof) has been defined inconsistently. In some studies, deindividua-
tion referred to the failure to differentiate among others, measured by, for example,
the ability to identify behavior of specific group members and perceived anonymity
of group members (Johnson & Downing, 1979). In other studies, deindividuation
has referred to “a state in which the person feels indistinguishable from other people
and objects” (Maslach, Stapp, & Santee, 1985, p. 730), which highlights the self—other
distinction. Depersonalization, however, denotes reduced salience of interpersonal
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differences due to the deficiency of individuating cues, which fosters within-group
similarity in its entirety.

The purpose of the current study was to extend the SIDE model in two important
respects. First, it explored the cognitive changes that potentially mediate the effects
of depersonalization on group conformity. So far, SIDE theorists have claimed that it
is through stronger group identification that depersonalization increases conformity
to group norms. Specifically, the model assumes that (a) depersonalization dilutes
interpersonal differences within a group, which thereby fosters identification with the
partners and (b) this enhanced attachment to the group accounts for increased social
influence (Lea, Spears, & de Groot, 2001; Postmes et al., 1999). Consistent with this
notion, Postmes et al. (2001) demonstrated that group salience, as measured by group
identification, mediated the effect of anonymity on social influence. Moreover, when
depersonalization was induced by means of uniform graphical representation, it led
to stronger group identification, which, in turn, apparently induced greater conformity
to the majority opinion (Lee, 2004). Still, there remain several alternative explana-
tions, albeit not necessarily ones incompatible with the group identification account,
for why depersonalization amplifies social influence.

One possibility pertains to the participants’ perception of group norms. In Lee’s
(2004) studies, even though the participants received the identical sets of decisions
and arguments of their partners, it is possible that depersonalization altered the way
they processed and registered interaction content, which, in turn, led to different
responses. For example, Mackie (1986) predicted and confirmed that when individ-
uals focused on their group membership, they perceived group norms as more
extreme. In contrast, when their individual performance was emphasized, the per-
ception of group norms did not become more extreme, and attitudes shifted to a more
neutral position. Given that depersonalization fostered group identification (Lee,
2004), an indicator of group salience, it might also have led to a more extreme per-
ception of group norms by obscuring differences among individual group members.
Subsequently, increased discrepancies in opinions might have prompted a shift toward
the perceived group norm, to reduce the gap. In fact, referent informational influence
theory postulates that when people categorize themselves as group members, their
perceptions of group norms become more extreme, and opinion polarization occurs
as they conform to polarized group norms (McGarty, Turner, Hogg, David, &
Wetherell, 1992; Turner, Wetherell, & Hogg, 1989). By directly measuring percep-
tions of group norms, the current study entailed an attempt to determine if, and if so,
how depersonalization influences cognitive representation of the group norm and
how such representation is related to group conformity.

Research Question 1: Do individuals with little individuating information in otherwise
anonymous CMC perceive group norms as more extreme than those having more
individuating information?

Research Question 2: Do more extreme perceptions of group norms increase confor-
mity to group norms?
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Another possibility is that depersonalization accentuates group influence by
removing potential distractors and thereby helps people to concentrate on the mes-
sages exchanged during a discussion. In fact, researchers studying computer-
supported cooperative work (CSCW) have suggested that anonymity and physical
isolation in CMC not only allows group members to separate authors from specific
ideas (Jessup, Connolly, & Tansik, 1990) but also “serves to focus individuals’ atten-
tion on the task to glean the most possible information from the text-only medium”
(Coleman, Paternite, & Sherman, 1999, p. 61). Consistent with this view, when com-
pared to face-to-face discussion groups, CMC participants rated themselves as more
immersed in a discussion and composed more statements directly related to the topic
at hand (Coleman et al., 1999). In fact, Postmes, Spears, and Lea (2002) reported
that participants were better able to identify the source of statements exchanged dur-
ing a discussion when personally identifiable via portrait pictures than when identi-
fied by a group label and personal identification number only. However, there was
no significant difference between the anonymous and nonanonymous conditions in
identifying from which group the messages originated. Although the findings sug-
gest that depersonalization does not necessarily reduce recall memory, they focused
on identification of the source, which left the question of how depersonalization
influences the message recall unanswered.

Research Question 3: Do individuals with little individuating information in anonymous
CMC better recognize their discussion partners’ arguments, compared to those having
more individuating information?

Even if depersonalization draws individuals’ attention to the task at hand, greater
task focus may or may not facilitate conformity to group norms. On the one hand, task
orientation might increase conformity by highlighting the rational basis for the group
norm articulated in group members’ arguments. If attitude change occurs as group
members become exposed to novel and persuasive arguments during group discus-
sion and modify their positions accordingly (Burnstein & Vinokur, 1977; Hinsz &
Davis, 1984), as persuasive arguments theory posits, such change would be more
likely to follow when people pay close attention to the arguments exchanged. On the
other hand, more detailed and extensive message processing can result in decreased,
rather than increased, message acceptance (Chaiken, 1980; Petty & Cacioppo, 1979).
According to dual-process theories, such as elaboration likelihood model (Petty &
Cacioppo, 1986) and heuristic-systematic model (Chaiken, 1987), when the argu-
ments contained in a persuasive message predominantly elicit refutation and counter-
arguments (i.e., weak arguments), message elaboration tends to evoke less favorable
attitudes toward the advocated position. In fact, Petty and Cacioppo (1979) reported
that although high involvement enhanced argument recall for strong and weak mes-
sages, it decreased persuasion for the weak messages, which suggests that message

Downloaded from http://crx.sagepub.com at SAGE Publications on August 25, 2009


http://crx.sagepub.com

Lee / Depersonalization and Conformity 427

recall per se might not serve as a good predictor of message acceptance.' Therefore,
the following research question addressed how task orientation, as indexed by recog-
nition memory of the discussion partners’ arguments, relates to conformity to group
norms in anonymous CMC.

Research Question 4: Do individuals become more likely to endorse a group norm as
they pay greater attention to the discussion partners’ arguments exchanged during
anonymous CMC?

Finally, depersonalization might increase conformity to group norms by affecting
the participants’ evaluations of their interactants’ arguments. As noted previously, the
SIDE model postulates that the lack of individuating information fosters group iden-
tification with the interactants and this self-categorization as a group member makes
people more susceptible to social influence (Lea et al., 2001; Postmes et al., 1999).
However, the effects of group identification on conformity might take an indirect
route, for example, through a more positive assessment of arguments’ quality.
Although some researchers investigated the effects of shared group membership on
attitude change and found that in-group members were more persuasive than other-
group members (Mackie & Cooper, 1984; Mackie, Worth, & Asuncion, 1990), they
did not measure perceived arguments’ quality as an intervening variable that poten-
tially mediates the effects of group membership on persuasion.

Still, in one study an in-group writer received more favorable evaluations than did
an out-group writer (Gerard & Hoyt, 1974), and in another study people were more
likely to ascribe positive attributes to the in-group product than the out-group’s
(Wenzel & Mummendey, 1996). In such a case, it seems reasonable to suspect that
members of a group might perceive other interactants’ arguments to be more per-
suasive and valid when they identify with the source, and this colored perception of
argument quality might, in turn, prompt them to endorse the majority opinion. To
determine whether group identification varies as a function of the availability of
individuating cues and evokes more positive ratings of the other members’ argu-
ments, the current study measured perceived homogeneity within the group as an
index of group identification (Mackie, 1986). Although group (social) identity has
several distinctive aspects, namely, cognitive (awareness of one’s group member-
ship), evaluative (perceived values of the group membership), and affective (emo-
tional commitment to the group) components (Ellemers, Kortekaas, & Ouwerkerk,
1999), the current study focused on the cognitive element of group identification, for
it was unrealistic to expect that participants would exhibit significantly varying
degrees of emotional involvement with or group-esteem toward an ad-hoc group
arbitrarily assigned by the experimenter. Moreover, because introducing the notion
of group was likely to suppress the variability in spontaneous group identification,
masking the potential effect of individuating information, no explicit “group” label
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was imposed. Rather, participants were asked to what extent they felt their partners
shared their beliefs and thought like themselves. In sum, the following research
questions were derived to explore whether depersonalization improves subjective
assessments of arguments quality through group identification and if such assess-
ments increase acceptance of group norms.

Research Question 5: Do individuals with little individuating information in anony-
mous CMC show greater group identification with discussion partners, and sub-
sequently, evaluate their arguments more positively than those having more
individuating information?

Research Question 6: Do more positive evaluations of the discussants’ arguments lead
to greater conformity to group norms?

In addition to elucidating the psychological processes through which depersonal-
ization amplifies social influence, the second aim of the current experiment was to
explore how personal dispositions interact with a paucity of individuating information
in CMC. To date, SIDE theorists have focused almost exclusively on what happens
when the state of depersonalization is induced, with relative disregard for individual
dispositions that might trigger different reactions to the restrictions of the medium.
However, the assumption that depersonalizing contextual “input” conditions, such as
anonymity and sensory input overload (Zimbardo, 1969), will have the same effects
on all individuals seems questionable. For example, research concerning public indi-
viduation has reported a stable individual difference in “the willingness to engage in
behaviors that publicly differentiate themselves from others” (Maslach et al., 1985,
p- 729). In addition, Snyder and Fromkin (1977) showed that after listening to the tar-
get’s self-introduction, high need for uniqueness individuals, characterized by a sense
of independence, anticonformity, and self-esteem, rated themselves as more different
from the target person than did low-uniqueness individuals.

Given that individuals with a high need for uniqueness are less responsive to con-
formity pressures and more willing to manifest their uniqueness than those with a low
need for uniqueness (Snyder & Fromkin, 1977), scarcity of individuating cues might
evoke different reactions for the two types. For example, those with high needs for
individuation might exhibit greater psychological reactance, as their need to be recog-
nized as a distinctive individual is threatened. Or, those with low needs for individua-
tion might not be as sensitive to the situational variation, personalization versus
depersonalization, as those with high needs for individuation; that is, the lack of indi-
viduating information might have greater impact on those who are chronically moti-
vated to ascertain their individuality than those less concerned about publicly
proclaiming their uniqueness. By investigating if and how the effects of depersonal-
ization vary depending on a person’s level of need for public individuation, the current
study aimed to illuminate the potential interplay between the paucity of individuating
information and personal traits.
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Research Question 7: Does individuals’ need for public individuation moderate the
effects of individuating information on conformity? If so, how?

In addition to the need for public individuation, the current study also investigated
participant sex as a potential source of individual differences that moderate deper-
sonalization effects on conformity. There are several reasons to suspect such a pos-
sibility. First, research has shown that there is a reliable sex difference in
influenceability, with women being more susceptible to social influence than men
(Eagly & Carli, 1981; Burgoon & Klingle, 1998). If the sex difference stems from
“men’s intractability across topics, situations, and time” (Burgoon & Klingle, 1998,
p- 275), men will be less influenced by the variation in the amount of individuating
information than will women; that is, men will exhibit less conformity than women,
whether they receive personal information about their interactants or not. However,
if men are less conforming than women only under public surveillance (Eagly,
Wood, & Fishbaugh, 1981), men might exhibit greater conformity when deperson-
alized than when personalized, for sharing individuating information likely height-
ens perceived presence of others and makes the interaction context more public.
Second, women reportedly have a lower threshold for elaborating on message cues
than men, such that women not only process more extensively the message cues that
command only limited amount of attention but also make greater use of such cues in
evaluating products (Meyers-Levy & Sternthal, 1991). If women are more prone to
process incoming stimuli carefully, even those with little consequences, and utilize
the information, the provision of individuating cues might exert greater effects on
women’s evaluations and acceptance of the partners’ arguments. Finally, Guadagno
and Cialdini (2002) reported that although women showed less agreement with
e-mail than with face-to-face persuasive messages, men did not exhibit such differ-
ences. Moreover, having a brief interaction with the influence agent prior to receiv-
ing the e-mail message increased conformity only among women, which suggests
that the availability of social cues plays a more important role in inducing conformity
for women than for men. In such a case, sharing personal profiles with other group
members might serve a similar function as interpersonal contact and elicit greater
conformity to group norms among women, but not among men. In combination, sex
differences in influenceability, information processing strategies, and sensitivity to
interpersonal cues suggest that the lack of individuating information might have dif-
ferent effects on men and women, although not all the accounts predict the same pat-
tern of interaction. Hence,

Research Question 8: Does the deficiency of individuating information exert differen-
tial effects on men’s and women’s conformity to group norms? If so, how?
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Method

Participants

The participants in the current study were 217 (92 male, 125 female) college
undergraduates enrolled in communication classes (age M =20.86, SD =2.36). They
received extra credit for taking part in the study.

Procedure

On arrival at the laboratory, participants were told that they would interact with
three other participants from different universities via computer. Specifically, they
learned that they would exchange their opinions concerning several hypothetical
choice-dilemma scenarios, which posed a choice between actions of high risk (more
rewarding but lower likelihood of attainment) and low risk (less rewarding but higher
likelihood of attainment; Kogan & Wallach, 1967; Lee, 2004). In fact, the entire
interaction was preprogrammed to ensure experimental control of the content of
interaction across conditions.?

Before they started the interaction, those in the personalization condition had the
opportunity to introduce themselves to their ostensible partners by revealing some per-
sonal profiles, such as their major, age, hobby, favorite television show, favorite color,
and favorite music genre, without disclosing identifying information. After providing
this information, they saw their interactants’ input (see Figure 1). The depersonalization
condition excluded this and, thus, had no individuating information about the partners.

To help the participants feel comfortable with the experimental procedure, the
experimenter guided them through a practice round. First, the participants read a
hypothetical scenario on a computer screen. For example,

Amy and John are college students who have been living together in an apartment near
campus. John’s allowance buys food and they are sharing the rent. Amy has told her
parents that she is rooming with another girl, and now her parents are coming to visit
their daughter. They have never seen the apartment. Amy is considering asking John to
move out for the time that her parents are in town.

Along with the scenario, they had six response options from which to choose:
“Definitely should do A (e.g., tell her parents),” “Should do A,” “Probably should do
A,” “Probably should do B (e.g., ask him to leave),” “Should do B,” “Definitely
should do B.” They were to type a short argument to support their own preference.

When the participants finished creating a rationale for their decisions, they went
to the next screen where their presumed partners’ decisions and arguments were
shown, as well as their own (see Figure 2). To create an opportunity to exert confor-
mity pressure, the partners always endorsed the decisions opposite of the partici-
pant’s initial choice. More specifically, for Scenario 1, if the participant chose
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Figure 1
Screen Snapshot of the Self-Introduction Page:
Personalization Condition

Introductions

your patoers. When you're doe reading. please chek “Contiie * The compater wall take you 1 the e page when the foath

Age: 22
volleybal, sngng Hably: Tensss
mevie: wll & grace Favorite TV shaw
e & red Favarite calor: Cam
Favorite music genre: clristisn mun: Favorite music genre: Alitmatrve Rock.
Other: hometown in saratogn, cak Other: 7

“(Definitely/Probably) Should do A,” the partners advocated for “Probably should
do B,” “Probably should do B,” and “Should do B.” Likewise, when the participant
endorsed A for Scenario 2, the partners argued for “Should do B,” “Should do B,”
and “Definitely should do B.” Along with the decisions, short arguments for their
decisions appeared on the computer screen.’ For the roommate scenario, one of the
arguments was: “She should tell her parents the truth because she is going to have
to tell more lies to cover up her first lie.” After reading the partners’ decisions and
supporting arguments, the participants indicated how convincing and valid the over-
all arguments were. To ensure anonymity, no identifiers were attached to each argu-
ment in either the depersonalization or personalization conditions. In addition, the
position in which the participants’ argument was displayed varied from scenario
to scenario, which made it impossible to associate each argument with a particular
individual.
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Figure 2
Screen Snapshot of the Decisions and Arguments Page

Arguments for Scenario 1

Please read corchlly your partuers’ avgments

(e} She probably shonld tell her parents. i) Shee should ask him to leave.
* St parests the truth because she 1 g "she should ack bem to leave for a whie o she teldls the suth, £1
he can tell her parents later

hism 1w leave.

¢ it's 8 bot of trouble movg k s doe't ot i v wieh bt 30 she sheould

iy

On average, your partners’ argumcints are (please note that your evalushons will not be shown to the partners).
mald © © o C C 0 © 0 00 oyl
wiomiwig ¢ C C O 0 C C C C © wryresisig

When you're done, please chick “Contmue * The compager wall take you bo the next page when the fourth person frushes

Conirsy

After the practice round, participants repeated the procedure for two different sce-
narios. When the interaction was over, the experimenter asked the participants to
complete a questionnaire and assured them that their responses would not be seen by
the partners.

Measures

Group identification was defined in terms of perceived homogeneity within the dis-
cussion group (Mackie, 1986). Specifically, participants indicated how well each of the
following words described their partners in general on a 10-point scale, which ranged
from describes very poorly (1) to describes very well (10): “similar to me,” “think like
me,” “share my belief” (o0 = .97). The ratings were then summed to create the group
identification index (M = 14.90, SD = 6.60).

Participants next received a summary of the choice-dilemma scenarios and the

same six response options they had used during the discussion to indicate what they
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thought best represented the opinion of the group as a whole. Because the partners
always disagreed with the participants, the extremity of the perceived group norm
was rated to reflect the extent to which they thought the group norm differed from
their initial standing; that is, if the participant chose A and thought the group in gen-
eral supported “Probably should do B,” 1 was assigned; if the participant believed
the group norm was “Should do B,” 2 was assigned; if the participant thought
“Definitely should do B” was the overall consensus, 3 was assigned. For those who
reported that the group norm was in the same direction as their own initial position,
0 was assigned. The sum of the scores was the index of the extremity of group norms
(u=.72, M =2.97, SD = 1.42).

After indicating their perceptions of the group norm, the participants indicated
their own decisions for each of the scenarios. Conformity referred to the extent to
which the participant’s postdiscussion decision moved toward the group norm, which
was preprogrammed to be the opposite of the participant’s initial decision. For
example, if the participant changed from “Probably should do A” to “Probably should
do B,” 1 was assigned; if the decision moved from “Definitely should do A” to
“Probably should do A,” 2 was assigned. If the participant’s decision did not change
after discussion or moved in the opposite direction of the group norm, 0 was assigned.
The scores were summed across the scenarios (o0 = .61, M = .97, SD = 1.43).

To assess perceived quality of arguments, participants rated how convincing and
valid the partners’ arguments were on a 10-point scale that ranged from not at all
convincing/valid (1) to very convincing/valid (10). The ratings were then averaged
(o=.81,M=5.71, SD = 1.86).

For message recall, the participants received a total of eight different arguments,
four of which were actually shown during the staged interaction. If the participants
correctly identified whether they had seen the argument or not, 1 was assigned; oth-
erwise, they received 0. A message recall score was computed by summing the
scores across the eight arguments (o = .60, M = 5.99, SD = 1.74).

Finally, need for public individuation was measured by 12-item public individu-
ation scale (Maslach et al., 1985) that assesses individual differences in the “will-
ingness to engage in behaviors that would publicly differentiate themselves from
others” (p. 729). Sample items are: “Raise your hand to ask a question in a lecture,”
“Present a personal opinion, on a controversial issue, to a group of strangers,’
“When asked to introduce yourself, say something more personal about yourself
than just your name and occupation.” Participants indicated how willing they were
to take each of the 12 actions on a five-point scale ranging from not at all willing
(1) to very much willing (5) (oo = .87, M = 3.35, SD = .70).

Results

In sum, four variables were proposed as potential mediators of depersonalization
effects on conformity: extremity of perceived group norm (Research Question 1,
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Research Question 2), message recall (Research Question 3, Research Question 4),
group identification (Research Question 5), and perceived quality of the partners’
arguments (Research Question 6). To establish whether depersonalization signifi-
cantly influences each of these variables, a series of hierarchical multiple regression
analyses was conducted. First, participant sex (0 = male, 1 = female), individuating
information (0 = no individuating information, 1 = individuating information), and
the need for public individuation were entered in the first block. Then the two-way
interaction terms, sex by individuating information, sex by the need for public indi-
viduation, and individuating information by the need for public individuation, were
entered in the second block. To reduce potential problems with multicollinearity, the
need for public individuation was transformed into z scores prior to the formation of
the interaction terms (Cohen & Cohen, 1983). Finally, the three-way interaction term
was added to the equation.

To answer Research Question 1, which pertained to whether depersonalization
would polarize the perceptions of group norms, the multiple regression analysis
was performed with extremity of perceived group norms as the criterion variable.
Neither the second, R°,,,,.. = 002, F,, (3, 210) = .16, p = .92, nor the third block,
R e = 002, Fy (1, 209) = .37, p = .54, significantly increased the variance
accounted for. Therefore, a separate regression was run only with the three indepen-
dent variables: participant sex, individuating information, and the need for public
individuation, R* = .06, F(3, 213) = 4.16, p < .008. The results revealed that the pro-
vision of individuating information (f = —.16, r =-2.31, p < .03) led to less extreme
perceptions of a group norm, and those with higher needs for public individuation
thought the group norms were less extreme (B =—.14, t = -2.04, p < .05). The effect
of participant sex was not statistically significant (B =-.09, t =-1.33, p > .18).

Research Question 2 concerned whether more extreme perceptions of a group
norm would facilitate conformity to it. As suspected, the bivariate correlation
revealed that the more extreme participants perceived the group norm to be, the more
likely were they to endorse the majority opinion, r = .23, p < .002.

Answering Research Question 3 involved the use of multiple regressions analysis
with message recall as the criterion variable. When message recall was regressed on the
three independent variables and their interaction terms, the addition of interaction terms
did not significantly increase the variance accounted for, R? =.02, F (3,210) =

change change
1.31, p = 27, for the two-way interactions; K., .= 002, ... (1,209) = 48, p = 48
for the three-way interaction. A regression analysis of the reduced model with only the
main effect terms showed that participant sex (B =.19, r=2.81, p <.005) and the avail-
ability of individuating information (B = —.15, r = -2.25, p < .03) significantly affected
the recognition memory for the arguments exchanged during the discussion, R? = .06,
F(3, 213) = 4.52, p < .005. Specifically, women recognized their discussion partners’
decision rationale better than did men, and the participants, regardless of sex, recog-
nized the arguments better when they did not receive individuating information about
the partners than when they did.
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Research Question 4 raised an issue of how message recall is related to conformity
to group norms. Although depersonalization enhanced message recall, the bivariate
correlation between message recall and conformity was near zero (r = —.01), which
suggests that the conformity-inducing effect of depersonalization did not stem from
increased task orientation.

To address Research Question 5, which concerned if depersonalization would lead
to a more positive evaluation of the discussion partners’ arguments through stronger
group identification, the multiple regression analysis was first conducted for group iden-
tification. Because the addition of two-way interactions, R*, .. =.015, F, . (3,210) =
1.15, p = .33, or the three-way interaction, R, ..=.005, F, . (1,209)=1.17, p= .28,
did not reveal a significant increase in the variance accounted for, only the main effect
terms were included in the model, R* = .08, F(3, 213) = 6.05, p < .001. When partici-
pants received no individuating information concerning their discussants, they per-
ceived their partners to have more in common with themselves than did those presented
with personal profiles of the partners (f =-.27, t =—4.10, p < .001). Neither participant
sex (B=.07, 1=.99, p =.33) nor the need for public individuation ( = -.003, r =-.05,
p =.96) proved to be a significant predictor of group identification.

Next, perceived argument quality was regressed on the three independent variables
and their interaction terms. Because the interaction between participant sex
and individuating information proved to be significant (f =-.27, t =—4.10, p < .001),
follow-up analyses were conducted for men and women separately. The results
showed that individuating information did not significantly affect men’s assessments
of their partners’ arguments (f = .13, # = 1.20, p > .23), nor did the need for individu-
ation (f =—.06, t=-.57, p > .56), R*=.02, F(2, 89) = .80, p > .45. By contrast, deper-
sonalization led to more positive evaluations of the partners’ arguments for women
(B =-22,1=-247, p < .02), although the need for public individuation was not a
significant predictor of perceived arguments quality (B = -.07, r = -.79, p > 42),
R?= .06, F(2, 122) = 3.54, p < .04. When group identification was added to the equa-
tion (B =-.07, r=-.79, p > .42), however, not only did the variance accounted for
significantly increase, R%,..= .06, F,,.. (1, 121) = 8.31, p <.006, but also the effect
of individuating information became nonsignificant (3 = -.13, t = -1.38, p > .17).
Taken together, these findings suggest that depersonalization created a positive bias in
women'’s perceptions of the partners’ arguments through stronger group identification.

With respect to Research Question 6, the bivariate correlation was computed
between perceived quality of arguments and conformity (r = .30, p < .001). This
finding suggests that the acceptance of group norms stemmed at least partly from the
positive evaluations of the rationale behind the majority decision.

Research Question 7 and Research Question 8 concerned if and how the need for
public individuation and participant sex moderate the effects of individuating infor-
mation on conformity. A regression analysis revealed that the addition of the two-
way interactions in the second block significantly increased the variance accounted
for, R’ =.07, F (3, 210) = 5.56, p < .002, whereas the three-way interaction

change — change
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Table 1
Hierarchical Regression Analysis of Conformity

Variable B t Incremental R? change
Stepl

Sex (female = 1) 12 1.76

Need for Individuation —-.16* -2.40

Individuating Info —15% —2.27 07%% 5.01
Step2

Sex x Need for Individuation .05 .52

Sex x Individuating Info —43%*F% 361

Need for Individuation x Individuating Info —22% -2.33 L08##* 6.83
Step 3

Sex x Need for Individuation X Individuating Info .04 .30 .001 .09
Final L] 5ok 5.24

Note: N = 217. Betas refer to standardized regression coefficients prior to entry.
*p <.05. **p < .01. *¥*p < .001.

did not, R,,,,...= 001, F,, . (1,209)=.09, p > .76. Because the need for public indi-
viduation by participant sex interaction was not statistically significant (B = .05,
t=.52, p > .60), a reduced model included the three independent variables and two
significant interaction terms, the participant sex by individuating information inter-
action (B =-.37, t=-3.07, p < .003) and individuating information by the need for
public individuation interaction (§ = —.21, t=-2.34, p < .03), R? = .14, F(5, 211) =
6.76, p < .001. Although the main effect for participant sex was significant (B = .32,
t=3.40, p > .002), it should be interpreted in the context of the interaction with the
need for public individuation.

To account for the pattern of the interactions more fully, a 2 X 2 X 2 (Individuating
Information x Dichotomized Need for Public Individuation X Participant Sex) analy-
sis of variance (ANOVA) was computed for conformity. Replicating the regression
analysis, a significant interaction between individuating information and the need for
public individuation emerged, F(1, 209) = 4.52, p < .04, 1= .02. Decomposition of
the interaction indicated that those with the high need for public individuation were
more likely to conform to the group norm when deprived of individuating information
(M =1.19, SD = 1.48) than when presented with personal profiles of the interactants
(M = .42, SD = .69), 1(60) = 3.32, p < .003. By contrast, the amount of individuating
information did not make any significant difference in conformity among the low need
for individuation participants, #(99) = .11, p = .92. In addition, the need for public indi-
viduation decreased conformity only in the personalization condition; that is, when the
participants exchanged personal profiles with their partners, high need for individuation
participants (M = .42, SD = .69) were less likely to conform to the group norm than
were the lows (M = 1.23, SD = 1.69), #(58) = 3.13, p < .004, whereas no such difference
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was observed between high (M = 1.19, SD = 1.48) and low need for individuation
participants (M = 1.26, SD = 1.65) under depersonalization, #98) = .23, p = .82.

Similarly, when the participant sex by individuating information interaction was
decomposed, F(1, 209) = 7.41, p < .008, n*= .03, women (M = 1.59, SD = 1.83) dis-
played greater conformity than did men (M = .74, SD = .94), #(90) = -3.03, p < .004,
but only when depersonalized. There was no significant sex difference in conformity
when individuating information was shared, #(115) < .50, p = .61. When the interac-
tion was decomposed for each sex, women conformed more when no individuating
cues were available (M = 1.59, SD = 1.83) than when they exchanged personal pro-
files with the partners (M =.70, SD = 1.33), #(102) = 3.06, p < .004. Men, on the other
hand, did not respond differently to such situational variation, #90) = —-.36, p = .72.

Finally, to decipher the mediation process, the significance of indirect effects was
tested following the procedure proposed by Preacher and Hayes (2004, 2005).
Unlike the Baron and Kenny (1986) method most commonly used for testing medi-
ation hypotheses, Preacher and Hayes’s procedure focuses on the direction and size
of the indirect effects (i.e., the difference between the total effects and the direct
effect of an independent variable on a dependent variable after controlling for medi-
ating variables). Because interpretation is based on fewer inferential tests, the test of
indirect effects has greater statistical power to detect the mediation effect and
reduces the likelihood of a Type I error (Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2005). Moreover,
the test of indirect effects allows examining simultaneous mediation by multiple
variables, as opposed to performing several separate mediation analyses for each of
the potential mediators. This has several advantages (Preacher & Hayes, 2005). First,
it tests the total indirect effect of X (independent variable) on Y (dependent variable),
determining whether a set of variables mediates the effect of X on Y. Second, it
enables one to assess to what extent a specific mediator transmits the effect of X on
Y, above and beyond other mediators. Third, it allows for pairwise comparisons
between mediators to determine which mediators are more successful than others.
Therefore, I used the Preacher and Hayes method to examine the role of extremity
of perceived group norms and group identification in mediating the effects of indi-
viduating information on conformity. Message recall and perceived quality of argu-
ments were not included in the model as a result of their near-zero correlations with
the dependent (» = —.01) and independent variables (r = —.07), respectively.

Table 2 shows that taken as a set, group identification and extremity of group
norms mediated the effects of individuating information on conformity. Specifically,
although the total (simple) effect of individuating information on conformity was
statistically significant (b = —.48, t = —2.48, p < .02), when the mediators were
controlled for, the direct effect of individuating information became nonsignificant
(b =-19, t=-99, p > .32), suggesting “perfect mediation” (Preacher & Hayes,
2004, p. 717). When the significance of the difference between the total and
direct effects of individuating information (i.e., indirect effects) was assessed, the
total indirect effect through the two mediators was statistically different from zero

Downloaded from http://crx.sagepub.com at SAGE Publications on August 25, 2009


http://crx.sagepub.com

438 Communication Research

Table 2
Indirect Effects of Individuating Information on Conformity through Group
Identification and Extremity of Perceived Group Norms

b uzr P
Effects of individuating information on mediators
Group identification -3.38 -3.88 .0001
Extremity of perceived norms -48 -2.51 .01
Direct effects of mediators on conformity
Group identification .05 3.73 .001
Extremity of perceived norms 22 3.38 .001
Total effect of individuating information on conformity —-48 —2.48 .01
Direct effect of individuating info on conformity, -.19 -99 32
controlling for mediators
Indirect effects of individuating info on conformity
through mediators
Total -29 -3.38 .001
Group identification —-.18 -2.70 .007
Extremity of perceived norms -11 -2.02 .04

Model fit: R* = .13, F(3, 213) = 10.41, p < .0001
a. Z values are reported for the test of indirect effects.

(b =-29, Z=-3.38, p <.001). Moreover, an examination of the specific indirect
effects indicated that group identification (b =—-.18, Z=-2.70, p < .007) and extrem-
ity of perceived group norms (b =-.11, Z=-2.02, p < .05) were statistically signif-
icant mediators and controlled for each other. The pairwise contrast of the indirect
effects revealed that the specific indirect effect through group identification was
not statistically greater than the indirect effect through extremity of group norms
(Zz=.88,p>.37)"

Additional Analyses

Given that participants without individuating information outperformed their
counterparts in cued-message recall, one might suspect that those with individuating
information exhibited lower conformity because of their less accurate recollection of
the group norm; that is, although no direct relationships between message recall and
conformity emerged, the possibility cannot be ruled out that some participants failed
to recognize the overall consensus among their interactants and, thus, did not change
their opinions or may even have polarized their initial views. In such a case, lack of
conformity would have more to do with the failure to read the opinion climate within
the group than with the psychological resistance to the normative pressure. To address
this possibility, subjective conformity scores were created based on the perceived
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group norm. First, the magnitude of opinion change was recorded. For example, if the
participant moved from “Definitely should do A” to “Probably should do A,” 2 was
assigned; if the participant’s opinion shifted from “Should do A” to “Should do B,” 3
was given, and so on. Second, if the participant’s choice moved foward the perceived
group norm, regardless of the preprogrammed actual group norm, a plus sign was
assigned, whereas a minus sign was given when the participant moved away from the
perceived group norm.

A regression analysis yielded results virtually identical to the earlier findings.
Significant interactions emerged between participant sex and individuating informa-
tion (B =-.40, r = -3.42, p < .002) and between individuating information and the
need for public individuation (B = —.21, t = -2.35, p < .03), such that women and
those with higher needs for public individuation exhibited greater sensitivity to the
varying amounts of individuating information and were more likely to endorse the
group norm, as they perceived it, under depersonalization. Although women showed
greater conformity to the perceived group norm than did men ( = .35, r = 3.75,
p <.0001), the effect should be viewed in light of the interaction with individuating
information. Overall, the results confirmed that the effects of individuating informa-
tion on conformity, which operated in conjunction with the need for public individ-
uation and the participant’s sex, cannot be accounted for by the inaccurate cognitive
representation of the group norm.

Another variable that might have contaminated the results was the extremity of
the participant’s initial position. On one hand, because the partners unanimously dis-
agreed with the participant, the more extreme the participant’s initial standing was,
the greater the opinion discrepancy became between the participant and the rest of
the group, which increased the room for opinion change in the direction of the
majority (Mackie, 1987). On the other hand, given the way the response options
were worded (e.g., “Definitely should do A,” “Probably should do B”), the extrem-
ity of opinion seemed to reflect how confident the participant was of his or her own
decision. In such a case, those holding more extreme opinions would have been less
likely to change their opinions because of greater self-confidence in their initial deci-
sion. To determine whether extremity of the participant’s initial opinion moderated
conformity, pertinent scores were computed, such that “Definitely should do” was
assigned 3, “Should do” was given 2, and “Probably should do” received 1, regard-
less of the direction of the decisions.

Although extremity of the initial opinion proved to be a significant predictor of con-
formity (B = .33, t = 5.06, p < .0001 for Scenario 1; B = 15, r = 2.27, p < .03 for
Scenario 2), controlling for its effect did not significantly alter the findings; that is, the
interaction between individuating information and the need for public individuation
remained significant (f =-.21,  =-2.44, p < .02 for Scenario 1; B =-23, t=-2.51,
p < .02 for Scenario 2). Likewise, the participant sex by individuating information
interaction was significant for Scenario 1 (B =-.42, t =-3.76, p < .0001), but not for
Scenario 2 (f =-.23, t = -1.94, p < .06). Collectively, the results suggested that the
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magnitude of opinion discrepancy between the participant’s initial opinion and the
group norm does not explain away the effects of depersonalization on conformity.

Discussion

Conclusions

The current study addressed the matter of when and how depersonalization
amplifies group influence by examining the role of perceived group norm, message
recall, group identification, and the evaluation of interaction partners’ arguments
exchanged during a discussion on choice-dilemma scenarios. As the SIDE model
predicts, depersonalization diluted within-group differences and fostered perceived
homogeneity. Moreover, the current study showed that depersonalization also led to
a more extreme perception of group norms and directed the participants’ attention to
the message. The finding that extremity of the perceived group norm served as a sig-
nificant mediator of the effects of individuating information on conformity, after
controlling for group identification, suggests that increased attachment to the group
does not fully account for why people become more susceptible to group influence
in the absence of individuating information; that is, depersonalization amplified
group influence not only by elevating in-group feelings but also by modifying cog-
nitive representation of the group norm. To date, SIDE theorists have mostly relied
on the normative explanation (group identification) for conformity-enhancing effects
of depersonalization; however, the current finding underscores the role of cognitive
changes in mediating depersonalization effects.

Another significant contribution of the current study is that it demonstrated how
personal dispositions moderate individuals’ responses to the restrictions of the inter-
action context. Specifically, whereas participants with high need for individuation
exhibited greater conformity when depersonalized than when personalized, participants
with low need for individuation did not show such differentiation. What makes this
finding interesting is that the need for public individuation did not moderate deper-
sonalization effects on other variables, such as perceived group norm, group identi-
fication, and subjective arguments quality. In other words, participants with high and
low need for individuation experienced similar perceptual and cognitive changes
evoked by the lack of individuating information; however, their behavioral reactions
to the psychological state of depersonalization diverged. When all the individuating
cues were stripped away, those chronically motivated to differentiate themselves
from others were no less likely to conform to the majority than those less concerned
about public differentiation. When their individuality was highlighted through the
exchange of minimal personal information, however, the need for public individua-
tion manifested itself in the form of greater resistance to the conformity pressure.
Collectively, the fact that the need for public individuation, or more precisely, its
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behavioral manifestation in the form of anticonformity, was aroused only under
personalization suggests that personalization serves as a “precipitating” condition
that makes self-presentational concerns more salient and may lead people to behave
in a more self-expressive, personality-consistent way (Maslach, Santee, & Wade, 1987,
p- 1088).

In addition, depersonalization effects were more pronounced among women,
in respect to subjective arguments quality and conformity. Possibly, women were more
involved in the experiment and, thus, more responsive to the situational variations
(individuating information vs. no individuating information) than were men. Although
this account comports well with the finding that women exhibited better recall of mes-
sage than men, it remains a matter of speculation without a direct measure of task
involvement. No matter what the source of this sex difference may be, however, the
finding indicates that “the assumption that deindividuating circumstances have similar
effects on all individuals may not be valid” (Nadler, Goldberg, & Jaffe, 1982, p. 1127).

It also merits note that the need for public individuation and the participant sex
accounted for additional variance in conformity under different conditions; that is,
participants with high need for individuation displayed less conformity than those
with low needs only when personalized, whereas women showed greater conformity
than men only when depersonalized. A plausible explanation for these effects per-
tains to the level of self-identity rendered salient in each condition. As evidenced in
the finding that depersonalization fostered group identification, the lack of individ-
uating information appears to have emphasized social identity, whereas individuat-
ing information made personal identity more salient. When social identity was
salient, men and women were more likely to behave in a manner consistent with
their category membership, with women being more susceptible to social influence
than men. On the other hand, need for public individuation, a personality trait that
varies from person to person, exerted greater influence on conforming behavior
when the situation stressed individual differences.

Another explanation for why participant sex and the need for public individuation
emerged as significant moderators under different conditions involves the extent to
which the situation was perceived as public. Especially given that the need for public
individuation represents the need for the “differentiation that can be seen and evalu-
ated by others” (Maslach et al., 1985, p. 731), sharing personal information might
have activated this personality trait by making the presence of other participants
more salient and thus reminded them of the public nature of the interaction. In other
words, although anonymity was held constant, participants might have felt less
anonymous after exchanging personal profiles and became more likely to act on the
need for social differentiation. One problem with this account, however, is that it
does not explain why there was no sex difference under personalization when previ-
ous research has reported greater sex differences in conformity in public than private
contexts (e.g., Eagly et al., 1981)
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Some features of the current study make the findings even more compelling.
First, unlike the classic minimal group paradigm, in which the group membership
was the only information revealed about other members (e.g., Billing & Tajfel,
1973), participants in the current study were exposed to their partners’ decisions and
supporting arguments, which supposedly reflected the partners’ values, personalities,
and beliefs. Second, there was no explicit group label imposed on the participants,
which often renders the minimal group paradigm susceptible to a demand charac-
teristics explanation. Instead, they believed that their partners were other university
students. Nonetheless, absent a clear reminder of interpersonal differences, the lack
of individuating cues facilitated group identification. Finally, partners’ decisions
were clearly shown along with their arguments, which left little room for subjective
interpretation. Even though the display of other interactants’ decisions removed
ambiguity in inferring the group norm, depersonalization led to a more extreme per-
ception of the group norm, presumably by masking interpersonal differences within
the group.

Depersonalization encouraged group identification while polarizing the percep-
tion of group norms; that is, when interpersonal differences were obscure, the par-
ticipants perceived the group norm to be more extreme, and yet they felt their
partners were more similar to them. On one level, this finding implies that the simi-
larity judgment was not based on the interaction content. Had the participants judged
similarity with the partners based on their opinions, the more extreme the perception
of the group norm, the less similarity they should have attributed to the partners, as
discrepancy in opinion between the participant and the rest of the group increased.
On another level, this finding suggests that the judgment of self-other similarity and
that of between-others similarity operates independently. Deprived of any clear cues
indicating interpersonal differences, not only did people attribute greater similarity
to the unknown partners but they also overestimated the similarity among the part-
ners, which resulted in a more extreme perception of the group norm.

Consistent with the notion that “CMC affords the opportunity to concentrate more
narrowly on the task at hand” (Coleman et al., 1999, p. 64), depersonalization signifi-
cantly improved message recall. Although the current study did not compare CMC
with face-to-face interaction, even within the context of CMC, variation in the amount
of individuating information made a significant difference in recognition accuracy.
Greater task orientation, however, did not increase conformity to the group norm.
Possibly, such null effects were due to the fact that the arguments used in the current
study were neither weak nor strong. Considering that effortful processing of informa-
tion amplifies the effects of argument strength on message acceptance (Chaiken, 1980;
Petty & Cacioppo, 1979), had strong arguments been used, message recall might have
been positively associated with conformity. Conversely, if weak arguments had been
shown, better message recall might have led to decreased conformity.’ At any rate, this
finding suggests that although the task becomes the primary focus of attention in the
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absence of competing interpersonal information, the adoption of a group norm entails
more than mere awareness of other group members’ opinions.

Limitations

Although the finding that group identification served as a significant mediator of
the depersonalization effects on conformity comports well with previous findings
(Lee, 2004; Postmes et al., 2001), some features of the current study might have con-
tributed to the emergence of such effect by fostering heuristic (Chaiken, 1980) or
peripheral route (Petty & Cacioppo, 1979) information processing. Given that
heuristic processing promotes source-mediated, as opposed to content-mediated,
opinion changes (Chaiken, 1980), the effects of group identification, operationalized
as perceived homogeneity, might have been exaggerated because of less effortful
message processing. Two particular aspects of the current study seem to have fos-
tered nonsystematic processing. First, the hypothetical choice-dilemma scenarios
were not personally important or did not have significant consequences to the par-
ticipants. Considering that low issue involvement invokes heuristic (Chaiken, 1980)
or peripheral processing (Petty & Cacioppo, 1979), the use of hypothetical scenar-
ios of little personal relevance likely amplified the effect of group identification on
the acceptance of the majority position. Second, participants were confronted with
three interactants who unanimously opposed their opinion. According to Nemeth
(1986), in contrast to minority influence that stimulates message-relevant thoughts
and consideration of alternatives, majority influence invites less analytic message
processing; that is, when exposed to opposing majority views, people are “less likely
to consider the quality of the message and more affected by persuasion cues or by
such schemas as ‘the majority is most likely to be correct’” (Nemeth, 1986, p. 28).
Therefore, it would be interesting to examine if the mediating role of group identifi-
cation diminishes as people engage in more effortful message processing.

Another limitation of the current research pertains to the contrived nature of the sit-
uation. The format of CMC implemented in the current study involved a zero-history
group discussing hypothetical scenarios with no real-life consequences, as well as
allowed for only one-time exchange of opinions. Moreover, there was no real-time
interaction; even though the arguments were derived from real participants’ opinions
who took part in a previous study, the interaction itself was preprogrammed. Although
it was necessary to hold the interaction content constant to sort out how depersonal-
ization alters individuals’ perception of the group norm and in-group feelings, greater
experimental control came at the cost of limited ecological validity.

Implications for SIDE

In sum, the current experiment extended the SIDE model in two important respects.
First, depersonalization was found to increase conformity not only by elevating
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normative concerns associated with group identification (i.e., “I am a part of the
group, so I must go along with the group”) but also by modifying an individual’s
understanding of the group norm (i.e., “Everyone strongly believes A, so A must be
the right thing to do.”). So far, SIDE research has highlighted the role of group iden-
tification as a mediator of depersonalization effects on group oriented behavior. When
depersonalization amplifies the effects of experimentally imposed group (vs. personal)
identity, however, it can be just seen as augmenting the identity manipulation; that is,
participants are more likely to “buy” the group identity assigned by the experimenter
and act as a group member when there is less individuating information. In the current
study, even though no shared group identity was externally imposed, depersonaliza-
tion nonetheless significantly modified people’s cognitive representation of the opin-
ion climate in a small group, which invites SIDE researchers to reexamine if salient
group identity is a necessary condition for depersonalization to amplify social influ-
ence (Postmes et al., 1998) and to explore what perceptual and cognitive changes,
beyond group identification, might accompany depersonalization. Second, the current
study also found an interaction between personality (need for public individuation)
and situational variables (individuating information) and showed that certain individ-
uals were more or less sensitive to the varying amount of individuating information.
Although SIDE was not originally proposed as a theory of individual differences, by
identifying how stable dispositional differences, such as personality traits and cogni-
tive styles, interact with the lack of interpersonal cues in CMC to shape individuals’
social perceptions and group dynamics, and incorporating such provisos into its theo-
retical framework, it will surely enrich our understanding of the impact of this rela-
tively new medium. The current study offers a glimpse of such mechanism.

Notes

1. Although it would have been desirable to vary the argument quality systematically and examine
how the message factor interacts with the depersonalization manipulation, as the primary purpose of the
current study was to identify psychological mediators of depersonalization effects on conformity, an iden-
tical set of arguments was used across the conditions. In fact, one-sample # test showed that perceived
argument quality (M = 5.71, SD = 1.86) was not significantly different from the scale midpoint (5.5),
#(216) = 1.70, p > .09, indicating that the arguments were neither particularly strong nor weak.

2. This necessary deception was thoroughly debriefed after the experiment. Of 229 students, 12
(5.2%) expressed suspicion about the presence of their partners when asked about the purpose of the
experiment following the interaction. Their data were not included in the analysis.

3. Because depending on the participant’s initial choice, one of the two sets of arguments was used,
some idiosyncratic attributes of the arguments might have systematically biased the participant’s reactions
by confounding the effects of depersonalization manipulation. To examine this possibility, a series of
2 X 2 x2x2 ANOVAs was computed with the participant’s sex, depersonalization, dichotomized need
for public individuation, and the participant’s initial position (A vs. B) as independent variables. The
results showed no significant main or interaction effects involving the initial position on extremity of the
perceived group norm (Fs < 2.20, ps > .14 for Scenario 1; Fs < 2.02, ps > .15 for Scenario 2), perceived
arguments quality (Fs < 2.60, ps > .10 for Scenario 1; Fs < 2.22, ps > .13 for Scenario 2), and conformity
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(Fs < 1.95, ps > .16 for Scenario 1; Fs < 2.18, ps > .14 for Scenario 2). In addition, there was no signifi-
cant difference between those who chose A and those who chose B in terms of sex and the need for public
individuation (s < 1.51, ps > .13 for Scenario 1; ts < .44, ps > .66 for Scenario 2). Thus, the participants’
initial position was not included in the analyses.

4. Because the assumption that the distribution of indirect effects follows a normal distribution under
the null hypothesis is often violated, Preacher and Hayes (2004, 2005) have suggested bootstrapping the
sampling distribution of the indirect effects and deriving a confidence interval from it. As expected, an
additional test with 5,000 bootstrap samples yielded identical results. Moreover, controlling for partici-
pant sex and the need for public individuation did not substantially alter the findings. The point estimates
of specific indirect effect of group identification (b = —.17) and extremity of perceived norms (b = —.10)
remained virtually the same. Although the Preacher and Hayes method does not provide a formal signif-
icance test of indirect effects with covariates, the 95% bootstrap Confidence Interval (CI) of group iden-
tification (.36 < CI < —.07) and that of extremity of perceived norms (-.21 < CI < -.02) did not contain
zero, which indicated that both served as statistically significant mediators, controlling for each other and
individual differences.

5.Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pointing out this possibility.
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