
Social Psychology: obedience to and defiance of authority 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We often obey 

orders, even if what 

we’re told to do is 

immoral or wrong. 

Several factors 

influence how likely 

we are to obey. 

Certain types of people are 

more likely to obey/disobey 

(dispositional explanation). 

Two possible 

explanations 
why? 

According to agency theory 

anyone will obey if they 

believe that the person giving 

the orders is qualified to do 

so and will take 

responsibility for the 

consequences of doing so. 

Whether we can 

see the harm we’re 

doing. 

These factors 

influence how 

much 

responsibility 

we feel, and 

how much we 

think we can 

pass onto the 

person giving 

the orders. 

We obey because of the 

situation we are in 

(situational explanation). 

According to authoritarian 

personality theory obedient 

people are the result of a 

harsh and punitive upbringing.  

They obey because, 

unconsciously, they are 

scared of their parents. 

The status of the 

authority figure. 

Whether other 

people around us 

are also obeying. 

Whether the 

authority takes 

responsibility. 

People defy 

authority 

for the same 

reasons 

they obey it. 

Defiance is more 

likely when we 

are prompted to 

take respon-

sibility and have 

social support 

to do so. 

People whose 

upbringing 

instils high 

levels of 

empathy and a 

sense of justice 

are less likely 

to obey. 
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