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ABSTRACT 

Social impact theory (Latane, 
1973; Latane and Nida, 

1980) make s predictions regarding the 
impact of groups on 

individuals. The present study d d use ata from the Iowa 

Republican 1980 caucus and the c·o · ngressional Quarterly 

Almanac party unity scores to test predictions about 

participation derived from social impact theory. Partial 

support for the predictions was found. 

In the primary voting study, party strength was 

negatively and significantly related to participation. Also, 

the number of registered Republicans was related negatively 

to participation, although this relationship was not 

significant. 

Analysis of data on Congressional party unity voting 

resulted in neither total delegation size nor the number of 

Democrats per delegation being significantly related to 

participation. Number of Republicans per delegation was 

positively related to Democratic participation. Percentage 

of Democrats per delegation was negatively related to 

participation and percentage of Republicans in delegation 

was positively related to democratic participation. The 

results of this study offer partial support to social impact 

theory. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

This study is designed to . . 
examine certain aspects of 

socia l impact theory (Lt 
a ane, 1973 ; Latane and Nida, 198 0). 

social impact is defined as "changes · 
in physiological states 

and s ubjective feelings, motives and · emotions, cognitions 

and beliefs, values and behavior that occur i' n an individual, 

human or animal, as a result of the 1 · 1 · rea, imp ied, or 

imagined presence of other persons" (Latane and Nida, 1980, 

p. 5) . Although the definition of social impact is broad, 

social impact theory presents three principles which provide 

a general framework from which precise predictions about 

social change can be made. 

The first principle is one of social forces, where 

Impact= f(S~N). That is, the impact which is experienced by 

a target person when social forces are acting on that person 

should be a multiplicative function of the strength (~), 

immediacy (!), and number (~) of sources present. By 

strength is meant the salience, power, importance, or 

intensity of a given source to the target, typically 

, status, age, prior relatio11ship determined by the sources 

th target Immediacy ft re Power over e · with the target, or u u 

or time and absence of refers to the closeness in space 

intervening barriers or filters. 
Number refers to the 

l i· n a situation. actual number of peop e 

l 
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The seco nd princ iple 1 t 
, mpact = sN-, where (!) is 

les s than 1 , refers to marginal impact. In this case, the 

di ff erence between 99 and 100 is less than the difference 

between O and l. Likewise, the first other person in a 

socia l force field should have a greater impact on the 

target than the hundredth. Parallel to Steven's (1957) 

psyc hophy sical law, this psychosocial law implies social 

impact will equal some power (!) of the number of sources 

(~) times a scaling constant (~), reflecting the specific 

situation and the impact of a single person. Furthermore, 

the exponent, (t) should be less than one (Latane and Nida, 

1980). Therefore, impact is proportional to some root of 

the number of people pre.sent. 

The third principle, Impact= S/N!, regards 

situations in which an individual stands with a group as 

the target of forces coming from outside of the group. In 

· the target feels less than he/ she this type of situation, 

would if standing alone against the social forces. The 

d ivisive social structures is the negative difference in .,_ .,_ ... 

value of (t)' but (t) remains greater than -1 (Latane and 

Nida, 1980). 

d 
d third principles which are of 

It is the secon an 
There is a host of 

primary interest for this study. 

W
hich lends support to these two 

empirical evidence 

propositions. 
d imitation yields 

On conformity an 
The research 

d P
rinciple of social 

r t the secon result s which suppo 
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impact theory . In a rep1 · 

ication of the classic Asch (1956) 
studies on conformity data 

' presented b G Y erard, Wilhelmy, 
and Conol ley (19 68 ) resulted in a 

power function accounting 
for 80 percent of the variance in 

means. Conformity grew 
as the square root of the majority. 

Another piece of research on 
conformity which supports 

the second principle is the Milgram, B' k ic man, and Berkowitz 

(1969 ) study on craning and gawking. Increasing the number 

of craners and gawkers led to a total increase in craners and 

gawkers, but the increase grew smaller with increasing 

number. The exponent of the best fitting power function was 

.24, less than one as the second principle predicts. 

Latane and Harkins (1976) developed an experiment 

which provided an exact test of the relationship between 

group size, strength, and social impact. The investigation 

was on anticipated stage fright as a function of size and 

status of the audience. The task was cross-modality ffiatching. 

The outcome indicated the exponent for the effect of 

audience size on rated tension was about .52, again less 

than one as predicted. Apparently subjective tension grew 

approximately as the square root of the number of people in 

the audience. 

In a series of experiments by Bassett and Latane 

as newspaper editors and decided on 
(19 76) , students acted 

to Potential news events. 
inches in co l umn s devoted 

Status, 

1 din catastrophes were 
di s tance , and number of people invo ve 

h difference in judged 
lts indicated t e 

manipulated . The resu 



4 
news value between nearby and 

faraway events grew larger as 
th e numbe r o f people i nvolved 

increased. 1 nches assigned to 
new s stories increased as 

a power function of the number of 
persons invol ved, with an 

exponent of about .5. 

The third principle, a generalization from the 

social inhibiti on o f re d' spon ing hypothesis, is supported by 

research in the area o f bystander intervention in 

emergencies. The data f rom the · · original Darley and Latane 

(1968) experiment are perfectly f;t by · 
~ an inverse power 

function with an exponent of less than one (Latane, 1973). 

Social inhibition occurs in non-emergency situations 

also. A study by Latane and Dabbs (1975) produced data 

consistent with social impact theory . This study dealt with 

chivalry in elevators. The systematic decrease in 

responding as the number of people available to respond grew 

is best described by an inverse power function with an 

exponent of about .5. Freeman, Walker, Borden, and Latane 

(1975 ) did an innovative piece of work on tipping behavior in 

restaurants. The results of the research indicated that the 

best fitting power function Tip= .1 84/ ~ ·
22 

accounted f or 

95 percent of the variance in mean percen t tipped, and an 

additional 4 percent of the individual variation in percent 

tipped. 
. decrease is best described by 

Again, the s y stematic 

an inverse power function. 
socia l impact theory , Latane, 

In an attempt t o expand 

(19 79 ) devised a s tudy in wh i ch 
Wi ll i ams, and Harkins 

shou ting or c lapping 
subjects were ask ed t o make noise by 



their hands . The re s u l t s confirmed the expectation of the 
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"social loafing hypo t hesis " ; 
, -.e., an individual taking less 

re sponsib ili ty fo r work as the 
number involved increases. 

While overall noise level grew 
as number of people making 

noise grew, it did not grow in 
proportion to the number of 

people i nvolved . Average sound pressure generated per person 
decreased with increasing group size. 

A second experiment by Latane, Williams, and Harkins 

(1979 ) was conducted to consider the possibility that the 

decrease in work generated per person was a loss in group 

coordination rather than social loafing. The results 

indicated social loafing was a factor in subject 

participation. Subjects were tested under conditions in 

which they shouted with groups of varying size, alone or in 

pseudogroups. Actual groups of two shouted at only 66 

percent of capacity and g roups of six at 36 percent. People 

shou ted with less intensity in pseudogroups than when alone. 

Group size made a significant difference even in pseudogroups 

in which coordination loss is not a factor and only social 

loafing can operate. 

The questions o f marginal impact and social loafing 

. i·t · 1 participation are o f interest in 1n t he area of poi ica 

' f ' ll y t his study i nvestigated vo ting t his s tudy . Speci ica , 

dl. fferent contexts, the 19 80 I owa 
pa rt i c ipatio n in two 

a nd Congressional party unity vo ting fo r a 
Republ i c a n caucu s 

. r y s itua tion , deal ing only 
ten y ear period . In the prima 

· h t he social wit a si ngle party , 
l oa fi ng hypo t hesis pr edi cts 
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partici p a tio n would be an inverse function of the number and 

streng t h o f the party in each county. The Congressional 

par t y unity voting allows an examination of both the social 

l oafing and marginal impact hypotheses. Party unity voting 

sho uld be an inverse function of the number and relative 

streng th of the party in each delegation according to the 

social loafing h ypothesis. The marginal impact hypothesis 

predicts that the number and relative strength of the 

opposing party would be positively related to party unity 

voting. 



Chapter 2 

STUDIES ON 
VOTING PARTICIPATION 

Study 1: 1980 Iowa Republ ' 
ican Caucus Voting 

Rationale 

This study was d un ertaken to test the . marginal 
utility prediction of social impact 

theory with regard to 

voting participation in a primary. u · sing data from the 1980 

Iowa Republican caucus, it was d ' pre icted that participation 

would be negatively related to the number of registered 

Republicans in a county and also negatively related to the 

relative strength of the party in the county. 

Method 

Data Set and Sample. Data regarding the number of 

registered voters in each county were obtained from the Iowa 

State Register of Voters. Data regarding caucus vo ting was 

obtained from the Iowa Republican State Central Committee. 

The final sample consisted of those 46 of the 98 counties 

which had 100 percent of their precincts reporting. 

Results 

. (1973 ) the data were converted to 
Following Latane , 

logarithms so an additive model could be formed. 

Correlations among the variables are presen 
ted in Table 1. 

was negatively and significantly 
As expected , party strength 

7 

~ I 
I 

I 
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Table 1 

correlations between Number, Strength, and Participation 

l. 

2. 

3. 

variable 

Registered Republicans 
(Number) 

Percent of Republicans 
Registered (Strength) 

voting (Participation) 

~- N = 46 counties. 

* E < .001. 

2 3 

-.027 - .111 

-.510* 



related t o partic ipation 9 
I E = -.510, E < .001. 

The number of 

negatively related to 
registered Republic ans was also 

participation, but 

r = -.111, n.s. 

this relationship 
was not significant 

I 

According to social impact theory, the relative 
weights of the variables should be 

negative and significant. 
A summary of the regression analysis 

is presented in Table 2. 

As can be seen in Table 2, the weights of 
both predictor 

variables are negative. However, as also indicated by the 

correlations, only the party t s rength variable had a 

significant impact, ~ (l,43) = 15.515, E < .00l . Party 

strength accounted for approximately 95 percent of the 

explained variance in participation. 

Discussion 

The results of the present study are somewhat 

supportive of social impact theory . Consistent with the 

theory, party strength correlated negatively and significantly 

with voting participation rates. On the other hand, the 

number of registered Republicans was not significantly 

related to vo ting participation. This finding is not 

consistent with the recently demonstrated relationship 

between number of voters and participation in town meetings 

(Harkins and Latane, Note 1 ) . However, in the case of 

· 1 t to strengt h as 
meeting participation number is equiva en 

there is no issue of partisan ship involved. 
It is possible 

th relative strength 
that where partisan voting is an issue, e 



Table 2 

summary of Regression of Number and Strength 
on Participation 

predictor 

Registered Republicans 

percent of Republicans 
Registered 

Beta 

-.125 

-.513 

Note. N = 46 counties. 

* E < • 001. 

Explained 
Variance 

.014 

.261 

10 

F(l,43) 

0.823 

15.515* 



of a vo ting block is mores 1 . 11 
a lent than the b 

a solute number 
of potential block voters with· . 

in a district or group. 

Study 2: 
Party Unity Voting in Congress 

Rationale 

This study was undertaken 
as a further test of the 

effects of number and strength on 
voting participation. As 

an extension of the first study th 
' e present investigation 

deals with social impact in a bipart · isan context. 

Specifically, it was pred;cted th 4 at the number and strength 

of party members within each delegation ld wou be negatively 

related to participation and the number and strength of 

opposing party members within each delegation would be 

positively related to participation. 

Method 

Data Set and Sample. Data regarding delegation size, 

number affiliated with each party, and voting were obtained 

from the Con gr es sional Quarterly Almanac. Congressional 

party unity voting for the years 1971, 1973, 1975, 1977, and 

1979 was the dependent variable. Party unity votes were 

h · bl because these cases should c osen as the dependent varia e 

b s Only those e most sensitive to partisan pressure· 

din which both major 
delegations with complete contingents an 

We re included in the sample. For 
parties had representatives 

1975, 19 77 and 1979, the ~s were, 
the ye ars 1971, 1973, 

4 complete delegations. 
respectivel y , 26, 33, 30, 33, a nd 3 



Result s 12 

As in the first study th d 
' e ata were converted to 

logar ithms. Because the samples f 
or each year were small, 

unreliable, the correlations mak i ng the data 
were combined 

and the average correlations were analyzed. 

Table 3 presents the 
average correlations between the 

predictor variables and participation (percent of unity 

Voting ) for the Democrats. As b can e seen in Table 3, 

neither the total delegation size nor the number of Democrats 

in the delegation were significantly related to participation, 

r (l4l ) = .139 and E(l41) = .058, respectively . The number of 

Republicans in the delegation, as predicted, was positively 

related to Democratic participation, £(141) = .279, E < .001. 

Also consistent with the social impact predictions, the 

percentage of Democrats in the delegation was negatively 

related to participation, r(l41) = .171, E < .05, and the 

percentage of Republicans in the delegation was positively 

related to Democratic participation, ~(141) = .178, E < .OS. 

The average correlations between the predictor 

variables and participation for the Republicans are 

presented in Table 4. None of the correlations in Table 4 

were reliabl y different from zero. 

Dis cu ssion 
. were somewhat . investigation The results o f this 

. concerning consiste nt with predictions Participation derived 

from soc i al i mpa c t theo r y . 
h number of 

For Democrats, t e 



Table 3 

Democratic Participation in the 
f R U.S. House 

0 epresentatives 

predictor 

Delegation 

Number of 

Number of 

Percent of 

Percent of 

Size 

Democrats 

Republicans 

Democrats in 

Republicans 

Delegation 

in Delegation 

Democratic 
Participation 

.139 

.058 

.279** 

-.171* 

.178* 

Note. For the average correlations df = 141. 

*E < .os. 

**E < .001. 

13 



Table 4 

Republican Participation in the 
Of R U. S. House 

epresentatives 

predictor Variables 

Delegation Size 

Number of Democrats 

Number of Republicans 

Percent of Democrats in Delegation 

Percent of Republicans in Delegation 

Republican 
Participation 

.149 

.120 , 

.146 

-.101 

-.009 

Note. For the average correlation df = 141. 

14 
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opposing delegation members was positively related to unit 

action. Mo reover, party strength, as indicated by the 

per centage o f party representation in each delegation was 

also related to unit action as predicted by social impact 

theory . Greater Democratic strength was inversely related 

to unit action while greater Republican strength was 

positively related to unit action for the Democrats. This 

would suggest that participation in bipartisan situations is 

influenced not only by the ability of a group to affect a 

decision but also the extent to which a group's power is 

d However, this conclusion must be tempered by null oppose . 

ev idenced within the Republican sample. outcomes 



Chapter 3 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

The present research was 
undertaken to test the 

gener ality o f t he social loafing d 
an marginal utility 

hypothesis derived from social impact theory (L 
atane, 1973; 

1atane and Nida, 1980). Two t d' 
s u 1.es on voting participation 

resulted in a moderate degree of support for these 

propositions in a field setting. 

Support for the social loafing hypothesis, less 

individual responsibility with increasing group ability for 

action, was evidenced in both studies. Party strength, both 

in the Republican caucus and Congressional voting, was 

inversely related to participation. However, in the latter 

instance, this held only for Democrats. 

Surprisingly , g roup size was not much of a factor in 

the caucus or Congressional cases. This might indicate that 

relative strength is more salient than absolute strength in 

affecting involvement. These variables are conf ounded in 

the laborato r y studies cited by Latane and Nida (l 9SO) and 

th 1.· n the town meeting studies 
e distinction is not relevant 

Further work is ne cessary 
by Ha r ki n s and La tane (Note 1 ) • 

to determine t he validity o f this possibility . 

The ma rg inal u tility hypothesis also received some 

unity voting study . 
support in the Co ngressional party 

16 

For 



oemocrats, the number and relative 
strength of the 

Republicans in the de l egations was 
positively related to 

party unity vot i ng. 

17 

i ncreases, t he impact on an individual 
to assume 

That is, when 
opposition to action 

responsibility for acting increases. 

This outcome only obtained for 
the Democrats and is 

problematic. It might be the case that the minority size 

of the Republicans restricted the outcome from being 

evidenced or it could be that a more complex dynamic is 

involved in predicting minority participation. However, 

since Republicans evidenced less relative strength and greater 

party unity voting in each of the five years, the latter 

position is probably the stronger conjective. 

Social impact theory, as evidenced in the results 

of the present studies, appears to be a valid model for 

predicting group dynamics. Further research will determine 

its utility for understanding complex group phenomena. 



REFERENCE NOTE 

. s . G., and La t ane, B. Population and Political Harkins , 

Participation. Paper presented at the annual 

meeting of t he American Psychological Association, 

Montreal, Canada, 1980. 
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