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 Abstract

Two experiments demonstrated that cultural practices involving synchrony can enable people to bind other people to them, making those others more likely to comply with others requests and engage in destructive obedience.  In the first experiment, participants who acted in synchrony with a confederate were more likely than those in the asynchronous condition to comply with the confederate’s request to lie about their performance in a subsequent joint task.  In a second experiment, participants instructed to follow a leader while walking in-step with him were more willing to kill sow bugs at the leader’s request in an ostensibly different experiment than were participants instructed only to follow the leader on a walk.  The studies thus showed that synchronous activity can be used to bolster destructive obedience and to spur anti-social behavior.
Synchrony, Compliance, and Destructive Obedience
Few images are as chilling as those of Nazis goose-stepping and saluting en masse at the Hitler-led rallies at Nuremburg.  The images recall tragic obedience to authority and serve as a physical metaphor for the Gleichschaltung, or Nazi efforts to synchronize all aspects of 1930’s German society.  Hitler was not alone in incorporating synchrony in his political gatherings.  Mussolini also incorporated synchronous activity in is fascist rallies and political gatherings throughout the world still include synchronous chanting and synchronous movement.  
What function does the synchrony in these rallies serve?  While research suggests that synchrony rituals can increase group cohesion and, therefore, contribution toward the collective good (McNeill, 1995; Wiltermuth and Heath, 2009), the role of physical synchrony in promoting anti-social behavior and compliance, and destructive obedience has been largely ignored.  In fact, researchers have called the feelings generated by synchronous action by such positive names as collective joy, collective effervescence, and communitas (Durkheim, 1965; Haidt, Seder, & Kesebir, 2006; Turner, 1995).  Echoing this sentiment, anthropologists and sociologists alike have proposed that synchronous activity weakens the psychological boundaries between the self and the group precisely because synchrony instills positive emotions (Ehrenreich, 2006; Hannah, 1977).   Moreover, when synchrony does seem to be paired with anti-social behavior, the link between the synchronous activity and the engagement in the anti-social behavior is questioned.  To wit, fascist rallies have been described as spectacles that were designed not to bind together participants but rather to impress onlookers (Haidt, Seder, & Kesebir, 2006).  Thus, we do not yet know if physical synchrony can lead people to commit anti-social actions at the behest of others engaging in the synchronous activity.
Still, because physical synchrony increases feelings of connectedness between people (Wiltermuth & Heath, 2009) and people are more likely to comply with requests from those to whom they feel connected, synchrony may heighten compliance with requests from other people engaging in the synchronous behavior.  Further, it may do so even if those requests involve anti-social behavior such as lying, cheating, or even killing. 

Two studies tested this possibility.  Study 1 examined whether synchronous activity could lead individuals to be more likely to heed a confederate’s request to lie about how well the participant and the confederate performed on a subsequent joint task for which they were ostensibly paid on the basis of their performance.  Study 2 examined whether individuals instructed to follow a leader by walking in-step with him would be more likely than those simply instructed to follow the leader to comply with his instructions to kill.
Study 1

Method

Thirty-three individuals (40% female; Age: M=19.1, SD=1.4) participated in an experiment at a large, private university on the West Coast of the United States.  Upon arriving at the laboratory each participant met a female confederate who was ostensibly another participant.  The confederate and the participant were told that in the first experiment they would be performing parts of “The Hokey Pokey” (LaPrise, 1946), a popular children’s song in which people sing about various body movements while performing those movements.  They were instructed that the experimenter would read part of each lyric and they would complete the lyric while performing the specified action.  For instance, the experimenter would read “you put your” and the participant would respond by reading “right hand in” while putting their right hand in front of his/her body.  When the experimenter would read “and you shake it all about” participants would, indeed, shake the specified body part all about. Each stanza of the song required them to move a different body part.
Synchrony Manipulation

In the synchronous condition participants read the same stanzas at the same time.  They therefore performed each action in synchrony with the confederate.  In the asynchronous condition the confederate started with a stanza in the middle of the song (restarting at the first stanza after finishing the last stanza) while the participant began at the beginning of the song.  Thus, while the participant said “right hand in” and put his/her right hand in front of his body the confederate would have been singing “head in” and putting his head in front of his body.  All participants were told that they may have the same or different lyrics than their counterpart.
The Anagram Task

After the Hokey Pokey, participants received instructions about an ostensibly different experiment in which they would be solving anagrams, or word scrambles, in order to earn additional money.  Participants were told that they had seven minutes to solve seven anagrams and would earn a dollar per anagram solved.  They were also told that they would only be paid for the anagrams they solved in order.  So if they solved anagrams 1, 2, 3, 7, and 8, they would be paid only for anagrams 1, 2, and 3.  Additionally, they were told that they would be paid for the minimum number of anagrams solved within the group.  So if one person solved the first five anagrams and the other person solved only the first three anagrams, each person would be paid only for three anagrams.  After ensuring understanding, the experimenter left the room for seven minutes to allow the participant and the confederate to solve the anagrams individually.
When the experimenter returned to the room he asked the participant and confederate to flip over their sheets of paper.  He then put the sheets of paper in the wastebasket, making it clear that he was not looking at their answers.  Prior to leaving the room again, he told the pair that they would have a couple minutes to decide upon the minimum number of anagrams they solved. 
Unbeknownst to the participants, the third anagram was nearly impossible to solve.  In fact, no participants were able to unscramble the letters to spell “taguan”, an Asiatic species of flying squirrel.  As such, no participant acting honestly should have reported solving more than two anagrams according to the rules of the experiment.  However, in the private discussion held to decide the minimum number of anagrams solved, the confederate argued to the participant that they should lie and report having solved five anagrams.  In both conditions the confederate explained that she did not think it was fair that a couple of the anagrams were so difficult and that they really did solve five anagrams, just not in order.  Pre-testing revealed that no participant lied about the number of anagrams solved when the confederate did not exert pressure to lie.
We were interested in the minimum number of anagrams the participant reported that he/she and the confederate solved.  We were also interested in participants’ responses to a short post-task questionnaire that included a manipulation check and as well questions assessing how swayed participants were by the confederate’s arguments and how much resistance they exerted.
Results and Discussion

Treatment of Data and Manipulation Check

The results of three participants who expressed suspicion about the confederate were excluded.  Results remained significant regardless of whether we included or excluded these participants.  Participants who did the Hokey Pokey in synchrony with the confederate reported that their actions were more synchronized (M = 4.6, SD = 1.1) than did those who did the Hokey Pokey asynchronously (M = 2.9, SD = 2.1), t(20.9)=2.80, prep=.96.

Main Analyses

Consistent with our synchrony-compliance hypothesis, participants who did the Hokey Pokey in synchrony with the confederate heeded the confederate’s request by reporting solving five or more anagrams 60% of the time, whereas those who did the Hokey Pokey asynchronously did so only 13% of the time, χ2(1) = 7.03, prep = .97.  Participants reported solving more anagrams in the synchronous condition (M = 3.8, SD = 1.66) than they did in the asynchronous condition, (M = 2.5, SD = 1.1), t(23.8)=2.63, prep=.95, d = 0.95. 
A seven-point Likert scale showed that participants in the synchronous condition felt more swayed by the counterparts’ arguments (M = 4.1, SD = 1.8) than did those in the asynchronous condition (M = 2.5, SD = 1.6), t(27)=2.50, prep=.95, d = 0.95.  They also felt that they exerted marginally less pressure on the confederate to report a particular number (M = 3.0, SD = 1.7) than did those in the asynchronous condition (M = 4.2, SD = 2.0), t(28)=1.77, prep=.89, d = -0.64.  As such, those in the synchronous condition seemed to put up less resistance to the requests of the confederate.
Study 2

Study 1 showed that synchronous activity can increase people’s willingness to comply with others’ requests to lie.  This effect occurred when there was no status difference between the person making a request and the person deciding whether to comply with the request.  Study 2 sought to determine whether synchronous activity could increase destructive obedience above and beyond base levels in situations in which there is a clearly established leader and a clearly established follower.  It could be that social roles in many situations are strongly enough established to trump any effects of physical synchrony on destructive obedience.  Study 2 also tested whether synchronous activity could lead people to be more likely to follow instructions to kill.  
Method
Forty-three participants (61% female, Age: M = 19.5 SD = 3.2) followed an experimenter in walks around campus.   In an ostensibly different experiment they were asked to kill a number of sow bugs and grind them up in a machine.
Synchrony Manipulation

Participants in a synchronous condition received instructions to walk in-step with the experimenter, left foot with left foot and right with right.  Control condition participants received instructions to walk with the experimenter.  In both conditions the experimenter wore headphones and asked participants to walk a few steps behind him to enable him to remain blind to condition.  
The Bug-Grinding Task
After completing a distracting questionnaire, the experimenter asked participants to complete an ostensibly different experiment that the experimenter was conducting to understand people’s physiological responses to performing “tasks that people in some parts of the world may find objectionable.” Participants then viewed twenty sow bugs (Porcellio scaber), which were preset in plastic cups placed beside an extermination machine (i.e. modified coffee grinder), a device used by Martens, Kosloff, Greenberg, Landau, and Schmader (2007) and shown in Figure 1.  The experimenter instructed participants to put as many of these bugs as they could in a funnel within thirty seconds.  The experimenter also told them that the bugs would fall from the funnel through a tube to the grinding blades of the extermination machine, which would be run for three seconds at the end. Unbeknownst to participants, a stopper prevented any the bugs from reaching the grinding blades.  While they were performing the task, participants held in their non-dominant hand a hand dynamometer, which they were told measured their physiological reactions.  After thirty seconds, the experimenter asked the participant if he/she would like to press the button to grind the bugs or if he/she would prefer that the experimenter do it.  The experimenter then probed participants for suspicion and debriefed them.  
<INSERT FIGURE 1>
Results and Discussion

As shown in Figure 2, participants who walked in step with the experimenter put approximately 45% more bugs into the funnel than did those in the control condition, F(1,34)=4.13, prep = .92, d = .58.  Controlling for gender, they were also more likely to press the button to grind the bugs, B = 0.98 SE = 0.45, Exp(B) = 2.65, prep = .94.   Men put more bugs into the funnel (M = 8.36, SD = 4.60) than did women (M = 5.63, SD = 3.57), F(1,34)=4.48, prep = .93.  They were also more likely to press the button to grind the bugs (B = 1.42 SE = 0.51, Exp(B) = 4.14, prep = .97); however, gender did not significantly interact with condition to predict either outcome. 
<INSERT FIGURE 2>
General Discussion

Two studies tested the possibility that acting in physical synchrony with others can lead people to be more likely comply with others’ requests and to engage in destructive obedience, a phenomenon studied most famously by Stanley Milgram (1963; 1974) in his experiments revealing that participants were surprisingly willing to follow the experimenter’s request to administer electrical shocks to other participants.  The results suggest that cultural practices involving synchrony (e.g., marching, dance, and chanting) may enable leaders to bind their followers to them, making them more likely to engage in destructive obedience.  Participants in these studies were more willing to lie and more willing to kill after they had performed a previous activity in synchrony with someone who later asked them to either lie or kill.  Thus, synchronous activity may not serve only as a tool to move group members to contribute to the collective good, but also as a tool that can be used to make people comply with requests to perform anti-social actions.
Figure 1: Bug Grinder and Sow Bugs in Cups
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Figure 2: Number of Sow Bugs Inserted into Grinder and % of Participants Pushing the Button to Grind the Sow Bugs by Behavioral Condition
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