
in psychological research a confederate
is

in psychological research a confederate is an individual who is secretly working with
the experimenter but appears to be a regular participant. Confederates play a crucial role in
psychological experiments by manipulating social situations or influencing the behavior of
genuine participants without their knowledge. This method allows researchers to observe
natural reactions and social interactions under controlled conditions. The use of
confederates is particularly common in studies involving social influence, conformity,
obedience, and group dynamics. Understanding the function and ethical considerations
surrounding confederates is essential for interpreting many classic and contemporary
psychological studies. This article explores the definition, roles, ethical issues, and
examples of confederates in psychological research, providing a comprehensive insight into
their significance and application. Below is an overview of the main topics covered.
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Ethical Considerations in Using Confederates
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Definition and Role of a Confederate in
Psychological Research
In psychological research, a confederate is an individual who is intentionally integrated into
an experiment by the researcher to influence or control the social environment. Unlike
genuine participants, confederates are aware of the study’s aims and their specific role
within it, enabling them to act in a predetermined way. Their presence is often undisclosed
to the real participants, which allows for the observation of authentic behaviors without the
influence of social desirability or demand characteristics. The role of a confederate can vary
widely depending on the research question, but their primary function is to create specific
social situations or stimuli that provoke responses from participants.

Characteristics of a Confederate
Confederates generally possess several key characteristics that make them effective in
psychological experiments:



They are briefed thoroughly on the experiment’s objectives and their behavior.

They maintain consistent behavior to ensure experimental control.

They interact naturally with participants to avoid suspicion.

They may enact various roles such as a peer, authority figure, or bystander.

Common Uses of Confederates in Experiments
Confederates are widely used across different branches of psychology, especially social
psychology, to simulate social environments that elicit natural participant responses. Their
strategic involvement allows researchers to study complex social phenomena that would be
difficult or unethical to create otherwise.

Social Influence and Conformity Studies
One of the primary uses of confederates is in experiments assessing social influence and
conformity. Confederates may express predetermined opinions or behaviors to observe
whether participants adjust their own responses to align with the group. This method sheds
light on how peer pressure and social norms shape individual behavior.

Obedience and Authority Research
Confederates often serve as authority figures or assistants who issue commands or
instructions to participants. This setup helps explore the extent to which individuals comply
with authority, even when asked to perform actions conflicting with their personal morals or
ethics. Such studies have been instrumental in understanding obedience dynamics.

Group Dynamics and Bystander Effect
In research examining group behavior, confederates may act as bystanders or active
participants to influence the behavior of real participants in emergency or ambiguous
situations. Their presence helps reveal how group size and perceived responsibility impact
intervention likelihood.

Ethical Considerations in Using Confederates
The use of confederates in psychological research raises several ethical challenges that
must be carefully managed to protect participants and maintain research integrity. Because
confederates are involved in deception, ethical guidelines emphasize minimizing harm and
ensuring informed consent where possible.



Deception and Participant Consent
Since participants are typically unaware of the confederates’ true role, deception is
inherent in this research method. Ethical standards require that deception be justified by
the study’s significant scientific value and that it does not cause undue distress or harm.
After participation, debriefing is crucial to explain the deception and restore trust.

Participant Welfare and Psychological Harm
Researchers must be vigilant about the potential psychological impact on participants,
ensuring that interactions with confederates do not lead to lasting negative effects.
Institutional review boards (IRBs) assess risks and approve protocols to safeguard
participant welfare.

Famous Psychological Studies Involving
Confederates
Several landmark studies in psychology have utilized confederates to uncover fundamental
principles of human behavior. These experiments have shaped the understanding of social
influence, obedience, and group processes.

Solomon Asch’s Conformity Experiments
In Asch’s classic studies on conformity, confederates were instructed to give incorrect
answers to simple perceptual tasks to observe if participants would conform to the group's
wrong consensus. These experiments demonstrated the powerful effect of group pressure
on individual judgments.

Stanley Milgram’s Obedience Study
Milgram employed confederates as the “learner” who pretended to receive electric shocks
from the “teacher” participant. The confederate’s scripted reactions were crucial in
examining obedience to authority despite moral conflict, revealing unsettling insights into
human compliance.

John Darley and Bibb Latané’s Bystander Effect
Research
Confederates were used to simulate emergency situations and gauge participants’
likelihood of helping when others were present. The findings highlighted diffusion of
responsibility and the influence of group presence on intervention.



Advantages and Limitations of Using
Confederates
The strategic deployment of confederates offers unique benefits but also presents
challenges that researchers must navigate carefully.

Advantages

Control: Confederates allow precise manipulation of social variables in a controlled
environment.

Realism: They create believable social contexts that elicit genuine participant
responses.

Flexibility: Confederates can assume multiple roles tailored to diverse research
questions.

Insight: Their use enables exploration of complex social phenomena difficult to study
otherwise.

Limitations

Ethical Concerns: Deception and potential participant distress require careful
management.

Potential Bias: Confederate behavior must be consistent to avoid introducing
unintended variability.

Generalizability: Artificial experimental settings may limit the applicability of
findings to real-world scenarios.

Participant Suspicion: If participants detect confederates, the study’s validity may
be compromised.

Frequently Asked Questions

In psychological research, what is a confederate?
A confederate is an individual who is part of the research team but pretends to be a
participant to help manipulate the social context or environment in an experiment.



Why are confederates used in psychological
experiments?
Confederates are used to create controlled social situations, influence participant behavior,
or test specific hypotheses about social interaction and group dynamics.

How does the presence of a confederate affect
experimental validity?
Confederates help increase experimental control and internal validity by standardizing
social stimuli, but their presence must be carefully managed to avoid influencing
participant behavior in unintended ways.

Can confederates be used in deception studies in
psychology?
Yes, confederates are often used in deception studies to mislead participants about the true
nature of the experiment while ensuring ethical guidelines are followed.

What ethical considerations must be taken when using
confederates in research?
Researchers must ensure that the use of confederates does not cause harm, that
participants are debriefed about the deception afterward, and that the study has been
approved by an ethics review board.

How do confederates differ from actual participants in
psychological studies?
Confederates are aware of the experiment's aims and act according to a script or
instructions, whereas actual participants are unaware of the confederates' role and respond
naturally.

In what types of psychological research are
confederates most commonly used?
Confederates are commonly used in social psychology research, especially in studies on
conformity, obedience, group behavior, and interpersonal interactions.

Can the behavior of confederates influence the
outcomes of psychological experiments?
Yes, the behavior of confederates can significantly influence participant responses and thus
the outcomes, which is why their actions are carefully controlled and standardized.



How do researchers train confederates for
psychological experiments?
Researchers train confederates by providing detailed instructions, rehearsing scenarios,
and ensuring they understand their role to maintain consistency and credibility throughout
the study.

Additional Resources
1. Social Psychology by David Myers
This comprehensive textbook explores the foundational concepts of social psychology,
including the use of confederates in experimental research. It discusses how confederates
are employed to manipulate social situations and observe genuine participant responses.
The book offers insight into conformity, obedience, and group dynamics, highlighting classic
studies featuring confederates.

2. Influence: Science and Practice by Robert B. Cialdini
Cialdini’s seminal work delves into the psychology of persuasion and compliance. It
examines how confederates are strategically used in research to study social influence and
authority. The book provides vivid examples of experiments where confederates help reveal
mechanisms behind conformity and obedience.

3. Obedience to Authority by Stanley Milgram
This groundbreaking book outlines Milgram’s famous obedience experiments, which heavily
relied on confederates to simulate the roles of experimenters and learners. It provides
detailed accounts of how confederates contributed to understanding human compliance
under authority pressure. The text is essential for grasping the ethical and methodological
aspects of using confederates in research.

4. Social Influence by Robert B. Cialdini and Noah Goldstein
Focusing on the dynamics of social influence, this book discusses various experimental
techniques involving confederates to study conformity, compliance, and group behavior. It
emphasizes the role of confederates in creating believable social scenarios that elicit
authentic participant reactions. The authors blend theory and practical applications for
researchers.

5. Methods in Social Psychology by Carol Sansone, John M. Harackiewicz, and Diane M.
McClelland
This methodological guide covers a wide range of experimental designs and techniques,
including the use of confederates. It explains how confederates are trained and integrated
into experiments to manipulate social variables effectively. The book is a valuable resource
for designing rigorous social psychology research.

6. Group Dynamics by Donelson R. Forsyth
Forsyth’s text provides an in-depth examination of group behavior and the methodological
tools used to study it, including confederates. It highlights how confederates help simulate
group interactions and influence processes. The book bridges theory with research practice,
showing how confederates contribute to understanding group cohesion and conflict.



7. The Social Animal by Elliot Aronson
This engaging book introduces readers to the principles of social psychology with a focus on
real-world applications. Aronson discusses classic experiments involving confederates that
demonstrate social conformity and obedience. The narrative style makes complex concepts
accessible, emphasizing the importance of confederates in experimental research.

8. Experimental Social Psychology by David G. Myers and Jean M. Twenge
This book offers a detailed overview of experimental methods in social psychology,
including the strategic use of confederates. It explains how confederates are used to
manipulate social contexts and measure participant responses. The text provides practical
advice for conducting ethical and effective research involving confederates.

9. Social Psychology and Human Nature by Roy F. Baumeister and Brad J. Bushman
Baumeister and Bushman’s textbook explores human behavior in social contexts,
highlighting experimental techniques such as the use of confederates. It discusses how
confederates create controlled social environments to test hypotheses about influence,
aggression, and group behavior. The book integrates research findings with theoretical
perspectives for a comprehensive understanding.
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