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The hypo thesis was tested that positive feedback following transgression 
would lead to less compliance than would an absence of feedback following 
transgression. It was also predicted that compliance following transgression 
would be reduced if a high self-esteem manipulation preceded the compliance 
request. A 2 by 2 by 2 factorial design manipulating transgression, self-esteem, 
and feedback was employed. Results supported the hypothesis. 

Numerous studies have indicated 
that compliant behavior increases 
following transgression (Brock & 
Becker, 1966; Freedman, Wallington, 
& Bless, 1967; Carlsmith & Gross, 
1969; McMillen, 1970, 1971). A 
"gu ilt " interpretation has been 
suggested by some investigators (e.g., 
Freedman et al, Carlsmith & Gross) to 
account for the findings. Brock (1969) 
proposed the "fate control" 
interpretation. This interpretation 
viewed compliance as a me ans of 
maintaining fate control over E, wh ich 
S had established as a result of 
transgression. 

An additional explanation suggested 
by Carlsmith & Gross (1969) and 
McMillen (1970) focused on the 
importance of compliant behavior as a 
means of bolstering one's self-esteem 
following transgression. According to 
this interpretation, the act of 
transgression functions to lower 
self-esteem and the act of compliance 
serves to restore self-esteem. This 
explanation is based on the 
assumption suggested by Aronson 
(1969) that if an individual's behavior 
is inconsistent with his self-concept, 
dissonance will be aroused. In most 
transgression-compliance experiments, 
the S has been faced with a cognition 
concerning his dishonesty (e.g., "I 
cheated") or a cognition concerning 
his incompetence (e.g., "I damaged the 
machine"). Such a cognition should 
arouse dissonance for people who 
possess a positive self-image. 

The "self-esteem" interpretation 
received indirect support from 
Carlsmith and Gross's finding that 
greater compliance occurred when the 
request was made by a witness than 
when the request was made by the 
victim of the transgression. McMillen 
(1971) offered direct support for the 
"self-esteem" interpretation. Half of 
his Ss received a manipulation 
designed to raise their self-esteem. This 
manipulation occurred following 
transgression but prior to the 
compliance request. Differences in 
compliance between transgression and 
no-transgression Ss occurred only 
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when Ss received no self-esteem 
manipulation. This finding seems to 
indicate that compliant behavior can 
serve to compensate for a reduction in 
self-esteem which occurs as a 
consequence of transgression. The 
finding also suggests that if other 
means are available to compensate for 
lost self-esteem, compliance is not as 
likely to occur. It can be hypothesized 
that when transgression produces a 
positive outcome for the transgressor, 
he receives compensation for his loss 
in self-esteem and dissonance does not 
occur. The present study was designed 
to test this hypothesis. It was 
predicted that compliant behavior 
would be significantiy reduced by 
supplying Ss with areward which 
resulted from their transgression. The 
experiment consisted of a 2 by 2 by 2 
factorial design. Half of the Ss were 
given an opportunity to cheat on a 
test; the other half were not. Half the 
Ss were given positive feedback 
concerning their test performance; the 
other half were given no feedback. 
Half the Ss were given information 
designed to bolster their self-image; 
the other half were given no 
information. 

METHOD 
The Ss were 80 male introductory 

psychology students at Mississippi 
State University. They participated as 
partial fulfillment of course 
requirements. Ten Ss were assigned 
randomly to each of eight groups. Ss 
were scheduled in pairs, each S being 
paired with a student in a class other 
than his own. When they arrived, they 
were seated in a waiting room and told 
that the previous Ss had not 
completed the experiment as yet. E 
left the room; 1 min later the 
confederate entered, saying that he 
was looking for a book he had 
forgotten when he was in an 
experiment earlier in the day. The 
confederate engaged Ss in abrief 
informal discussion. During the course 
of this discussion, the confederate 
furnished the half of Ss with 
information about the experiment. 
Specifically, he said that he had taken 

a multiple-choice psychology test. He 
further stated that after he had 
completed the test, E had shown hirn 
the answer key and he had been 
surprised to learn that the majority of 
the correct answers were "B ... 1 In the 
control condition, the confederate did 
not discuss the experiment. If S asked 
about the experiment, the confederate 
claimed that he had been in a 
person-perception experiment. 

Th e co n federate '5 decision to 
administer the experimental 
manipulation was determined by a 
coin flip prior to entering the waiting 
room. E was not made aware of the 
confederate's decision until the 
experiment had been completed. Four 
or 5 min after he entered the waiting 
room, the confederate exited. A few 
minutes later, E returned and began to 
explain the purpose of the experiment. 
The following preliminary instructions 
were given to all Ss: 

"Have either of you been in this 
experiment before or heard anything 
about it? [None of the Ss admitted 
k nowing anything about the 
experiment. ] 

"As you probably know, the 
University is presently engaged in a 
large-scale self-study and 
self-improvement program. In this 
department we are trying to assess the 
effectiveness of our courses in meeting 
student needs. The course most 
frequentiy criticized both by students 
and instructors is introductory 
psychology. There are several changes 
we are considering for the course; 
however, before making major 
changes, we need to determine the 
extent to which the average student is 
knowledgeable in the fjeld of 
psychology. In this experiment we are 
administering diagnostic psychology 
tests to a large number of students in 
an attempt to find out how much 
psychology students know be fore 
taking the introductory course.2 The 
test which you will take is a 
50-question multiple-choice test. I 
want you to take your time and read 
each question carefully before you 
mark an answer. Remember, it is 
important that we get a true picture of 
your knowledge of psychology. This 
test will not affect your course grade 
unless you make a high score. If that 
occurs, I have made arrangements with 
your instructors, Dr. Hudson and 
Mr. Mapp, for you to receive credit for 
this test in your course grade. If your 
score is fair or poor it will not affect 
your grade. Do you have any 
questions?" 

At this time, Ss were taken to 
separate cubicles to complete their 
tests. They were observed through a 
one-way mirror to determine when 
they had completed the test. At this 
point, the second confederate entered 
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Table 1 
Mean Amount of Compliance in Minutes 

Self-Esteem No Self-Esteem 

Positive Feedback 
No Feedback 

Infor­
mation 

11.0 
29.5 

the cubicle. The second confederate 
was the same person who administered 
a personality test to all students on the 
first day of class.3 Before entering the 
cubicle, the confederate flipped a coin 
to deterrnine whether or not he would 
administer the self-esteem 
manipulation to that particular S. If 
the S was to receive no manipulation, 
the confederate entered the cubicle 
and picked up a folder of papers from 
a table on the opposite side of the 
cubicle from the S. The confederate 
apologized for the interruption and 
retired from the cubicle. 

For those Ss selected to receive the 
self-esteem manipulation, the actions 
of the confederate were the same. In 
addition, he asked the S if he was 
taking introductory psychology. When 
the S responded in the affrrmative, the 
confederate asked for the S's name 
and said, "I have the results of the 
personality test you took the other 
day. I am mailing them, but I'll give 
yours to you now." He sorted through 
the folder of papers and handed the S 
a sheet of paper with the results of his 
personality test on it. Actually, these 
test results were bogus and were the 
same for all Ss recetving a 
manipulation. The sheet of paper had 
the S's name at the top. It listed five 
subscales of test (capacity for status, 
sociability, social presence, 
self-acceptance, plus the total), and 
check marks indicated whether the S 
scored high, medium, or low on each 
scale. There was also a short 
handwritten interpretation signed by a 
fictitious Dr. Arthur HilI. In'all cases, 
the S received high ratings on the total 
and four of the five subscales; he 
received a medium rating on the 
remaining subscale. The scale which 
had the medium rating was randomly 
altemated. 'lbe written interpretation 
was as follows for aß Ss: 

"Subject shows self-assurance and 
some self-reliant trends. His thinking 
and approach toward interpersonal 
relationships is primarily resourceful 
and flexible in nature. His CPI profile 
suggests poise in unfamiliar social 
situations and a corresponding genuine 
acceptance from his peers." 

The confederate told S he would 
be available after the experiment to 
answer any questions about the 
personality test. 

About 2 min after the second 
confederate left the cubicle, E 
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No Infor­
mation 

35.0 
6.5 

Infor­
mation 

18.0 
63.0 

No Infor­
mation 

40.5 
1.5 

returned and collected S's test and 
answer sheet. E told half the Ss, "You 
will be notified of your test score in a 
few days." For the other Ss, E took 
out a grading key and pretended to 
score S's test. He then told S, "You 
did quite weIl on the test. I will inform 
your instructor of your grade, and he 
will count it as one lecture quiz." (E 
deterrnined if he would give S high 
feedback or not by flipping a coin 
prior to entering the cubicle.) 

The E informed the S that the 
experiment was concluded. In 
addition, E said: "You are free to 
leave. However, if you have some spare 
time, I could use your help in scoring 
some questionnaires [E pointed to the 
adjacent table where there was a stack 
of about 500 answer sheets and a 
scoring key.] 'Ibis is not apart of the 
experiment, and you don't have to do 
it. But I could use your help if you 
have the time." 

The amount of time the S agreed to 
help was the measure of compliant 
behavior. The S did not actually do 
any work. When he had made his 
decision and specified the amount of 
time he would work, the purpose of 
the experiment was fully explained. S 
was asked not to talk about the 
experiment to anyone and was 
dismissed. 

Results and Discussion 
The mean of 15.0 "B" responses for 

the Ss with information was 
significantly different from the mean 
of 11.0 for the Ss without information 
(F=23.9, df=1,72, p<.Ol). This 
finding indicates that Ss who had 
information and denied they had it did 
make use of that information. There 
were no significant differences in the 
number of "B" responses among the 
four groups with information, nor 
were there any significant differences 
among the four groups without 
information. 

Table 1 indicates the mean amount 
of compliance in minutes for the 
various treatment groups. The 
Information by Feedback interaction 
was highly significant (F = 45.23, 
df = 1,72, p< .001). This supports the 
basic prediction of the study. In the 
no-feedback conditions, compliance is 
greater following transgression; 
however, in the positive-feedback 
conditions, less compliance occurs in 
the transgression groups than in the 
no-transgression groups. It seems likely 

that when a positive outcome results 
from an act of transgression, it offsets 
any loss of self-esteem which the act 
of transgressing may have caused. If 
so, there would be a reduced need to 
comply to restore self-esteem. 

Th ere are several possible 
explanations for the relatively high 
degree of compliance by Ss in the 
no-information! posi ti ve-f eedback 
groups. It could be that because E had 
furnished a positive outcome, he was 
liked and Ss were willing to help him. 
It is also possible that 
no -i nformation!positive-feedback Ss 
complied because they feIt they owed 
E something for the positive outcome 
they had received or because they 
were afraid E would renege on the 
positive outcome if they did not 
comply. 

None of the interpretations would 
apply to Ss in the information I 
positive-feedback groups if, as 
Carlsmith & Gross's (1969) and 
McMillen's (1971) data indicated, Ss 
who transgress will avoid contact with 
their victim when other means are 
available to restore self-esteem. 

There is a significant Information 
by Self-Esteem interaction (F = 4.22, 
df = 1,72, p< .05). When a high 
self-esteem manipulation is 
administered following transgression 
but prior to the compliance request, 
less compliance occurs than when no 
manipulation is given. This result 
replicates an earlier finding by 
McMillen (1971) and supports the 
hypothesis that compliance serves to 
restore self-esteem which was lost as a 
consequence of transgression. 
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NOTES 
1. Actually, Answer B was correct for 10 

of the 50 questions. During the course of 
debriefing, E questioned S to determine if 
he had been, for any reason, suspicious of 
the confederate. None of the Ss stated they 
were suspicious. 
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2. All Ss wer<' run during the second and 
third day of classes. and the test questions 
were on topics usually covered during the 
last half of the course. In all cases this was 
the first psychological experiment the S had 

participated in. 
3. The test he had administered was the 

Self-esteem Scale of the California 
Psychological Inventory. The students h.ad 
been told that the test was a personallty 

inventory and was being administered to 
obtain information concerning the 
characteristics of Mississippi State students. 
They were told that they would receive 
their individual results in a few days. 
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