Situational explanations of obedience
Agency theory
A01 – description
· Briefly define your key terms: agentic state, autonomous state, moral strain
· Read and make notes on agentic state, autonomous state, binding factors
A03 – evaluation
· Read and make A03 (point/evidence/conclude) notes. You need about 4-5 evaluation points (4 in detail, 1 just in case!)
· Information on opposite page
· Book evaluation
· + Research support (from Milgram)
· – Limitations of the explanation (Birney et al., 2024)
· – Mandel (1998) and Police Battalion 101
Agency theory
A01 – description
· Briefly define your key terms: legitimacy of authority
· Read and make notes on: legitimacy of authority, destructive authority
A03 – evaluation
· Read and make A03 (point/evidence/conclude) notes on:
· + Explains cultural differences in obedience
· – Can’t explain disobedience when the hierarchy is clear
· + Explains real world obedience (My Lai)
Practice Questions
1. Complete the Apply It Concepts Question (My Lai)
2. Complete Check It questions 1  + 2



Evaluating Milgram’s Agency Theory
Knowledge of the theory allows an individual to examine the reasons why they are obeying a questionable order and the factors that are working upon them. This self-knowledge would allow an individual to make an informed choice as to whether to obey or disobey an order.
Agency theory has low ecological validity. This is because the main study that supports it (Milgram’s experiment and variations) had both an artificial task (giving electric shocks while ‘teaching’ someone) and an artificial setting.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
The theory has real-life applications. For example, it accounts for why so many soldiers in WWII followed orders without question (they saw themselves as agents for Hitler and the Nazi state). Albert Eichmann in his 1961 trial for WWII atrocities also claimed he was only following orders.
The theory explains the different levels of obedience found in the variations to the basic study. The more responsibility a participant had to take (e.g. following orders of an ‘ordinary man’) or the less the situation was ‘agentic’ (i.e. the downtown apartment) the more autonomous participants were. 
Social power theory might be a better explanation. This theory suggests 5 kinds of power: legitimate, reward, coercive, expert and ‘referent’ (where you win people over). Milgram’s participants may have felt that he held at least the first 4 powers over them to some extent.
Agency theory cannot explain individual differences in obedience. 35% of participants did not go up to 450v even though Milgram believed they were in the same state at the start of the study as those that did obey the authority figure.
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Agency theory is a description of how society works – not an explanation. It doesn’t tell us why obedience happens, it just says it does because people act as agents of society. The reason that people act as agents is because that is how society works. Natural selection means we have evolved to obey those in higher positions to us. There is no evidence to support this claim other than common sense!
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Albert Eichmann (1961 trial)
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Bickman (1974) – Authority Figure
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Hofling et al. (1966) – Nurses study
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Hofling et al (1966)

Hofling et al (1966) conducted a study of obedience in a natural setting. Their participants were 22 nurses
‘who were unaware that a study was taking place. The nurses received a phone call whilst they were working
from a ‘Dr Smith’, who instructed them to give 20mg of Astrofen (a drug) to a patient on the ward. This was
twice the maximum dose stated on the bottle, and could have been very harmful to the patient. However, 21
out of the 22 nurses attempted to give the medication. When 22 other nurses were asked what they would
do, 21 of them said they would not give the medication if it was them.
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Bickman (1974)

Bickman (1974) carried out a field study where an experimenter approached passers by on a city street and
asked them to carry out small, inconvenient tasks. The experimenter was dressed either in a jacket and tie or
aguard’s uniform. Bickman found that PPs were twice as likely to obey the orders when the experimenter
was dressed in a uniform.





