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Building on previous finding that synchrony leads to greater group cohesiveness, we show that it increases conformity to others’

choice, while observing such behavior can decrease conformity to others’ choices in an unrelated product evaluation situation. This

research also identifies boundary conditions of these effects.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Synchrony is an integral part of our daily life: chorus, dancing, 

and marching are just a few examples that we experience or see every 
day. Given the ubiquity of these behaviors, it is surprising that little 
is known about how synchrony may affect consumers’ judgments 
and decisions. Our research shows that not only engaging in this be-
havior but also observing it can influence people’s later judgments in 
quite unrelated choice domains. Moreover, the effects of actual and 
observed behavior can often be diametrically opposite.

Our conceptualization of these effects distinguishes between (a) 
the cognitions that govern behavior and (b) the motivation that is 
elicited as a result of performing or observing it. Performing goal-di-
rected behavior can activate concepts that, once accessible in memo-
ry, elicit conceptually similar behavior in a later situation (Wyer, Xu, 
and Shen 2012). Prior research has documented that interpersonal 
synchrony can give rise to a sense of group cohesiveness (Ehrenreich 
2006; see also Haidt 2007; Haidt, Seder, and Kasebir 2008), stronger 
cooperation and greater social attachment in later situations even at 
the expense of monetary rewards (Hove and Risen 2009; Wiltermuth 
and Heath 2009). To this extent, actively engaging in synchronous 
behavior may activate more general concepts associated with behav-
ing like others and that these concepts might influence the likelihood 
of conforming to others’ behavior in a later situation. 

At the same time, however, individuals who are consciously 
aware of the requirement to copy others’ actions might often feel that 
their freedom of behavior is restricted and experience psychological 
reactance (Brehm 1966). Thus, they may attempt to assert their free-
dom by making judgments and decisions that deviate from others’ 
and confirm their uniqueness and individuality. For instance, Andre-
oli, Worchel and Folger (1974) showed that after seeing another per-
son’s freedom being restricted, participants’ ratings of the desirabil-
ity of normatively popular stimuli declined. This was true regardless 
of whether the observers expected to interact with the person who 
imposed the threat, the person who was threatened, or neither. We 
therefore expected that in the conditions we investigated, observers 
of interpersonal synchrony would experience threat to their freedom 
and that the reactance induced by this threat would decrease their dis-
position to conform to others’ preferences in a product choice task.

These cognitive and motivational factors could both exert an 
influence and their effects on conformity could partially offset one 
another. However, the relative impact of these factors may differ. 
This difference is suggested in part by research on actor-observer 
differences in attributions and judgment (Jones and Nisbett 1971; for 
a review, see Fiske and Taylor 1991). Moreover, the differences in 
actor and observer perspectives could influence other things, includ-
ing the intensity of emotions (Hung and Mukhopadhyay 2011), the 
reliance on concrete versus abstract information (Yan and Sengupta 
2011) and expectations for a service encounter (Cowley 2005). In 
the present context, actors who engage in synchronous behavior are 
likely to focus their attention primarily on the goal toward which 
their behavior is directed (i.e., matching the actions of others). To 
this extent, general concepts associated with this goal may become 
salient and influence later behavior for reasons suggested by Wyer et 
al. (2012). In contrast, observers’ attention may be directed primar-
ily to the actors’ behavior per se (Nisbett and Wilson 1977). Conse-

quently, observers may be relatively more sensitive to the restrictions 
on freedom exemplified by this behavior than to the goal to which the 
behavior is directed and may be more likely to experience reactance.

We conducted four studies to examine these predictions and the 
underlying mechanisms. In Study 1, participants either first engaged 
in, or first saw others engage in synchronous or non-synchronous ex-
ercise, and then were asked to make brand choice for several product 
categories. Consistent with our prediction, participants were more 
likely to conform to others’ preferences in a product choice task after 
engaging in synchronous behavior than after behaving non-synchro-
nously, whereas observers of this behavior were less likely to con-
form to others’ product choices when the behavior they observed was 
synchronous than when it was not. In Study 2, actors in some condi-
tions were given a free choice over whether to perform the behavior 
or not, and this choice was made salient to observers. As expected, 
giving actors freedom to choose whether to engage in synchronous 
behavior increased both actors’ and observers’ conformity relative 
to conditions in which actors were required to perform the behav-
ior. Also, we found that situational reactance mediated the effect of 
choice freedom on conformity. 

Studies 3 and 4 evaluated further implications of our concep-
tualization. In Study 3, actors were told that they would compete 
with other groups for a reward to be given to the group that was 
most successful in behaving synchronously. Moreover, in some con-
ditions, observers were told that they would share the reward with 
the actors, thus tying their own outcomes to the actors’ success. In 
other conditions, observers believed that their reward would be in-
dependent of the actors’ success. Results in this study showed that 
stimulating observers to imagine that the persons they observed 
were in-group members, which increased their sensitivity to the re-
strictions imposed on their behavior, decreased their likelihood of 
donating to unique charity organizations in a subsequent unrelated 
donation task. Study 4 showed that stimulating actors to anticipate 
engaging in synchronous behavior rather than actually doing so, thus 
inducing them to imagine the behavior from the perspective of an 
observer, decreased their conformity relative to conditions in which 
they actually performed the behavior. In combination, the four stud-
ies provided converging evidence for the dual effects of interpersonal 
synchrony that we proposed.

This research, to our best knowledge, is the first to test the im-
plications of engaging and observing synchronous behavior on indi-
viduals’ disposition to subscribe to popular courses of actions in the 
context of consumer choice. In addition, our paper shows that cogni-
tive processes, such as mindset, can interact with motivational pro-
cesses (e.g., reactance) to jointly affect subsequent unrelated behav-
iors. These results suggest the importance of considering the relative 
impact of cognition and motivation in studying consumer behavior. 
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