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Abstract
Children, just like adults, conform to peer testimony when making ostensibly easy decisions. Yet, some are more prone to conform than others
and little is known about which factors contribute to this variability. In the current study, we aimed to investigate the reasons for individual
differences in conformity by examining potential correlates of experimentally-elicited conformity in a sample of Swedish 3.5-year-olds
(N = 55; 56% girls). Specifically, we asked whether conformity was socialized by parents via their parental style and whether conformity
is correlated with the behaviors of anonymous sharing or obedience, which might each share a common motivation with conformity. Our
data showed that children’s conformity was associated with fathers’, but not mothers’, authoritarian parental style and with anonymous
sharing, but not obedience. The findings lend support to the notions that authoritarian parental style encourages conformist behavior, and
that conformity is correlated with anonymous sharing behavior.
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A plethora of evidence shows that most adults,
to some extent, conform to majority testimony in
laboratory settings, even when their doing so is seem-
ingly incompatible with their perceptual information
(e.g., Asch, 1956; Bond & Smith, 1996). Using eas-
ily discriminable stimuli in a setting purported to be
a perception experiment, conformity is operational-
ized as answering in agreement with an incorrect
majority. Children are not exempt from such behavior
and several principal findings from the adult confor-
mity literature have been replicated with children –
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showing that conformity prevalence rates are simi-
lar from as young as three years of age to adulthood
(e.g., Corriveau & Harris, 2010; Flynn, Turner, &
Giraldeau, 2018; Haun & Tomasello, 2011; Berenda,
1950; Haun, Rekers, & Tomasello, 2012; Walker &
Andrade, 1996).

Conformity, while ostensibly a simple copying of
another person, is in fact a complex social-cognitive
behaviour and it has been proposed to be an intrin-
sic component of children’s social learning (Whiten
& Flynn, 2010) and vital to human development
(McGuigan & Robertson, 2015). Firstly, from a nor-
mative perspective, conformity can be used as a
strategic social behavior to strengthen affiliation with
others already from preschool age. For example,
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nearly 50 percent of 5-year-olds conform to peers
even when they act immorally (Engelmann et al.,
2016) and 3-year-old observer children also expect
third-party ostracized peers to conform as a means of
affiliation (Cordonier et al., 2017). Secondly, from an
informational perspective, conformity can stem from
a desire to report correct information, and selecting
whose testimony or behavior to potentially imitate
in order to arrive at the correct response is shaped
over time via learning mechanisms (Klucharev et al.,
2009) considering both ambiguity of testimonials
and trust in those who give them (Morgan et al.,
2015). Although young children copy task-irrelevant
behavior from adults, they are able to forego such
behavior when it is displayed by peers (McGuigan
& Stevenson, 2016) or younger children (McGuigan
& Burgess, 2017). Likewise, children’s propensity
to conformity drops significantly if they are given
a sense of expertise or prior knowledge (Sebastián-
Enesco et al., 2020; Schillaci & Kelemen, 2014) or if
models are portrayed as incompetent (Eagly & Wood,
1982).

Taken together, studies on developmental confor-
mity have unveiled that young children demonstrate
complex socio-cognitive processing, yet there has
been little effort to examine why there is vari-
ability in the propensity to conform. Recent work
suggests moderate longitudinal stability in social
learning strategies indicating that up to 40 percent of
inter-individual variability pertains to individual dif-
ferences rather than measurement errors or situational
factors (Juteau et al., 2019). Addressing this variabil-
ity from another perspective, children’s propensity
to conform correlates with their parents’ extraver-
sion (Hellmer et al., 2018). Moreover, cross-cultural
work shows that adults value children’s conformity
differently both within and across cultures (Clegg
et al., 2017) plausibly indicating that parents differ
in their reinforcement of conforming behavior. The
primary aim of the current study is to investigate
if preschoolers’ propensity to conform is socialized
by parents via parental style, a central psychosocial
element in determining children’s relationship with
the social world. A secondary aim is to gain insight
on the motivations behind conformity by assessing
whether it correlates with behaviors that could have
similar motivations: obedience and anonymous shar-
ing. Showing that children’s conformity is potentially
correlated with parental style other social behaviors
adds to our understanding of the early ontogenetic
roots of a behavior that is key to our social worlds,
friendships, and learning.

Parental Style

Parental style is a characterization of strategies and
behaviors in the socialization practices of child
rearing. These practices are dependent on par-
ents’ personality, attitudes, and ideologies, but also
markedly affected by transactional effects in the
parent-child dyadic relationship (Clark et al., 2000;
Pastorelli et al., 2016; Prinzie et al., 2009; Zadeh et al.,
2010). Importantly, multiple lines of evidence show
that parental style has effects on children’s social
behavior. Examples include externalizing behavior
(e.g., Pinquart, 2017), peer play (Gagnon et al., 2014),
and children’s trust in adults who act unconvention-
ally (Reifen Tagar et al., 2014).

In the current work, we focus on three parenting
styles: authoritative, authoritarian, and permissive
(Robinson et al., 1995). These styles were fac-
tored out from the theoretical framework developed
by Baumrind (1968) where the two dimensions of
demandingness and responsiveness were originally
delineated. The authoritative style is demanding and
responsive, the authoritarian style is demanding but
non-responsive, while the permissive style is respon-
sive but non-demanding. Out of the three, only the
authoritarian parenting style has specifically been
argued to encourage conformity (Berger, 2014). The
rationale behind this argument builds on the notion
the authoritarian personality trait (see e.g., Baars
& Scheepers, 1993; Stenner, 2009) or right-wing
authoritarianism is intrinsically related to conform-
ing and acquiescing to social norms (e.g., Vaughan &
White, 1964) and links between parental right-wing
authoritarianism and children’s rates of conformity
have been shown (Guidetti et al., 2017). Right-wing
authoritarianism, in turn, correlates moderately with
authoritarian parenting style (Manuel, 2006). More-
over, it has been shown that fathers’ self-reported
parental style is more related than that of moth-
ers to children’s behavioral outcomes (Roopnarine
et al., 2006; Tavassolie et al., 2016). In the current
study we therefore keep parents’ ratings of their own
parental style separated. Additionally, we allow par-
ents to rate each other’s parental style to obtain a more
reliable measurement. Our overall hypothesis is that
authoritarian parenting style will predict children’s
likelihood of conforming to peers.

Obedience

Obedience is behaving in line with the demands
of an authority figure. It is conceptually similar to
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conformity in that both entail a change in behavior
reflecting individuals’ acquiescence to instructions or
expectations. However, obedience occurs in response
to direct requests from authority figures and con-
formity to the influence that a majority of others
exerts. Thus, when experimentally eliciting confor-
mity, careful attention has to be paid to obedience
because it is a behavior with a potentially related
motivation: to do what others expect of you. If par-
ticipants conform to an adult majority portrayed
as competent while being instructed by an exper-
imenter to produce correct results, an answer that
is conformist may be motivated by obedience to
authority (e.g., Ma & Ganea, 2010). In the current
study, we therefore rely on peer confederates to pro-
vide the majority testimony. Moreover, obedience is
also conceptually similar to instrumental helping in
which the helper assists in achieving an action-based
goal. The difference is that obedience is initiated
by an authority figure and is motivated by avoiding
negative external consequences rather than obtain-
ing positive internal rewards. Here, we examine if
there is a linkage between conformity and an exper-
imentally acquired measure of obedience to an adult
figure, as a way of determining whether they are
based on common motivations to defer to others’
authority.

Anonymous Sharing

In contrast to a motivation to defer to authority,
conformity can also be driven by a desire to affi-
liate (social alignment system; Shamay-Tsoory et al.,
2019), which can be interpreted as a prosocial motive
(Cirelli, 2018). For example, 5-year-olds’ shar-
ing behavior is related to earlier experiences of
social interactions (Paulus & Leitherer, 2017). To our
knowledge, potential covariance between conformity
and sharing behavior has not yet been investigated.
In an oft-employed method to assess anonymous
sharing, the participant is given a resource and
an opportunity to share this resource with an un-
known receiving participant. Importantly, partici-
pants believe that experimenters are blind to their
sharing, meaning that they do not expect to receive
recognition for their action and any sharing is only
motivated by a desire to benefit another person.

Previous studies have linked conceptually simi-
lar sharing with theory of mind (Takagishi et al.,
2010), moral emotions (Gummerum et al., 2010),
attachment security (Paulus et al., 2016), and
the honesty-humility trait dimension from the

HEXACO-model of personality (Allgaier et al.,
2020). Here, we chose to examine whether there
was an association between anonymous sharing and
conformity. That is, are children with a larger propen-
sity to conform also more prone to anonymously
share their resources? Such a correlation would be
theoretically relevant and imply common under-
lying prosocial motivation for the two behaviors.
The current work was part of a larger preregistered
study which investigated various correlates of confor-
mity, some of which are not included in the current
work (https://osf.io/eq3cw). For the current study,
we hypothesized that conformity correlates positively
with obedience, that sharing is associated with both
conformity and obedience, and that conformity is
associated with authoritarian parental style. The other
part of the preregistered study pertains to children’s
personality and motivation to conform (Hellmer et al.,
2021).

Method

Participants

Participants were a sample of 55 3.5-year-olds (31
girls, 24 boys; M = 42 months, 3 days; SD = 31 days;
range [39 months, 30 days; 43 months, 31 days])
recruited from Uppsala, a medium-sized city in Swe-
den. Information about ethnicity and SES was not
collected, but participating parents were primarily
native Swedes with university education. Parents of
all participants gave informed consent prior to par-
ticipation. Four additional participants were tested in
the lab but were excluded due to difficulties under-
standing the task (e.g., explicitly stating a strategy of
pointing to random targets and ostensibly perpetuat-
ing this throughout the experiment). The procedures
used in the study were approved by Uppsala Regional
Ethics Committee (Dnr 2015/021; ‘The development
of social imitation and conformity’).

Materials

Questionnaire. The Parenting Styles and Dimensions
Questionnaire (PSDQ, N items = 33; Robinson et al.,
1995) was used to measure parental style. All items
of the PSDQ were phrased so that each parent gave
one rating of their own parental style and one rating of
the other parent’s parental style and were rated using
the alternatives never, once in a while, about half of
the times, very often, and always. The PSDQ includes
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Figure 1. Images to illustrate an incongruent trial. (A) Each trial starts with the four peers depicted in the screen’s lower area. (B) After 2
s the targets appear, accompanied by a clicking sound. After another 3 s the peers start moving, one-by-one to a unanimous target, each
individually stating “this one”. (C) With all of the peers’ choices indicated, the Experimenter asks the participant for their explicit choice.

items to assess authoritarian (e.g., scold and criticize
to make our child improve; use threats as punishment
with little or no justification), authoritative (explain
the consequences of the child’s behavior; responsive
to our child’s feelings and needs), and permissive
parenting practices (find it difficult to discipline our
child; spoil our child).

Experimental Tasks. For the conformity task, we
used video stimuli as shown in Fig. 1. Each trial began
with the four peer children’s photographs at the bot-
tom of the screen. Next, three animals with different
colors appeared above the peers (colors and positions
of targets were counterbalanced). After five seconds,
the peers moved one-by-one (order of peer move-
ments were counterbalanced) to one of the animals;
with audio for each peer stating “this one”. From here,
the screen was frozen to allow for an explicit answer
from the participant. After four familiarization trials
in which peers unanimously chose the correct target,
peers unanimously chose the middle-sized target on
50 percent of trials and chose the correct target on
the remaining trials. Video stimuli can be found at
https://osf.io/tn436/.

Additionally, a paper cup with 20 plastic paper-
clips of various colors was used in the obedience task
and plastic bags with 10 glass marbles were used in
the anonymous sharing task. There were no video
recordings of participants’ behavior in the obedience
or the anonymous sharing tasks and outcomes of
each task were noted by the Experimenter during the
session.

Procedure

Questionnaires. Parents were instructed to complete
the PSDQ before visiting the lab. Seven parents com-
pleted the questionnaire after the visit but were still
included in analyses. Parents also completed ques-
tionnaires on their own and their child’s personality
which are not part of the current study.

Conformity. Participants were welcomed into the
lab by the Experimenter, a male in his late thirties. The
Experimenter told the participant that he had heard
that the participant was very good at seeing which
of similar things were the largest and invited them to
help out by playing a game. The Experimenter told
the participant that there were four other same-aged
children that were co-participating from other rooms
in the same building. Prior to the experiment’s start,
participants had a pre-test with two example stimuli
similar to those used in the experiment, but viewed on
paper instead of on-screen. The pre-test allowed the
Experimenter to make clear that he could not tell the
difference between the three targets and thus needed
help with it during the task, as well as serving as a
screening to ensure each participant’s ability to dis-
criminate the largest target prior to participation in
the experiment. All participants passed the pre-test
by answering correctly on both trials.

Participants were seated in front of a Tobii T120
eye-tracker which was used to display the video
stimuli. Eye tracking data was collected but is not
analyzed in the current study. Parents were sitting
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clearly visible to the participants, but in a location
where the participant could tell that they could not see
their screen. This was to give the participant a sense
of anonymity to the Experimenter and the parent, but
not to their co-participating peers. Before the four
familiarization trials, participants were told that the
four peers were also ready to start the experiment and
that the participant was supposed to give their answer
last. This was clarified to each participant as even
though they could immediately see which animal is
the largest, they would have to refrain from respond-
ing until the Experimenter asked them to identify their
answer.

When the peers had made their choice, the Exper-
imenter repeated to the participant that “all the other
children chose the [color of the chosen target] [ani-
mal] – which [animal] do you think is the largest?”
Participants could verbally or gesturally choose a
target and the experimenter confirmed the answer
informally, “so you (also) think the [color of the cho-
sen target] is the largest” and made a note. After each
trial, the Experimenter stated clearly that the partici-
pant’s answer was made clear to the four peers. On all
occasions where the participant’s answer was identi-
cal to the peers’, the Experimenter stated “Now, the
other children can see that you also chose the [cho-
sen target]”. On all occasions where the participants’
answer differed from the peers’, the Experimenter
stated “Now, the other children can see that you
chose the [chosen target] instead”. A total of eight
congruent (peers chose the correct target) and eight
incongruent trials (peers chose the incorrect target)
were included the experiment, following the four
(congruent) familiarization trials.

Obedience. The Experimenter pretended to acci-
dentally spill a paper cup containing 20 plastic
paper-clips onto the floor near the participant. The
Experimenter firmly instructed the participant that
“you will have to pick those up, I don’t have time
because I have to look at important papers with your
parent”. The Experimenter quickly turned their back
to the participant and reminded the parent to also do
this while pretending to attend some papers. After
60 seconds, the Experimenter turned back to the par-
ticipant and excused their behavior “I’m sorry for
telling you to pick up my paper-clips. I was the one
who spilled them and I should have picked them up.”
While this task was inspired by tasks designed to
elicit helping (e.g., Warneken, 2015), several key dif-
ferences make it more likely to elicit obedience than
helping: the experimenter gives a direct order, he does
not remain engaged with the task or the child, and

he is clearly capable of completing the task himself
(Landauer et al., 1970).

Anonymous Sharing. The Experimenter stated that
he remembered that there is a gift for the participant
in a cardboard box placed on the floor in the room.
The Experimenter and the participant sat down by
the box and lifted the lid open. The box contained one
transparent plastic bag holding ten glass marbles. The
Experimenter picked the bag up and stated “These are
glass marbles. You can play with them, roll them, or
you can just look at them because they’re beautiful.
I want you to have these” and then gave the bag to
the participant before again stating that “now they are
yours”.

Immediately after the participant turned to walk
away from the Experimenter, the Experimenter said
“Oh no! That was really stupid of me” and asked the
participant to stand next to them: “These are your
marbles; I gave them to you. But I just remembered
that in a few minutes there is another child, who is
exactly as old as you are, who is going to participate
in the same game. But those were my last marbles
so I cannot give that child any marbles”. The experi-
menter then repeatedly informed the child that “These
are your marbles and you are free to keep them all, but
if you want to, you can place some of your marbles for
the next child – but you don’t have to. Your parent and
I have to attend some important papers and will have
our backs turned to you so no one will see or know if
you share your marbles or not”. When the participant
expressed that they were done, the Experimenter and
parent turned to the participant again.

Data Coding

The conformity experiment provided data from two
within-subjects conditions: congruent (peers chose
the correct target) and incongruent (peers chose the
incorrect target). Data from the congruent trials was
used only as a manipulation check to ensure that par-
ticipants as a group altered their responding based on
the peers’ responses. Analyses of conformity propen-
sity are based on data from incongruent trials only
and are coded from participants’ explicit answer in
each trial. Conforming responses were those in which
a participant incorrectly identified the middle-sized
animal in line with peers and these were converted
to a scalar conformity score for each participant
ranging between 0.0 and 1.0 (0 = not conforming on
any trial; 1 = conforming on every trial). Behavioral
tasks were coded by the experimenter during or
directly after the session. Obedience was coded as
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Table 1
Summarization of the PSDQ (Robinson, Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 1995) Showing Mean (M), Within-Factor Standard Deviation (SD), and
Inter-Item Reliability (�) by Parent Gender; Correlations (Pearson’s r) and Inter-Rater Reliability (Cohen’s kappa; κ) by Parent Ratings

Self-rated Rated by other
parent

M SD � M SD � r κ

Authoritarian Mother 1.56 0.36 0.76 1.53 0.30 0.65 0.49∗∗ 0.48∗∗

Father 1.59 0.25 0.58 1.51 0.34 0.72 0.40∗∗ 0.36∗∗

Authoritative Mother 3.79 0.46 0.79 3.69 0.50 0.85 0.18 0.18
Father 3.62 0.52 0.89 3.69 0.52 0.82 0.23 0.22

Permissive Mother 2.08 0.42 0.61 2.05 0.32 0.49 0.48∗∗ 0.42∗∗

Father 2.00 0.31 0.34 2.02 0.41 0.60 0.33∗ 0.32∗

1 if the paper clips spilled by the experimenter were
picked up, and 0 if not. No participants picked up
only some of the clips. Anonymous sharing was
coded from 0-10 in accordance with the number of
marbles shared. The PSDQ was computed according
to instructions provided by respective authors.
Participant gender was coded as female = 1 and
male = 0 and was included in preliminary analyses.
Parent gender was coded as mother = 1 and father = 0
and included in the analyses so that families with
same-sex parents could be coded correctly. Analyses
were made using the Jamovi (2021; R Core Team,
2020; Ripley et al., 2018) statistical platform.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses

Paired sample t-tests revealed that participants’ aver-
age rate of answering the middle-sized target in-
creased from the congruent control trials (M = 12.2%;
SD = 18.4%; CI[7.5% to 17%]) to the incongru-
ent trials (M = 25.7%; SD = 32.9%; 95% CI[17.2%;
34.1%]), t(54) = –2.46, d = 1.16, p = 0.017, indicating
that peer models significantly affected participants’
answering, eliciting conformity at the group level.
Overall, 26 out of the 55 participants never con-
formed, 11 conformed consistently (seven or eight
of the eight trials), and 20 conformed intermittently
(ranging from two to six out of the eight trials).

Interrater agreements (Table 1) of parental styles
were fair or moderate for permissive and authoritarian
factors. These two factors were mean-scored for each
parent using self-rating and the rating given by the
other parent. The interrater agreement for the author-
itative factor was slight and in addition, no significant
zero-order correlations were found between authori-
tative ratings and participants’ behavioral measures.

Because of this unreliability in the measure, the
authoritative factor was excluded from further anal-
yses. Even though we only predicted an effect for
authoritarian parenting, we included permissive par-
enting as an exploratory variable.

One participant was excluded from the anonymous
sharing game due to parental interference. Out of the
remaining 54 participants, 39 (72%) did not donate
any marbles, 11 (20%) donated between 1 and 5 mar-
bles, and 4 (7%) donated all ten of their marbles.
The majority of participants (48; 87%) picked up all
the spilled paper clips indicating a potential ceiling
effect.

We found no effects of participant gender on
behavioral outcomes (conformity p = 0.64, anony-
mous sharing p = 0.21, two-sided independent t-tests;
or obedience OR = 0.96, p = 1.00, Fisher’s exact test)
nor differences in parenting styles (father authori-
tarian p = 0.82, mother authoritarian p = 0.97, father
permissive p = 0.35, mother permissive p = 0.84; two-
sided independent t-tests). Participant gender was
therefore not included in further analyses. A cor-
relation matrix including all variables is shown in
Table 2.

Main Analyses

Do children’s obedience, anonymous sharing, and
their parents’ parental style relate to conformity? An
linear regression model (Table 3), with conformity as
dependent variable and maternal and paternal permis-
sive and authoritarian styles, together with measures
of obedience and anonymous sharing as predic-
tors (F(6, 41) = 3.61, p = 0.006, adjusted R² = 0.25)
showed that fathers’ authoritarian style and children’s
own anonymous sharing both predict children’s con-
formity. We replicated this regression using mothers’
and fathers’ ratings of themselves and the other parent
separately, both of which yielded comparable results.
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Table 2
Matrix of Spearman’s Rank Correlation Coefficients of Included Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Conformity
2. Age –0.03
3. Gender 0.12 0.14
4. Obedience 0.07 0.08 –0.01
5. Anonymous sharing 0.32∗ –0.20 –0.07 0.24
6. Mothers’ Authoritarian parenting 0.20 0.09 0.01 –0.13 0.01
7. Fathers’ Authoritarian parenting 0.35∗∗ 0.10 0.14 0.01 –0.19 0.67∗∗∗

Note: ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

Table 3
A Linear Regression Model with Conformity (0–1) as Dependent
Variable, and Parental Ratings of Own and Other Parent’s Author-
itarian and Permissive Parental Styles, and Measures of Children’s
Obedience and Anonymous Sharing as Predictors

b∗ Std. Error t p

Intercept –0.89 0.34 –2.62 0.01
Maternal Authoritarian style –0.31 0.19 –1.66 0.10
Paternal Authoritarian style 0.82 0.22 3.72 < 0.001
Maternal Permissive style –0.21 0.18 –1.15 0.26
Paternal Permissive style 0.37 0.19 1.89 0.07
Obedience –0.01 0.11 –0.11 0.91
Anonymous sharing 0.04 0.02 2.44 0.02

Note: ∗b represents unstandardized regression weights.

Note that we here deviated from our preregistration
in which we planned to use a mixed effects regression
model, as linear regression yielded similar results and
is simpler to present.

Do anonymous sharing and obedience relate to
each other? A zero-order rank correlation between
anonymous sharing and obedience was not signifi-
cant (r2 = 0.24, p = 0.09) nor was there a group-level
difference in number of shared marbles between
participants coded as obedient and non-obedient
(U = 112, p = 0.09). Thus, while our data does not
support a link between anonymous sharing and obe-
dience, the ceiling effect of our obedience measure
signals that the absence of statistical significance
should be interpreted cautiously.

Does parental style relate to children’s anony-
mous sharing and obedience? For these additional
exploratory analysis, an ordinal logistic regression
model with anonymous sharing as dependent vari-
able and maternal and paternal authoritarian and
permissive styles as predictors was not significant,
(χ2(4) = 9.30; p = 0.054). A binomial logistic regres-
sion model with obedience as dependent variable
was not significant either (χ2(4) = 0.61; p = 0.96).
This suggests that parental style is not predictive
of obedience or anonymous sharing. Main analyses
and correlational data can be found at https://osf.io/
tn436/.

Discussion

Conformity is ubiquitous in humans and is an impor-
tant part of our social lives. Yet, we conform to
different extents and for different reasons, and why
some have higher propensities to conform is poorly
understood. To understand this variability better we
therefore assessed 3.5-year-olds’ propensity to con-
form to peers in order to examine how conformity
relates to anonymous sharing behavior, obedience,
and measures of parental style. Our results show that
children’s conformity is associated with authoritar-
ian parental style, particularly that of male parents,
and the child’s own anonymous sharing behavior.
These findings suggest that children’s conformity to
peers is associated with two independent factors – the
psychosocial environment as affected by fathers’ par-
enting style and a second factor encompassing social
behavior which we discuss below.

Authoritarian parenting is primarily characterized
by placing high demands on the child while at the
same time not being sensitive to, or acknowledging,
the child’s own will, needs, or emotions (Baum-
rind, 1968). Authoritarian parenting thus entails less
nurturing, patience, and willingness to let children
democratically participate in the family, and has been
argued to inherently encourage conformist behavior
(Berger, 2014). However, this has not been shown
empirically until now. What we believe is key to
the current association with conformity is first that
authoritarian parenting involves less trust when let-
ting children make their own choices; authoritarian
parents most often make decisions for their children.
Second, authoritarian parenting also to some extent
entails downplaying the child by stating, e.g., “how
many times do I have to tell you?” and being more
prone to answer the child’s questions with “because
I said so”, rather than being responsive to the child’s
reason for their behavior or their inquiries. We argue
that these parenting behaviors may be reflected in
children of more authoritarian parents being unfamil-
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iar or uncomfortable making their own decisions and
thus less willing to deviate from majority opinion.
Interestingly, only fathers’ authoritarian parenting
style was predictive of children’s conformity and we
offer two tentative explanations for this difference.
Firstly, authoritarian parenting scores were gener-
ally low in our sample, and lower for mothers than
fathers. This may, for multiple reasons, have influ-
enced or concealed a maternal effect. However, given
the moderate inter-rater reliability scores and strong
correlations between parental scores, this is not the
most plausible explanation. Secondly, differential
effects of fathers’ and mothers’ authoritarian style
have previously been observed in other social behav-
iors of preschoolers (Carapito et al., 2018). A more
probable explanation is, thus, that effects of parents’
authoritarian parenting is exerted differently between
fathers and mothers. However, future studies should
explore more deeply how the authoritarian parental
style promotes conformist behavior, incorporating a
gender perspective.

Our results also show a relation between confor-
mity and anonymous sharing behavior. We offer two
tentative explanations for the connection between
these behaviors, both of which draw from common
social factors such as a temperamental or a personal-
ity trait. First, anonymous sharing can be predicted by
parental ratings of their children’s honesty-humility
from the HEXACO-model of personality (Allgaier
et al., 2020). The honesty-humility axis encapsulates
children’s greed avoidance (relevant for anonymous
sharing) and modesty (relevant for conformity). We
presume highly modest children would be more likely
to conform, not wanting to present themselves as
being more able than their peers, and similarly not
wanting to have more material goods than their peers,
which would explain the sharing result. A second
alternative is that both behaviors may be prompted by
an objective of social group cohesiveness by show-
ing that they are similar to the peers (conformity)
and avoiding that other peers are left out or vic-
timized (anonymous sharing). This reasoning lends
support to conformity being an act of affiliation, as
proposed in the social alignment theory (Shamay-
Tsoory et al., 2019). Thus, both modesty and the
cohesiveness motives could underlie the relationship
between conformity and sharing.

While we did not find any relations between con-
formity and obedience, or obedience and parental
style, it is possible that this is due to low variabil-
ity in our measure. It is also possible that obedience
would correlate with children’s conformity to adults,

which we did not assess in this study. In addition, the
obedience task could have elicited helping behavior,
despite our attempts to differentiate it from situations
that elicit helping, for example by having the exper-
imenter give a direct order to participants despite
being capable of completing the task himself. The
vast majority of children picked up all the paper-
clips (87%) and the rest picked up none. We were
not able to code for additional data, such as latency or
reluctance by qualitative measures of children’s facial
expressions, since the sessions were not recorded. It is
possible that with a more sensitive measure of obedi-
ence, potential relationships between these variables
could have been found.

We also did not find a relationship between anony-
mous sharing and parental style. In combination with
the model showing that both authoritarian parental
style and anonymous sharing contribute to predict-
ing conformity propensity, this suggests that there
are likely two separate individual difference contribu-
tions that were uncovered in the current study, rather
than one factor that underlies both the parental style
and the anonymous sharing effects.

Both parents rated their own parental style, as well
as the other parent’s parental style, which allowed
us to confirm inter-rater consistencies. Correlations
between self-rated and other-parent-rated qualities
for permissive and authoritarian dimensions were
moderate. The ratings of authoritative style, how-
ever, did not correlate between parents’ self-ratings
and their ratings of each other. Notably, this there
were also a ceiling effect in this measure. Why this
occurred is interesting because authoritative parental
style, unlike the authoritarian and permissive dimen-
sions, consists of parenting qualities that are seen as
positive and favorable in the culture where the study
was conducted (Olivari et al., 2015). Hence, the poor
inter-rater correlations and ceiling effect can possi-
bly be attributed to social desirability biases and has
implications for the criterion validity of the authori-
tative dimension of the PSDQ.

The current study is the first to show that author-
itarian parental style is associated with children’s
conformity. This finding is important because it high-
lights a specific way in which the behaviors and
attitudes of primary caregivers affect their children’s
social behavior with peers. Our interpretation is that
authoritarian parents, who less sensitively respond
to children’s behaviors and inquiries, diminish chil-
dren’s willingness to deviate from norms or their
inclination to form independent opinions. We are also
the first to show a link between conformity and anony-
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mous sharing, highlighting both a tentative common
connection with social dispositions as well as a topic
for future inquiry.

Acknowledgments

This research was supported by the European
Research Council (ERC StG CACTUS 312292) and
the Swedish Research Council (2014-1156). The
authors wish to thank all participating children and
their parents.

References

Asch, S. E. (1956). Studies of independence and conformity: I.
A minority of one against a unanimous majority. Psycho-
logical Monographs: General and Applied, 70(9), 1. https://
doi:10.1037/h0093718
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