
doing the opposite of what you re told
psychology

doing the opposite of what you re told psychology is a fascinating area of
study that delves into the complex interplay between human behavior,
cognition, and social influence. This phenomenon, often referred to as
reactance, reveals why individuals sometimes choose to defy instructions or
societal norms. Understanding this behavior is crucial for various fields,
including psychology, marketing, education, and leadership. In this article,
we will explore the psychological underpinnings of doing the opposite of what
you are told, the reasons behind this behavior, its implications in different
contexts, and strategies to effectively manage it. We will also address
common questions surrounding this intriguing topic.
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Understanding Reactance in Psychology

At its core, reactance is a psychological response that occurs when an
individual perceives their freedom to choose is being threatened. This
response can manifest as an urge to do the opposite of what is being
instructed or expected. The theory of psychological reactance was introduced
by Jack Brehm in the 1960s and has since become a central concept in
understanding why people resist influence or authority.

Reactance arises from the innate human desire for autonomy. When people feel
their choices are being restricted—whether through direct commands, societal
expectations, or perceived coercion—they may react by asserting their
independence. This can lead to a range of behaviors, from mild defiance to
outright rebellion.

Additionally, reactance can be influenced by individual personality traits.
For example, individuals with high levels of trait reactance are more likely
to resist authority and reject imposed rules. This psychological framework
helps explain why certain individuals or groups may frequently engage in
behaviors contrary to directives.



Why Do People Resist Authority?

Resistance to authority is a multifaceted issue. Understanding the reasons
behind this behavior requires examining several contributing factors: social
dynamics, personal experiences, and psychological predispositions.

Social Dynamics and Group Influence

Social dynamics play a crucial role in shaping how individuals respond to
authority. In group settings, peer influence can lead to collective defiance
against imposed rules or expectations. When individuals perceive that their
peers share similar sentiments, they may feel empowered to act contrary to
authority. This groupthink phenomenon can amplify reactance, as the desire to
conform competes with the urge to assert individual autonomy.

Personal Experiences and History

Individual experiences also shape how one interacts with authority figures.
Past encounters where individuals felt controlled or manipulated can lead to
a heightened sensitivity to perceived coercion. For instance, someone who has
experienced strict parenting may grow up to resist authority figures in
adulthood, viewing any directive as an infringement on their freedom.

Psychological Predispositions

Personality traits significantly impact how individuals respond to authority.
People high in traits such as openness to experience may be more likely to
question norms and resist traditional authority. Conversely, those with a
strong need for conformity may be less inclined to react against
instructions. Understanding these differences is crucial for leaders and
educators who aim to motivate and guide individuals effectively.

The Role of Independence and Autonomy

Independence and autonomy are fundamental human needs, and their significance
cannot be overstated. When individuals feel that their autonomy is
undermined, they often react by asserting their independence, sometimes by
doing precisely the opposite of what they are told.

The Psychological Need for Autonomy

According to Self-Determination Theory, autonomy is one of three basic
psychological needs that drive human behavior, alongside competence and
relatedness. When individuals perceive that they have control over their
actions, they are more likely to be intrinsically motivated and engaged.
Conversely, when they feel their autonomy is threatened, they may exhibit
reactance.



Implications of Autonomy in Decision-Making

The desire for autonomy influences decision-making processes across various
contexts, including education, workplace dynamics, and interpersonal
relationships. In educational settings, for example, students who feel
empowered to make choices about their learning are more likely to engage with
the material and achieve better outcomes. On the other hand, overly
restrictive teaching methods may lead to disengagement and resistance.

Implications in Various Contexts

Understanding the concept of doing the opposite of what you are told
psychology has practical implications across multiple domains. Here are some
key areas where reactance plays a crucial role:

Marketing and Consumer Behavior

In marketing, the principle of reactance can significantly influence consumer
behavior. When consumers feel that their freedom to choose is being
threatened—such as through aggressive marketing tactics—they may react by
rejecting the product or brand. This has led marketers to adopt subtler
approaches, focusing on creating a sense of choice and empowerment among
consumers.

Education and Classroom Management

In educational contexts, teachers must be aware of the potential for
reactance among students. Authoritative teaching styles that impose strict
rules can lead to resistance, while fostering an environment that encourages
autonomy and choice can enhance student engagement. Techniques such as
collaborative learning and student-led discussions can mitigate reactance.

Leadership and Organizational Behavior

In the workplace, effective leadership involves recognizing the potential for
reactance among team members. Leaders who impose rigid structures or
micromanage may find that their teams resist directives. Instead, leaders
should strive to create a culture of trust and autonomy, where employees feel
empowered to make decisions and contribute ideas.

Strategies to Manage Reactance

Effectively managing reactance involves understanding the triggers and
employing strategies that minimize resistance. Here are several approaches
that can be beneficial:

Encouraging Open Communication

One of the most effective ways to reduce reactance is by fostering open



communication. When individuals feel heard and understood, they are less
likely to perceive directives as coercive. Encouraging dialogue allows for
the expression of concerns and fosters a collaborative atmosphere.

Providing Choices and Autonomy

Offering choices is a powerful tool to mitigate reactance. Whether in
educational settings or workplace environments, providing options can help
individuals feel more in control. For example, allowing students to choose
their projects or giving employees a say in decision-making processes can
enhance their sense of autonomy.

Utilizing Positive Framing

Framing messages in a positive light can also help reduce reactance. Instead
of focusing on what individuals cannot do, emphasize the benefits of certain
behaviors. For instance, rather than saying, "You must complete this task by
Friday," a more effective approach could be, "Completing this task by Friday
will help you stay on track for your goals."

Conclusion

Doing the opposite of what you are told psychology reveals deep insights into
human behavior and motivation. Reactance serves as a reminder of the
importance of autonomy and choice in our lives. Whether in marketing,
education, or leadership, understanding the causes and implications of
reactance can lead to more effective strategies for communication and
engagement. By recognizing the triggers of this behavior and employing
thoughtful approaches, we can create environments that encourage
collaboration, autonomy, and ultimately, better outcomes.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: What is psychological reactance?

A: Psychological reactance is a motivational response that occurs when
individuals perceive their freedom to choose is being threatened. This often
results in behaviors that oppose the directives or expectations imposed upon
them.

Q: Why do people do the opposite of what they are
told?

A: Individuals often do the opposite of what they are told due to a desire
for autonomy and independence. When they feel their choices are restricted,
they may react by asserting their freedom through defiance.



Q: How can reactance affect consumer behavior?

A: Reactance can significantly influence consumer behavior by causing
individuals to reject products or brands when they feel pressured or
manipulated. This is why marketers often aim to create a sense of choice and
empowerment among consumers.

Q: What role does personality play in reactance?

A: Personality traits, such as openness to experience and need for
conformity, affect how individuals respond to authority and directives. Some
people are more predisposed to reactance based on their personality
characteristics.

Q: How can educators reduce reactance in students?

A: Educators can reduce reactance by fostering an environment of choice,
encouraging open communication, and utilizing positive framing in their
instructions. This helps students feel more autonomous and engaged in their
learning.

Q: What strategies can leaders employ to manage
reactance in teams?

A: Leaders can manage reactance by encouraging open dialogue, providing
choices, and framing their requests positively. Creating a culture of trust
and autonomy allows team members to feel more empowered and less resistant.

Q: Is reactance always negative?

A: No, reactance is not inherently negative. It can serve as a catalyst for
positive change and personal growth by motivating individuals to assert their
rights and preferences. However, it can lead to challenges in authority and
compliance if not managed effectively.

Q: Can reactance be beneficial in any context?

A: Yes, reactance can be beneficial in contexts where individuals need to
advocate for themselves or challenge unjust authority. It can foster critical
thinking and encourage individuals to question norms and expectations.

Q: How does social influence affect reactance?

A: Social influence can amplify reactance, especially in group settings. When
individuals perceive that their peers share similar sentiments of defiance,
they may feel empowered to resist authority collectively.



Q: What are some examples of reactance in everyday
life?

A: Examples of reactance include a teenager rebelling against parental rules,
a consumer rejecting an aggressive sales pitch, or a student refusing to
follow strict classroom guidelines. These behaviors often stem from a desire
to assert independence.
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