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Professional Signs: Exploring Perceived Authority 
and Obedience 
 
Claire Paskach1, Meghan Bennett2, Jessica DePuydt3, Phil Johnson4, and Joohee Park5 
Department of Psychology, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, Minnesota 
 
Past research has demonstrated the link between obedience and authoritative appearance in situations of an 
authority figure or an authoritative object, such as hazard or warning signs.  This study tested the hypothesis that 
signs with a more authoritative or professional appearance would yield more participant obedience than non-
authoritative or unprofessional appearing signs.  We conducted the experiment using a naturalistic, observational 
method in which unprofessional and professional signs were placed on exterior doors on two buildings at a large 
Midwestern university, and we recorded the degree of participant obedience.  The results revealed that 
professional signs yielded more obedience than unprofessional signs. Professional signs may yield more obedience 
because they are perceived as carrying greater authoritative weight. 
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Obedience to authority is a subject that has been 
studied extensively.  There appears to be a connection between 
perceived authority and obedience, as shown through studies 
yielding a strong positive connection between authoritative 
pressure and submission (Milgram, 1963; Meyer & Jesilow, 
1996). For example, Milgram (1963) explored how the 
presence of an authoritative figure—the researcher—had an 
effect on the subject’s willingness to  administer electric shocks 
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to another person when he or she answered test items 
incorrectly. The study demonstrated that there was a 
relationship between the presence of authority and obedience; 
even though some subjects did not want to go on, they 
continued to follow instructions because of the perceived 
authority of the experimenter. This cognitive dissonance was 
displayed through behaviors reflecting extreme stress, such as 
crying. The degree to which subjects were willing to submit 
was an unprecedented finding; it was thought that not many 
would persist in obedience and yet the majority of the subjects 
continued to administer the highest level of shock. Following 
this influential work, many studies have extended Milgram’s 
findings on the relationship between authority and obedience. 

Meyer and Jesilow’s (1996) examined the possible 
effects that authority has over a child’s testimony concerning 
abuse or molestation.  They found that when the authority 
figure questioning the child probes for answers that the child 
may not clearly recall, the result is often an unreliable and 
inaccurate testimony.  The researchers suggested that when the 
child was questioned by the important authority figure, the 
child felt pressure to remember because an important person 
was asking the question. In a related study regarding 
obedience, Conway and Schaller (2005) examined whether the 
presence of an authority figure made a significant difference in 
participant decision making. They found that subjects were 
most likely to conform to the opinion of an authority figure 
when the authority figure was present versus when they were 
absent. This pattern of behavior persisted among the 
participants even if the opinions of the authority figure were 
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known by participants to be incorrect and in direct opposition 
to the opinion of large group consensus.  This study 
demonstrates how a figure of authority can change how people 
interact within the world. 

These studies reveal the unique relationship between 
the perception of authority and obedience.  When authority is 
used inappropriately, it may elicit unethical behavior (Milgram, 
1963).  Alternatively, authority applied in an appropriate 
context may help protect individuals.  The literature seems to 
support a relationship between obedience and perceived 
authority in regard to signs (Wogalter & Laughery, 1996; 
Adams, Bochner, & Bilik, 1998).  For example, Wogalter and 
Laughery (1996) studied the multiple factors that determine 
whether compliance will be elicited from warning signs.  The 
researchers found that obedient behavior will positively or 
negatively be affected by factors such as attention to the signs, 
comprehension of what the sign is conveying, beliefs and 
attitudes about the sense of seriousness or danger, and 
motivation to obey the sign even if it is inconvenient.  
Similarly, Adams, Bochner, and Bilik (1998) explored the 
effectiveness of warning signs in a hazardous work 
environment.  The researchers investigated whether the 
wording of a sign would be considered better if it held more 
information to warn people of the dangerous area, or if it 
would be rated worse if it held the bare minimum.  They 
discovered that the signs that lacked information were still rated 
as good signs, when they were the only reference available, 
and participants reported that they would comply with these 
signs. However, it was found that signs that held more 
information were perceived as more authoritative (Adams, 
Bochner, & Bilik, 1998).  Both of these studies did not explore 
whether participants would comply with the warning signs in a 
real-life setting or whether the professionalism and visual 
appearance of the signs would affect compliance.  To extend 
these findings, it is important to study whether the professional 
appearance of signs will yield more or less compliance. 

Clearly, perception of authority has an influence on 
individual behavior.  Perhaps, the perception of authority can 
extend beyond a human presence to the authoritative tone of a 
sign.  In the Adams, Bochner, and Bilik (1996) study, the 
appearance of a sign was shown to affect the level of its 
perceived authority.  In this study, we will seek to determine 
whether the appearance of a written directive affects participant 
behavior.  Specifically, we will examine the relationship 
between the level of professionalism in the physical appearance 
of signs and obedient behavior, as professional signs may 
convey greater authority 

The present study took place on the campus of a large 
Midwestern university.  ‘Professional’ and ‘unprofessional’ 
signs were displayed to compare participant behavior. In the 
unprofessional condition, participants encountered a sign 
written quickly with pencil on a piece of paper.  In the 
professional condition, an identical message was typed and 
printed.  Obedience was measured by the number of students 
who follow the directive written on the sign.  It is hypothesized  

 
 

 
 

FIGURE 1.  Unprofessional Sign. 
 

 
 

FIGURE 2.  Professional Sign. 
 
that the professional sign will yield more obedience than the 
non-professional sign.  
 

METHOD 
 
Participants 
 One hundred thirty two participants were involved in 
this study.  Participants consisted of 81 men and 51 women.  
The participants were students who attended a large 
Midwestern university.  Participants were sampled and 
observed in two buildings on the university campus through 
convenience sampling.  The participants’ ages were estimated 
to range from 18 to 23 years old, the typical ages of college 
attendees.  No compensation for participation was offered. 
 
Materials 
 This study incorporated the use of two signs which 
provided the written directive, “Please Use Other Door.”  The 
first sign, used in the professional or authoritative condition 
was typed in Helvetica font with black ink.  The second 
unprofessional or non-authoritative condition was written in 
marker.  Both written directives had a roughly equivalent font 
size of 72.  These signs are respectively illustrated in Figures 1 
and 2.  Whether or not the participant obeyed the sign was 
recorded on a data sheet along with the participant’s gender. 
  
Procedure 
 The researchers separated into two groups at the two 
buildings where observations were made.  The buildings have 
the same structural exterior with three sets of double doors on 
the entrance.  Two observation periods were scheduled at the 
noon hour, six days apart.  Participants were observed for a 
period of an hour.  Both signs were rotated between the two 
buildings, one sign on the right door of the far left set of doors 
at one building, while the other sign was placed on the right 
door of the far right set of doors at the other building.  The 
researchers sat at a large distance from the doors and pretended 
to be reading a book.  Participants were observed and it was 
noted whether they obeyed the directive, or if they disobeyed 
the directive and went through the door anyway.  As this was a  
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FIGURE 3.  Bar graph for number of participants who obeyed or 
disobeyed the authoritative and non-authoritative signs. 

 
naturalistic observation, no informed consent or debriefing 
procedures were used.  
 

RESULTS 
 

We coded obedience as “1” and disobedience as “0,” 
and the authoritative condition as “1” and the non-authoritative 
condition as “0.”    Results of a chi-square test of independence 
indicated that the proportion of participants in the authoritative 
condition who yielded and obeyed the sign (75%) differed 
significantly from the proportion of participants in the non-
authoritative condition who obeyed the sign (53%), χ²(1) = 
5.48, p = 0.02.  The numbers of participants who obeyed and 
disobeyed the signs in each condition are illustrated in Figure 
3. 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The results supported the hypothesis that signs with a 

more professional appearance will yield more obedience than 
non-professional appearing signs.  The results are consistent 
with the findings of previous studies.  Wogalter and Laughery 
(1996) demonstrated that obedience was determined by 
attention, comprehension, beliefs and attitudes, and motivation.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Some participants did not obey the sign because there was a 
clear lack of attention, and at times comprehension was low 
because the sign would become obscured by the wind.  Adams 
et al. (1998) expected that warning signs would be obeyed 
when they appeared more authoritative through message 
phrasing on signs.  Our signs tested the physical appearance 
since the written directive on each sign was the same. 

One limitation of this study involves the 
generalizability of the results.  It is possible that college 
students are either more or less likely to obey or disobey signs 
than other populations.  The results also may not be 
generalizable the buildings that were used hold specific class 
types, meaning that the population of these students who attend 
these classes may not accurately represent all college students.  
These methodological issues could be addressed in future 
replications. 

In future research, it may be interesting to explore 
whether gender moderates obedience, as well as studying 
alternate settings with diverse age groups.  The font Helvetica 
was used in this experiment, but it may be worthwhile to 
explore if different font types and sizes would be more 
effective. 

To summarize, our results showed significantly higher 
levels of obedience for more authoritative and professional 
appearing signs.  Although more research is needed, it may be 
worthwhile for sign makers to take note of these results and 
attempt to make their signs look as professional as possible. 
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