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1.0 Introducing Social Psychology

Mass Suicide of 39 Cult Members Shocks
Nation

On March 26, 1997, people were found dead in a house on a hilltop in San
Diego, California. The people were members of a cult and were part of a
carefully orchestrated suicide that involved sedatives, vodka, and plastic
bags. There were 21 women and 18 men, and they had come to California
from across the country. Most of the victims were in their 40s, but ages
ranged from 26 to 72.

The name of the cult was “Heaven’s Gate,” and it also operated a computer
web service called “Higher Source.” The victims evidently believed that
they were going to meet a UFO hiding behind the comet Hale-Bopp, and
the suicides occurred during the time that the comet was closest to earth.

The suicide probably took place over three days and seemed to have been
calm and ritualistic. One group of cult members apparently helped some
other members die, cleaned up after them, and then went on to take their
own doses of poison, which was mixed with apple sauce or pudding. The
last two victims had plastic bags over their heads.

“It seemed to be a group decision,” said Dr. Brian Blackbourne, San Diego

County medical examiner. “There were different stages, suggesting it was
planned. They all had IDs. The house was immaculate. We're not talking
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about a drug-crazed, party-time situation...The drugs were taken for a very
specific purpose and that was to take their own lives.”

The victims all wore black pants and black Nike sports shoes, and their
faces and chests were covered in purple shrouds. The victims had carefully
packed their bags and placed their few possessions at their sides. Most of
the victims had a $5 bill and some quarters in their pockets.

There was no blood found at the scene, and the only weapon in the home
was a 9 mm pistol packed in a bag.

Jerry Lipscomb of the San Diego Sheriff’s Department told CNN, “What
we're finding is that each and every one of the members of the
organization, prior to their death, gave a brief statement...The essence of
those statements was that they were going to a better place.”

“It’s our opinion that it was their intent—they planned to do this.”

Source: Mass suicide involved sedatives, vodka and careful planning.
CNN.com. Retrieved from

http://edition.cnn.com/US/9703/27/suicide/index.html.

toward the people around us and how our feelings, thoughts, and behaviors
are influenced by those people. As this definition suggests, the subject matter of
we do every day. Social psychologists study why we are often helpful to other
people and why we may at other times be unfriendly or aggressive. Social
psychologists study both the benefits of having good relationships with other
people and the costs of being lonely. Social psychologists study what factors
lead people to purchase one product rather than another, how men and women
behave differently in social settings, how juries work together to make
important group decisions, and what makes some people more likely to recycle
and engage in other environmentally friendly behaviors than others. And social
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psychologists also study more unusual events, such as how some people can be
persuaded that a UFO is hiding behind a comet, leading them to take their own
lives as part of a suicide cult.

The main goal of this book is to help you learn to think about social behaviors
in the same way that social psychologists do. I believe you will find this
approach useful because it will allow you to think about human behavior more
critically and more objectively and to gain insight into your own relationships
with other people. Social psychologists study everyday behavior scientifically,
and their research creates a useful body of knowledge about our everyday social
interactions.

Psychology, 2015, used according to creative commons CC BY-NC-SA 4.0
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College Success

You should expect to have to work on improving your skills throughout your
college years. In addition, in today’s world most jobs that require a college
degree will also expect you to engage in life-long learning.

After reading each section you should be able to answer the review questions.
Be specific in defining terms and describing research on that topic. You may
need to re-read the section to pick out specific information.

To study for exams, make flashcards or write answers in a notebook to the
review questions. Write the term, a definition, related research and/or a couple
of examples taken from the lecture, power points, handouts, films, and
textbook. Write the information in your own words, as opposed to just copying
information from the text or handout. To write something in your own words,
put away other materials and write a definition. If you can’t do this, you don’t
know the concept well enough. Re-study materials until you can write a
definition and come up with examples without looking at the text or handouts.
Quiz yourself using the flashcards you have prepared.

College success also means learning about how to study smarter. Look at these
sources for great ideas on how to make the most of your study time.

Make It Stick: Six Tips for Students

Review Questions
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Which of the following is a more effective technique?

e Cramming for tests or spacing your study time?
e Taking notes by hand or by computer?

e Using recall to quiz yourself or looking over your notes?

Make it Stick: The Science of Successful Learning

Don’t use the excuse of “test anxiety”. People become anxious about taking
tests when they can’t define terms or come up with examples. Expect to spend
about 3-6 hours per week outside of class for this course. Be sure you schedule
study time during your week, in addition to class time. Hard work and
preparation is the cure for test anxiety.
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1.1 Defining Social Psychology: History and
Principles

Learning Objectives

1. Define social psychology.
social psychologists study.
3. Describe and provide examples of the person-situation interaction.

The History of Social Psychology

The science of social psychology began when scientists first started to
systematically and formally measure the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of
human beings (Kruglanski & Stroebe, 2011). The earliest social psychology
experiments on group behavior were conducted before 1900 (Triplett, 1898),
and the first social psychology textbooks were published in 1908 (McDougall,
1908/2003; Ross, 1908/1974). During the 1940s and 1950s, the social
psychologists Kurt Lewin and Leon Festinger refined the experimental
approach to studying behavior, creating social psychology as a rigorous
scientific discipline. Lewin is sometimes known as “the father of social
psychology” because he initially developed many of the important ideas of the
discipline, including a focus on the dynamic interactions among people. In
1954, Festinger edited an influential book called Research Methods in the
Behavioral Sciences, in which he and other social psychologists stressed the
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need to measure variables and to use laboratory experiments to systematically
test research hypotheses about social behavior. He also noted that it might be
necessary in these experiments to deceive the participants about the true nature
to understand how the German dictator Adolf Hitler could have produced such
extreme obedience and horrendous behaviors in his followers during the
(1936) and Solomon Asch (1952), as well as those on obedience by Stanley
Milgram (1974), showed the importance of conformity pressures in social
groups and how people in authority could create obedience, even to the extent
of leading people to cause severe harm to others. Philip Zimbardo, in his well-
known “prison study” (Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973), found that ordinary
male college students who were recruited to play the roles of guards and
prisoners in a simulated prison became so involved in their assignments, and
their interaction became so violent, that the study had to be terminated early.

The Stanford prison experiment conducted by Philip Zimbardo in the 1960s
Social psychology quickly expanded to study other topics. John Darley and Bibb
Latané (1968) developed a model that helped explain when people do and do
not help others in need, and Leonard Berkowitz (1974) pioneered the study of
Janis (1972), focused on group behavior, studying why intelligent people
sometimes made decisions that led to disastrous results when they worked
together. Still other social psychologists, including Gordon Allport and Muzafir
Sherif, focused on intergroup relations, with the goal of understanding and

Board of Education Supreme Court case that helped end racial segregation in
U.S. public schools, and social psychologists still frequently serve as expert
witnesses on these and other topics (Fiske, Bersoff, Borgida, Deaux, & Heilman,

1991).

The latter part of the 20th century saw an expansion of social psychology into
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the field of attitudes, with a particular emphasis on cognitive processes. During
this time, social psychologists developed the first formal models of persuasion,
with the goal of understanding how advertisers and other people could present
their messages to make them most effective (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Hovland,
Janis, & Kelley, 1963). These approaches to attitudes focused on the cognitive
processes that people use when evaluating messages and on the relationship

research.

In the 1970s and 1980s, social psychology became even more cognitive in
orientation as social psychologists used advances in cognitive psychology,
which were themselves based largely on advances in computer technology, to
inform the field (Fiske & Taylor, 2008). The focus of these researchers,
including Alice Eagly, Susan Fiske, E. Tory Higgins, Richard Nisbett, Lee Ross,
how our knowledge about our social worlds develops through experience and
the influence of these knowledge structures on memory, information
processing, attitudes, and judgment. Furthermore, the extent to which humans’
decision making could be flawed by both cognitive and motivational processes
was documented (Kahneman, Slovic, & Tversky, 1982).

In the 21st century, the field of social psychology has been expanding into still
other areas. Examples that we will consider in this book include an interest in
how social situations influence our health and happiness, the important roles of

influenced by the activities of our brain (Lieberman, 2010). Social psychologists
continue to seek new ways to measure and understand social behavior, and the
field continues to evolve. I cannot predict where social psychology will be
directed in the future, but I have no doubt that it will still be alive and vibrant.

The Person and the Social Situation
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Social psychology is the study of the dynamic relationship between individuals
and the people around them. Each of us is different, and our individual
characteristics, including our personality traits, desires, motivations, and
emotions, have an important impact on our social behavior. But our behavior is
also profoundly influenced by the social situation—the people with whom we
interact every day. These people include our friends and family, our fraternity
brothers or sorority sisters, our religious groups, the people we see on TV or
read about or interact with on the web, as well as people we think about,
remember, or even imagine.

Social psychology is largely the study of the social situation. Our social

change our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors and through which we change
theirs. Maybe you can already see how the social influence provided by the
members of the Heaven’s Gate cult was at work in the Hale-Bopp suicide. Kurt
Lewin formalized the joint influence of person variables and situational
variables, which is known as the person-situation interaction, in an important
equation:

Behavior = f (person, social situation).

Lewin’s equation indicates that the behavior of a given person at any given time
is a function of (depends on) both the characteristics of the person and the
influence of the social situation.

The Social Situation Creates Powerful
Social Influence

When people are asked to indicate the things that they value the most, they
usually mention their social situation—that is, their relationships with other
people (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Fiske & Haslam, 1996). When we work
together on a class project, volunteer at a homeless shelter, or serve on a jury in
a courtroom trial, we count on others to work with us to get the job done. We
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develop social bonds with those people, and we expect that they will come
through to help us meet our goals. The importance of others shows up in every
aspect of our lives—other people teach us what we should and shouldn’t do,
what we should and shouldn’t think, and even what we should and shouldn’t
like and dislike.

In addition to the people with whom we are currently interacting, we are
influenced by people who are not physically present but who are nevertheless
part of our thoughts and feelings. Imagine that you are driving home on a
deserted country road late at night. No cars are visible in any direction, and you
can see for miles. You come to a stop sign. What do you do? Most likely, you
stop at the sign, or at least slow down. You do so because the behavior has been
internalized: Even though no one is there to watch you, others are still
influencing you—you’ve learned about the rules and laws of society, what’s right
and what’s wrong, and you tend to obey them. We carry our own personal social
situations—our experiences with our parents, teachers, leaders, authorities, and
friends—around with us every day.

An important principle of social psychology, one that will be with us throughout
this book, is that although individuals’ characteristics do matter, the social
situation is often a stronger determinant of behavior than is personality. When
social psychologists analyze an event such as a cult suicide, they are likely to
focus more on the characteristics of the situation (e.g., the strong leader and the
group pressure provided by the other group members) than on the
characteristics of the cult members themselves. As an example, we will see that
even ordinary people who are neither bad nor evil in any way can nevertheless
be placed in situations in which an authority figure is able to lead them to
engage in evil behaviors, such as applying potentially lethal levels of electrical
shock (Milgram, 1974).

In addition to discovering the remarkable extent to which our behavior is
influenced by our social situation, social psychologists have discovered that we
often do not recognize how important the social situation is in determining
behavior. We often wrongly think that we and others act entirely on our own
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accord, without any external influences. It is tempting to assume that the
people who commit extreme acts, such as terrorists or members of suicide cults,
are unusual or extreme people. And yet much research suggests that these
behaviors are caused more by the social situation than they are by the
characteristics of the individuals and that it is wrong to focus so strongly on
explanations of individuals’ characteristics (Gilbert & Malone, 1995).

There is perhaps no clearer example of the powerful influence of the social
situation than that found in research showing the enormous role that others
we receive from the people around us—for instance, our family, friends,
classmates, and coworkers (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999; Diener, Tamir,
& Scollon, 2006).

Social Influence Creates Social Norms

In some cases, social influence occurs rather passively, without any obvious
intent of one person to influence the other, such as when we learn about and
adopt the beliefs and behaviors of the people around us, often without really
adopts the beliefs and values of his or her parents or when we start liking jazz
music, without really being aware of it, because our roommate plays a lot of it.
In other cases, social influence is anything but subtle; it involves one or more
individuals actively attempting to change the beliefs or behaviors of others, as is
evident in the attempts of the members of a jury to get a dissenting member to
change his or her opinion, the use of a popular sports figure to encourage
children to buy products, or the messages that cult leaders give to their
followers to encourage them to engage in the behaviors required of the group.

of thinking, feeling, or behaving that are shared by group members and
perceived by them as appropriate (Asch, 1955; Cialdini, 1993). Norms include
customs, traditions, standards, and rules, as well as the general values of the
group. Through norms, we learn what people actually do (“people in the United
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States are more likely to eat scrambled eggs in the morning and spaghetti in the
evening, rather than vice versa”) and also what we should do (“do unto others
as you would have them do unto you”) and shouldn’t do (“do not make racist
jokes”). There are norms about almost every possible social behavior, and these
norms have a big influence on our actions.

Different Cultures Have Different Norms

The social norms that guide our everyday behaviors and that create social
people, normally living within a given geographical region, who share a
common set of social norms, including religious and family values and moral
beliefs (Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett, 1998; Matsumoto, 2001). The
culture in which we live affects our thoughts, feelings, and behavior through
teaching, imitation, and other forms of social transmission (Mesoudi, 2009). It
is not inappropriate to say that our culture defines our lives just as much as our
evolutionary experience does.

Cultures differ in terms of the particular norms that they find important and
that guide the behavior of the group members. Social psychologists have found
that there is a fundamental difference in social norms between Western
cultures (including the United States, Canada, Western Europe, Australia, and
New Zealand) and East Asian cultures (including China, Japan, Taiwan, Korea,
India, and Southeast Asia). Norms in Western cultures are primarily oriented
primarily on self-enhancement and independence. Children in Western
cultures are taught to develop and value a sense of their personal self and to see
themselves as largely separate from the people around them. Children in
Western cultures feel special about themselves—they enjoy getting gold stars on
their projects and the best grade in the class (Markus, Mullally, & Kitayama,
1997). Adults in Western cultures are oriented toward promoting their own
individual success, frequently in comparison with (or even at the expense of)
others. When asked to describe themselves, individuals in Western cultures
generally tend to indicate that they like to “do their own thing,” prefer to live
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their lives independently, and base their happiness and self-worth upon their
own personal achievements. In short, in Western cultures the emphasis is on
self-concern.

harmonious social relationships with others, and the predominant norms relate
to group togetherness, connectedness, and duty and responsibility to one’s
family. The members of East Asian cultures, when asked to describe
themselves, indicate that they are particularly concerned about the interests of
others, including their close friends and their colleagues. As one example of
these cultural differences, research conducted by Shinobu Kitayama and his
colleagues (Uchida, Norasakkunkit, & Kitayama, 2004) found that East Asians
were more likely than Westerners to experience happiness as a result of their
connections with other people, whereas Westerners were more likely to
experience happiness as a result of their own personal accomplishments.
People from Western cultures are, on average, more individualistic than people
from Eastern cultures, who are, on average, more collectivistic.

Other researchers have studied other cultural differences, such as variations in
orientations toward time. Some cultures are more concerned with arriving and
departing according to a fixed schedule, whereas others consider time in a more
flexible manner (Levine & Norenzayan, 1999). Levine and colleagues (1999)
found that “the pace of life,” as assessed by average walking speed in downtown
locations and the speed with which postal clerks completed a simple request,
was fastest in Western countries (but also including Japan) and slowest in
economically undeveloped countries. It has also been argued that there are
differences in the extent to which people in different cultures are bound by
social norms and customs, rather than being free to express their own
individuality without regard to considering social norms (Gelfand et al., 1996).
And there are also cultural differences regarding personal space, such as how
close individuals stand to each other when talking, as well as differences in the
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communication styles individuals employ.

It is important to be aware of cultures and cultural differences, at least in part
because people with different cultural backgrounds are increasingly coming
into contact with each other as a result of increased travel and immigration and
the development of the Internet and other forms of communication. In the
United States, for instance, there are many different ethnic groups, and the
proportion of the population that comes from minority (non-White) groups is
increasing from year to year. Minorities will account for a much larger
proportion of the total new entries into the U.S. workforce over the next
decades. In fact, minorities, which are now roughly one third of the U.S.
population, are expected to become the majority by 2042, and the United States
is expected to be 54% minority by 2050. By 2023, more than half of all children
will be minorities (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). These changes will result in
considerable growth in cultural diversity in the United States, and although this
may also produce unwanted social conflict. Being aware of cultural differences
and considering their influence on how we behave toward others is an
important part of a basic understanding of social psychology and a topic that we
will return to frequently in this book.

LCOAELCEVTEVE

e The history of social psychology includes the study of attitudes, group
topics.

e Social psychologists study real-world problems using a scientific
approach.

e Thinking about your own interpersonal interactions from the point of
view of social psychology can help you better understand and respond
to them.

e Social psychologists study the person-situation interaction: how
characteristics of the person and characteristics of the social situation
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interact to determine behavior.

e The social situation creates social norms—shared ways of thinking,
feeling, and behaving.

e Cultural differences—for instance, in individualistic versus collectivistic
orientations—guide our everyday behavior.

of Principles of Social Psychology, 2015, used according to creative
commons CC BY-NC-SA 4.0
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1.2 Conducting Research in Social Psychology

Learning Objectives

1. Explain why social psychologists rely on empirical methods to study
social behavior.

2. Provide examples of how social psychologists measure the variables
they are interested in.

3. Review the three types of research designs, and evaluate the strengths
and limitations of each type.

4. Consider the role of validity in research, and describe how research
programs should be evaluated.

Social psychologists are not the only people interested in understanding and
predicting social behavior or the only people who study it. Social behavior is
also considered by religious leaders, philosophers, politicians, novelists, and
others, and it is a common topic on TV shows. But the social psychological
approach to understanding social behavior goes beyond the mere observation of
human actions. Social psychologists believe that a true understanding of the
causes of social behavior can only be obtained through a systematic scientific
approach, and that is why they conduct scientific research. Social psychologists

the collection and systematic analysis of observable data.

The Importance of Scientific Research
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because we can frequently find answers to questions about human behavior by
using our own common sense or intuition, many people think that it is not
necessary to study it empirically (Lilienfeld, 2011). But although we do learn
about people by observing others and therefore social psychology is in fact
partly common sense, social psychology is not entirely common sense.

In case you are not convinced about this, perhaps you would be willing to test
whether or not social psychology is just common sense by taking a short true-
Common Sense?” and respond with either “True” or “False.” Based on your past
observations of people’s behavior, along with your own common sense, you will
likely have answers to each of the questions on the quiz. But how sure are you?
Would you be willing to bet that all, or even most, of your answers have been
shown to be correct by scientific research? Would you be willing to accept your
score on this quiz for your final grade in this class? If you are like most of the
students in my classes, you will get at least some of these answers wrong. (To
see the answers and a brief description of the scientific research supporting
each of these topics, please go to the Chapter Summary at the end of this
chapter.)

TABLE 1.1 IS SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY JUST COMMON SENSE?

Answer each of the following questions, using your own intuition, as either

true or false.

Opposites attract.

An athlete who wins the bronze medal (third place) in an event is happier
about his or her performance than the athlete who wins the silver medal
(second place).

Having good friends you can count on can keep you from catching colds.

Subliminal advertising (i.e., persuasive messages that are displayed out of our
awareness on TV or movie screens) is very effective in getting us to buy
products.

The greater the reward promised for an activity, the more one will come to
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enjoy engaging in that activity.

Physically attractive people are seen as less intelligent than less attractive
people.

Punching a pillow or screaming out loud is a good way to reduce frustration
and aggressive tendencies.

People pull harder in a tug-of-war when they’re pulling alone than when
pulling in a group.

One of the reasons we might think that social psychology is common sense is
that once we learn about the outcome of a given event (e.g., when we read about
the results of a research project), we frequently believe that we would have been
able to predict the outcome ahead of time. For instance, if half of a class of
students is told that research concerning attraction between people has
demonstrated that “opposites attract,” and if the other half is told that research
has demonstrated that “birds of a feather flock together,” most of the students
in both groups will report believing that the outcome is true and that they
would have predicted the outcome before they had heard about it. Of course,
both of these contradictory outcomes cannot be true. The problem is that just
reading a description of research findings leads us to think of the many cases
that we know that support the findings and thus makes them seem believable.
The tendency to think that we could have predicted something that we probably

Our common sense also leads us to believe that we know why we engage in the
behaviors that we engage in, when in fact we may not. Social psychologist
Daniel Wegner and his colleagues have conducted a variety of studies showing
that we do not always understand the causes of our own actions. When we think
about a behavior before we engage in it, we believe that the thinking guided our
behavior, even when it did not (Morewedge, Gray, & Wegner, 2010). People
also report that they contribute more to solving a problem when they are led to
believe that they have been working harder on it, even though the effort did not
increase their contribution to the outcome (Preston & Wegner, 2007). These
findings, and many others like them, demonstrate that our beliefs about the
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causes of social events, and even of our own actions, do not always match the
true causes of those events.

Social psychologists conduct research because it often uncovers results that
could not have been predicted ahead of time. Putting our hunches to the test
exposes our ideas to scrutiny. The scientific approach brings a lot of surprises,
but it also helps us test our explanations about behavior in a rigorous manner.
It is important for you to understand the research methods used in psychology
so that you can evaluate the validity of the research that you read about here, in
other courses, and in your everyday life.

Measuring Affect, Behavior, and Cognition

One important aspect of using an empirical approach to understand social
behavior is that the concepts of interest must be measured. For example, if we
want to measure hostility, a psychologist could ask people to answer questions
about how they react to certain situations. In scientific terms, the

reactions).

Hostility questionnaire - Which reaction is most likely for
you?

1. An elevator takes a long time to arrive where I am waiting.
a. I feel annoyed.
b. I take the opportunity to relax for a couple of minutes.
2. A driver cuts me off in traffic.
A. T am thankful that I avoided an accident.
B. I honk my horn and flash my lights.

One approach to measurement involves directly asking people about their
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which individuals are asked to respond to questions posed by an interviewer or
on a questionnaire. Generally, because any one question might be
misunderstood or answered incorrectly, in order to provide a better measure,
more than one question is asked and the responses to the questions are
averaged together.

Although it is easy to ask many questions on self-report measures, these
measures have a potential disadvantage. As we have seen, people’s insights into
their own opinions and their own behaviors may not be perfect, and they might
also not want to tell the truth. Therefore, an alternative to self-report that can
sometimes provide a more valid measure is to measure behavior

itself. Behavioral

measures are measures designed to directly assess what people do.

TABLE 1.3 EXAMPLES OF OPERATIONAL DEFINITIONS OF CONCEPTUAL VARIABLES IN

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH

Conceptual variable Operational definitions

Aggression Number of presses of a button that
administers loud noise to another
student

Obedience Shock level the participant delivers to
another person when directed by the
experimenter.

Conformity Giving the wrong answer to simple

questions when other people have also
given the wrong answer.

Helping How many people help a person in
what appears to be an emergency.;

Prejudice Number of inches that a person places

their chair away from another person
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Social Neuroscience: Measuring Social
Responses in the Brain

Still another approach to measuring our thoughts and feelings is to measure
brain activity, and recent advances in brain science have created a wide variety
of new techniques for doing so. One approach, known as

produced by the brain’s neurons through the use of electrodes that are placed
around the research participant’s head. An electroencephalogram (EEG) can
show if a person is asleep, awake, or anesthetized because the brain wave
patterns are known to differ during each state. An EEG can also track the waves
that are produced when a person is reading, writing, and speaking with others.
A particular advantage of the technique is that the participant can move around
while the recordings are being taken, which is useful when measuring brain
activity in children who often have difficulty keeping still. Furthermore, by
following electrical impulses across the surface of the brain, researchers can
observe changes over very fast time periods.

Although EEGs can provide
information about the general patterns
of electrical activity within the brain,
and although they allow the researcher
to see these changes quickly as they
occur in real time, the electrodes must
be placed on the surface of the skull,
and each electrode measures brain
waves from large areas of the brain. As
a result, EEGs do not provide a very
clear picture of the structure of the
brain.

But techniques exist to provide more
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a neuroimaging technique that uses a
magnetic field to create images of
brain structure and function. In
research studies that use the fMRI, the
research participant lies on a bed

This woman is wearing an EEG cap.
goocy - Research - CC BY-NC 2.0.

within a large cylindrical structure
containing a very strong magnet.
Nerve cells in the brain that are active use more oxygen, and the need for
oxygen increases blood flow to the area. The fMRI detects the amount of blood
flow in each brain region and thus is an indicator of which parts of the brain are
active.

images take the form of cross-sectional “slices” that are obtained as the
magnetic field is passed across the brain. The images of these slices are taken
repeatedly and are superimposed on images of the brain structure itself to show
how activity changes in different brain structures over time. Normally, the
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research participant is asked to engage in tasks while in the scanner, for
instance, to make judgments about pictures of people, to solve problems, or to
make decisions about appropriate behaviors. The fMRI images show which
parts of the brain are associated with which types of tasks. Another advantage
of the fMRI is that is it noninvasive. The research participant simply enters the
machine and the scans begin.

Figure 1.5 - Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI)

The fMRI creates images of brain structure and activity. In this image, the red and
yellow areas represent increased blood flow and thus increased activity.

Reigh LeBlanc - Reigh’s Brain rlwat - CC BY-NC 2.0; Wikimedia Commons - public
domain

Although the scanners themselves are expensive, the advantages of fMRIs are
substantial, and scanners are now available in many university and hospital

Williams, 2003; Greene, Sommerville, Nystrom, Darley, & Cohen, 2001;
Lieberman, Hariri, Jarcho, Eisenberger, & Bookheimer, 2005; Ochsner, Bunge,
Gross, & Gabrieli, 2002; Richeson et al., 2003).
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Observational Research

Once we have decided how to measure our variables, we can begin the process

of research itself. As you can see in Table 1.4 “Three Major Research Designs
Used by Social Psychologists”, there are three major approaches to conducting
research that are used by social psychologists—the observational approach,

the correlational approach, and the experimental approach. Each approach

has some advantages and disadvantages.

TABLE 1.4 THREE MAJOR RESEARCH DESIGNS USED BY SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGISTS

Research Design Advantages Disadvantages

Observational To create a Provides a Does Not assess
snapshot of the relatively relationships
current state of complete picture |between variables.
affairs. of what is

occurring at a
given point in
time. Allows the
development of
questions for
further study.

Correlational To assess the Allows the testing | CanNot be used to
relationships of expected draw inferences
between two or relationships about the causal
more variables. between variables |relationships

and the making of | between the
predictions. Can |variables.
assess these
relationships in
everyday life
events.

Experimental To assess the Allows the Cannot
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causal impact of
one or more
experimental
manipulations on
a dependent
variable.

drawing of
conclusions about
the causal impact
among variables.

experimentally
manipulate many
important
variables. May be
expensive and
take much time to

conduct.

involves making observations of behavior and recording those observations in
an objective manner. Although it is possible in some cases to use observational
data to draw conclusions about the relationships between variables (e.g., by
comparing the behaviors of older versus younger children on a playground), in
many cases the observational approach is used only to get a picture of what is
happening to a given set of people at a given time and how they are responding

creating a type of “snapshot” of the current state of affairs.

One advantage of observational research is that in many cases it is the only
possible approach to collecting data about the topic of interest. A researcher
who is interested in studying the impact of a hurricane on the residents of New
Orleans, the reactions of New Yorkers to a terrorist attack, or the activities of
the members of a religious cult cannot create such situations in a laboratory but
must be ready to make observations in a systematic way when such events
occur on their own. Thus observational research allows the study of unique
situations that could not be created by the researcher. Another advantage of
observational research is that the people whose behavior is being measured are
doing the things they do every day, and in some cases they may not even know
that their behavior is being recorded.

One early observational study that made an important contribution to
understanding human behavior was reported in a book by Leon Festinger and
his colleagues (Festinger, Riecken, & Schachter, 1956). The book, called When
Prophecy Fails, reported an observational study of the members of a
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“doomsday” cult. The cult members believed that they had received
information, supposedly sent through “automatic writing” from a planet called
“Clarion,” that the world was going to end. More specifically, the group
members were convinced that the earth would be destroyed, as the result of a
gigantic flood, sometime before dawn on December 21, 1954.

When Festinger learned about the cult, he thought that it would be an
interesting way to study how individuals in groups communicate with each
other to reinforce their extreme beliefs. He and his colleagues observed the
members of the cult over a period of several months, beginning in July of the
year in which the flood was expected. The researchers collected a variety of
behavioral and self-report measures by observing the cult, recording the
conversations among the group members, and conducting detailed interviews
with them. Festinger and his colleagues also recorded the reactions of the cult
members, beginning on December 21, when the world did not end as they had
predicted. This observational research provided a wealth of information about
the indoctrination patterns of cult members and their reactions to disconfirmed
predictions. This research also helped Festinger develop his important theory of

Despite their advantages, observational research designs also have some
limitations. Most important, because the data that are collected in
observational studies are only a description of the events that are occurring,
they do not tell us anything about the relationship between different variables.

experimental research are designed to answer.

The Research Hypothesis

Because social psychologists are generally interested in looking at relationships
among variables, they begin by stating their predictions in the form of a precise

statement about the relationship between the variables of interest and about
the specific direction of that relationship. For instance, the research hypothesis
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“People who are more similar to each other will be more attracted to each
other” predicts that there is a relationship between a variable called similarity
and another variable called attraction. In the research hypothesis “The attitudes
of cult members become more extreme when their beliefs are challenged,” the
variables that are expected to be related are extremity of beliefs and the degree
to which the cults’ beliefs are challenged.

Because the research hypothesis states both that there is a relationship between
the variables and the direction of that relationship, it is said to

demonstrate empirically either that there is support for the hypothesis (i.e.,
the relationship between the variables was correctly specified) or that there is
actually no relationship between the variables or that the actual relationship
is not in the direction that was predicted. Thus the research hypothesis that
“people will be more attracted to others who are similar to them” is falsifiable
because the research could show either that there was no relationship between
similarity and attraction or that people we see as similar to us are seen

as less attractive than those who are dissimilar.

Correlational Research

The goal of correlational research is to search for and test hypotheses about the
relationships between two or more variables. In the simplest case, the
correlation is between only two variables, such as that between similarity and
liking, or between gender (male versus female) and helping.

In a correlational design, the research hypothesis is that there is an association
(i.e., a correlation) between the variables that are being measured. For instance,
many researchers have tested the research hypothesis that a positive correlation
exists between the use of violent video games and the incidence of aggressive
behavior, such that people who play violent video games more frequently would
also display more aggressive behavior.

https://mytext.cnm.edu/lesson/1-2-conducting-research-in-social-psychology/[3/28/2023 10:46:43 AM]


https://mytext.cnm.edu/glossary/falsifiable/

1.2 Conducting Research in Social Psychology - myText CNM

Playing violent /—\ Aggressive

video games behavior

A statistic known as the Pearson correlation coefficient (symbolized by the
letter ) is normally used to summarize the association, or correlation, between
two variables. The correlation coefficient can range from —1 (indicating a very
strong negative relationship between the variables) to +1 (indicating a very
strong positive relationship between the variables). Research has found that
there is a positive correlation between the use of violent video games and the
incidence of aggressive behavior and that the size of the correlation is about r =
.30 (Bushman & Huesmann, 2010).

One advantage of correlational research designs is that, like observational

researcher frequently creates relatively artificial situations in a laboratory
setting), they are often used to study people doing the things that they do every
day. And correlational research designs also have the advantage of allowing
prediction. When two or more variables are correlated, we can use our
knowledge of a person’s score on one of the variables to predict his or her likely
score on another variable. Because high-school grade point averages are
correlated with college grade point averages, if we know a person’s high-school
grade point average, we can predict his or her likely college grade point average.
Similarly, if we know how many violent video games a child plays, we can
predict how aggressively he or she will behave. These predictions will not be
perfect, but they will allow us to make a better guess than we would have been
able to if we had not known the person’s score on the first variable ahead of
time.

Despite their advantages, correlational designs have a very important

limitation. This limitation is that they cannot be used to draw conclusions about
the causal relationships among the variables that have been measured. An
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observed correlation between two variables does Not necessarily indicate that
either one of the variables caused the other. Although many studies have found
a correlation between the number of violent video games that people play and
the amount of aggressive behaviors they engage in, this does not mean that

possibility is that playing violent games increases aggression,

Aggressive
behavior

Playing violent
video games

>

another possibility is that the causal direction is exactly opposite to what has
been hypothesized. Perhaps increased aggressiveness causes more interest in,
and thus increased viewing of, violent games. Although this causal relationship
might not seem as logical to you, there is no way to rule out the possibility of
such reverse causation on the basis of the observed correlation.

Aggressive
behavior

Playing violent
video games

<

Still another possible explanation for the observed correlation is that it has
been produced by the presence of another variable that was not measured in
the research. Common-causal variables(also known as third variables)

are variables that are not part of the research hypothesis but that cause both
the predictor and the outcome variable and thus produce the observed
correlation between them (Figure 1.6 “Correlation and Non-Causality”). People
who have an aggressive personality tend to play more violent video games and

engage in more aggressive behavior.
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Figure 1.6 - Correlation and Non-Causality

Aggressive

Personality

Violent Aggressive
video games Behavior

when considering correlational research designs. For instance, in a study that

finds a correlation between playing violent video games and aggression, it is
possible that a common-causal variable is producing the relationship. Some
possibilities include the family background, diet, and gender of the children.
Any or all of these potential common-causal variables might be creating the
observed correlation between playing violent video games and aggression.

I like to think of common-causal variables in correlational research designs as
“mystery” variables, since their presence and identity is usually unknown to the
researcher because they have not been measured. Because it is not possible to
measure every variable that could possibly cause both variables, it is always
possible that there is an unknown common-causal variable. For this reason, we
are left with the basic limitation of correlational research: Correlation does not
imply causation.

Experimental Research

The goal of much research in social psychology is to understand the causal
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situation or experience for two or more groups of individuals who are initially
created to be equivalent, followed by a measurement of the effect of that
experience.

In an experimental research design, the variables of interest are called the

that is measured after the manipulations have occurred. In an experimental
research design, the research hypothesis is that the manipulated independent
variable (or variables) causes changes in the measured dependent variable (or
variables). We can diagram the prediction like this, using an arrow that points
in one direction to demonstrate the expected direction of causality:

variable)

Consider an experiment conducted by Anderson and Dill (2000), which was
designed to directly test the hypothesis that viewing violent video games would
cause increased aggressive behavior. In this research, male and female
undergraduates from Iowa State University were given a chance to play either a
violent video game (Wolfenstein 3D) or a nonviolent video game (Myst). During
the experimental session, the participants played the video game that they had
been given for 15 minutes. Then, after the play, they participated in a
competitive task with another student in which they had a chance to deliver
blasts of white noise through the earphones of their opponent. The operational
definition of the dependent variable (aggressive behavior) was the level and
duration of noise delivered to the opponent. The design and the results of the
experiment are shown in Figure 1.7 “An Experimental Research Design (After
Anderson & Dill, 2000)”.

Figure 1.7 - An Experimental Research Design(After Anderson & Dill, 2000)
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Two advantages of the experimental research design are (a) an assurance that
the independent variable (also known as the experimental manipulation)
occurs prior to the measured dependent variable and (b) the creation of initial
equivalence between the conditions of the experiment (in this case, by using

Experimental designs have two very nice features. For one, they guarantee that
the independent variable occurs prior to measuring the dependent variable.
This eliminates the possibility of reverse causation. Second, the experimental
manipulation allows ruling out the possibility of common-causal variables that
cause both the independent variable and the dependent variable. In
experimental designs, the influence of common-causal variables is controlled,
and thus eliminated, by creating equivalence among the participants in each of
the experimental conditions before the manipulation occurs.

The most common method of creating equivalence among the experimental
conditions is through random assignment to conditions, which

involves determining separately for each participant which condition he or
she will experience through a random process, such as drawing numbers out of
an envelope. Anderson and Dill first randomly assigned about 100 participants
to each of their two groups. Let’s call them Group A and Group B. Because they
used random assignment to conditions, they could be confident that before the
experimental manipulation occurred, the students in Group A were, on
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average, equivalent to the students in Group B on every possible variable,
including variables that are likely to be related to aggression, such as family,
peers, hormone levels, and diet—and, in fact, everything else.

Then, after they had created initial equivalence, Anderson and Dill created the
experimental manipulation—they had the participants in Group A play the
violent video game and the participants in Group B the nonviolent video game.
Then they compared the dependent variable (the white noise blasts) between
the two groups and found that the students who had viewed the violent video
game gave significantly longer noise blasts than did the students who had
played the nonviolent game. Because they had created initial equivalence
between the groups, when the researchers observed differences in the duration
of white noise blasts between the two groups after the experimental
manipulation, they could draw the conclusion that it was the independent
variable (and not some other variable) that caused these differences. The idea is
that the only thing that was different between the students in the two groups
was which video game they had played.

When we create a situation in which the groups of participants are expected to
be equivalent before the experiment begins, when we manipulate the
independent variable before we measure the dependent variable, and when we
change only the nature of independent variables between the conditions, then
we can be confident that it is the independent variable that caused the
differences in the dependent variable. Such experiments are said to have

high
which we can draw conclusions about the causal relationship between the

variables.

Despite the advantage of determining causation, experimental research designs
do have limitations. One is that the experiments are usually conducted in lab
situations rather than in the everyday lives of people. Therefore, we do not
know whether results that we find in a laboratory setting will necessarily hold
up in everyday life. To counter this, in some cases experiments are conducted
in everyday settings—for instance, in schools or other organizations.
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creating random assignment to conditions, and this is frequently not possible in
natural settings.

A second and perhaps more important limitation of experimental research
designs is that some of the most interesting and important social variables
canNot be experimentally manipulated. If we want to study the influence of the
size of a mob on the destructiveness of its behavior, or to compare the
personality characteristics of people who join suicide cults with those of people
who do not join suicide cults, these relationships must be assessed using
correlational designs because it is simply not possible to manipulate mob size
or cult membership.

Factorial Research Designs

Social psychological experiments are frequently designed to simultaneously
study the effects of more than one independent variable on a dependent

more independent variables. By using a factorial design, the scientist can study
the influence of each variable on the dependent variable (known as the main
effects of the variables) as well as how the variables work together to influence
the dependent variable (known as the interaction between the variables).
Factorial designs sometimes demonstrate the person by situation interaction.

In one such study, Brian Meier and his colleagues (Meier, Robinson, &
Wilkowski, 2006) tested the hypothesis that exposure to aggression-related
words would increase aggressive responses toward others. Although they did
not directly manipulate the social context, they used a technique common in
social psychology in which they primed (i.e., activated) thoughts relating to
social settings. In their research, half of their participants were randomly
assigned to see words relating to aggression and the other half were assigned to
view neutral words that did not relate to aggression. The participants in the
study also completed a measure of individual differences in agreeableness—a
personality variable that assesses the extent to which the person sees
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Then the research participants completed a task in which they thought they
were competing with another student. Participants were told that they should
press the space bar on the computer as soon as they heard a tone over their
headphones, and the person who pressed the button the fastest would be the
winner of the trial. Before the first trial, participants set the intensity of a blast
of white noise that would be delivered to the loser of the trial. The participants
could choose an intensity ranging from 0 (no noise) to the most aggressive
response (10, or 105 decibels). In essence, participants controlled a “weapon”
that could be used to blast the opponent with aversive noise, and this setting
became the dependent variable. At this point, the experiment ended.

Figure 1.8 - Person-Situation Interaction

6

51— B Neutral prime
Agression-related prime

4

First noise setting

Low High
Agreeableness
In this experiment by Meier, Robinson, and Wilkowski (2006) the independent variables
are type of priming (aggression or neutral) and participant agreeableness (high or low).

The dependent variable is the white noise level selected (a measure of aggression). The
participants who were low in agreeableness became significantly more aggressive
after seeing aggressive words, but those high in agreeableness did not.

As you can see in Figure 1.8 “Person-Situation Interaction”, there was a

situational variable) increased the noise levels selected by participants who
were low on agreeableness, but priming did not increase aggression (in fact, it

decreased it a bit) for students who were high on agreeableness. In this study,
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the social situation was important in creating aggression, but it had different
effects for different people.

Deception in Social Psychology
Experiments

You may have wondered whether the participants in the video game study and
that we just discussed were told about the research hypothesis ahead of time. In
research was really about. The students in the video game study were not told
that the study was about the effects of violent video games on aggression, but
rather that it was an investigation of how people learn and develop skills at
motor tasks like video games and how these skills affect other tasks, such as
competitive games. The participants in the task performance study were not
told that the research was about task performance. In some experiments, the
actually part of the experimental team but who pretends to be another
participant in the study. The confederate helps create the right “feel” of the
study, making the cover story seem more real.

In many cases, it is not possible in social psychology experiments to tell the
research participants about the real hypotheses in the study, and so cover
stories or other types of deception may be used. You can imagine, for instance,
that if a researcher wanted to study racial prejudice, he or she could not simply
tell the participants that this was the topic of the research because people may
not want to admit that they are prejudiced, even if they really are. Although the
participants are always told—through the process of informed consent—as
much as is possible about the study before the study begins, they may
nevertheless sometimes be deceived to some extent. At the end of every
research project, however, participants should always receive a

complete debriefing in which all relevant information is given, including the
real hypothesis, the nature of any deception used, and how the data are going to
be used.
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Interpreting Research

No matter how carefully it is conducted or what type of design is used, all
research has limitations. Any given research project is conducted in only one
setting and assesses only one or a few dependent variables. And any one study
sometimes criticized because it frequently uses college students from Western
cultures as participants (Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010). But
relationships between variables are only really important if they can be
expected to be found again when tested using other research designs, other
operational definitions of the variables, other participants, and other
experimenters, and in other times and settings.

is replicated exactly, but more often, replications involve using new operational
definitions of the independent or dependent variables, or designs in which new
conditions or variables are added to the original design. And to test whether a
finding is limited to the particular participants used in a given research project,
scientists may test the same hypotheses using people from different ages,

validity as well as the limitations of research findings.

In some cases, researchers may test their hypotheses, not by conducting their
own study, but rather by looking at the results of many existing studies, using
are combined to determine what conclusions can be drawn on the basis of all
the studies considered together. For instance, in one meta-analysis, Anderson
and Bushman (2001) found that across all the studies they could locate that
included both children and adults, college students and people who were not in
college, and people from a variety of different cultures, there was a clear
positive correlation (about r = .30) between playing violent video games and
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acting aggressively. The summary information gained through a meta-analysis
allows researchers to draw even clearer conclusions about the external validity
of a research finding.

It is important to realize that the understanding of social behavior that we gain
by conducting research is a slow, gradual, and cumulative process. The research
findings of one scientist or one experiment do not stand alone—no one study
“proves” a theory or a research hypothesis. Rather, research is designed to build
on, add to, and expand the existing research that has been conducted by other
scientists. That is why whenever a scientist decides to conduct research, he or
she first reads journal articles and book chapters describing existing research in
the domain and then designs his or her research on the basis of the prior
findings. The result of this cumulative process is that over time, research
findings are used to create a systematic set of knowledge about social
psychology.

LOAELCEVTEVES

e Social psychologists study social behavior using an empirical approach.
This allows them to discover results that could not have been reliably
predicted ahead of time and that may violate our common sense and
intuition.

e The variables that form the research hypothesis, known as conceptual
variables, are assessed using measured variables by using, for instance,
self-report, behavioral, or neuroimaging measures.
behavior and recording those observations in an objective manner. In
some cases, it may be the only approach to studying behavior.

e Correlational and experimental research designs are based on
developing falsifiable research hypotheses.
conclude cause and effect.

e Experimental research designs in which the independent variable is
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manipulated and random assignment is employed can be used to make
statements about causality

dependent variable are studied.

e All research has limitations, which is why scientists attempt to replicate
their results using different measures, populations, and settings and to
summarize those results using meta-analyses.

TABLE 1.1 IS SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY JUST COMMON SENSE?

Statement Answer CIELEN

Opposites attract. False The opposite is more the
case. Similarity,
particularly in values
and beliefs, is an
important determinant

of liking.
An athlete who wins the |True We frequently compare
bronze medal (third our actual outcomes with
place) in an event is what “might have been.”
happier about his or her This leads the silver
performance than the medalist to compare the
athlete who wins the possibility of having won
silver medal (second the gold, whereas the
place). bronze medalist

compares the possibility
of having won no medal

at all.
Having good friends you |True Social support—the
can count on can keep perception that we have
you from catching colds. people we can count on

and talk to—provides

many positive benefits to
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our mental and physical
health.

Subliminal advertising |False Although there is
(i.e., persuasive evidence that events that
messages that are occur out of our
displayed out of our awareness can influence
awareness on TV or our behavior, there is
movie screens) is very little evidence that
effective in getting us to subliminal advertising is
buy products. effective.
The greater the reward |False In fact, providing a
promised for an activity, reward for an activity
the more one will come that is already enjoyed
to enjoy engaging in that (such as paying a child to
activity. get good grades) can
undermine a person’s
enjoyment of the
activity.
Physically attractive False You of course know that
people are seen as less this must be false. Why
intelligent than less else would you look your
attractive people. very best when you go
for a job interview?
Punching a pillow or False There is no evidence that

screaming out loud is a
good way to reduce
frustration and
aggressive tendencies.

engaging in violent
behavior can ever reduce
the desire to be
aggressive. The opposite
is much more common.
Engaging in aggression
leads to more
aggression.
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People pull harderina |True Social loafing (reducing

tug-of-war when they’re our effort because we

pulling alone than when think that others in the

pulling in a group. group will make up for
us) is more likely.

Adapted from “Chapter 1.3: Conducting Research in Social Psychology”

of Principles of Social Psychology, 2015, used according to creative
commons CC BY-NC-SA 4.0
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1.0 Introducing Social Psychology

Mass Suicide of 39 Cult Members Shocks
Nation

On March 26, 1997, people were found dead in a house on a hilltop in San
Diego, California. The people were members of a cult and were part of a
carefully orchestrated suicide that involved sedatives, vodka, and plastic
bags. There were 21 women and 18 men, and they had come to California
from across the country. Most of the victims were in their 40s, but ages
ranged from 26 to 72.

The name of the cult was “Heaven’s Gate,” and it also operated a computer
web service called “Higher Source.” The victims evidently believed that
they were going to meet a UFO hiding behind the comet Hale-Bopp, and
the suicides occurred during the time that the comet was closest to earth.

The suicide probably took place over three days and seemed to have been
calm and ritualistic. One group of cult members apparently helped some
other members die, cleaned up after them, and then went on to take their
own doses of poison, which was mixed with apple sauce or pudding. The
last two victims had plastic bags over their heads.

“It seemed to be a group decision,” said Dr. Brian Blackbourne, San Diego
County medical examiner. “There were different stages, suggesting it was
planned. They all had IDs. The house was immaculate. We’re not talking
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about a drug-crazed, party-time situation...The drugs were taken for a very
specific purpose and that was to take their own lives.”

The victims all wore black pants and black Nike sports shoes, and their
faces and chests were covered in purple shrouds. The victims had carefully
packed their bags and placed their few possessions at their sides. Most of
the victims had a $5 bill and some quarters in their pockets.

There was no blood found at the scene, and the only weapon in the home
was a 9 mm pistol packed in a bag.

Jerry Lipscomb of the San Diego Sheriff’s Department told CNN, “What
we're finding is that each and every one of the members of the
organization, prior to their death, gave a brief statement...The essence of
those statements was that they were going to a better place.”

“It’s our opinion that it was their intent—they planned to do this.”

Source: Mass suicide involved sedatives, vodka and careful planning.
CNN.com. Retrieved from

http://edition.cnn.com/US/9703/27/suicide/index.html.

toward the people around us and how our feelings, thoughts, and behaviors
are influenced by those people. As this definition suggests, the subject matter of
we do every day. Social psychologists study why we are often helpful to other
people and why we may at other times be unfriendly or aggressive. Social
psychologists study both the benefits of having good relationships with other
people and the costs of being lonely. Social psychologists study what factors
lead people to purchase one product rather than another, how men and women
behave differently in social settings, how juries work together to make
important group decisions, and what makes some people more likely to recycle
and engage in other environmentally friendly behaviors than others. And social
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psychologists also study more unusual events, such as how some people can be
persuaded that a UFO is hiding behind a comet, leading them to take their own
lives as part of a suicide cult.

The main goal of this book is to help you learn to think about social behaviors
in the same way that social psychologists do. I believe you will find this
approach useful because it will allow you to think about human behavior more
critically and more objectively and to gain insight into your own relationships
with other people. Social psychologists study everyday behavior scientifically,
and their research creates a useful body of knowledge about our everyday social
interactions.

Psychology, 2015, used according to creative commons CC BY-NC-SA 4.0
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1.1 Defining Social Psychology: History and
Principles

Learning Objectives

1. Define social psychology.
social psychologists study.
3. Describe and provide examples of the person-situation interaction.

The History of Social Psychology

The science of social psychology began when scientists first started to
systematically and formally measure the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of
human beings (Kruglanski & Stroebe, 2011). The earliest social psychology
experiments on group behavior were conducted before 1900 (Triplett, 1898),
and the first social psychology textbooks were published in 1908 (McDougall,
1908/2003; Ross, 1908/1974). During the 1940s and 1950s, the social
psychologists Kurt Lewin and Leon Festinger refined the experimental
approach to studying behavior, creating social psychology as a rigorous
scientific discipline. Lewin is sometimes known as “the father of social
psychology” because he initially developed many of the important ideas of the
discipline, including a focus on the dynamic interactions among people. In
1954, Festinger edited an influential book called Research Methods in the
Behavioral Sciences, in which he and other social psychologists stressed the
need to measure variables and to use laboratory experiments to systematically
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test research hypotheses about social behavior. He also noted that it might be
necessary in these experiments to deceive the participants about the true nature
to understand how the German dictator Adolf Hitler could have produced such
extreme obedience and horrendous behaviors in his followers during the
(1936) and Solomon Asch (1952), as well as those on obedience by Stanley
Milgram (1974), showed the importance of conformity pressures in social
groups and how people in authority could create obedience, even to the extent
of leading people to cause severe harm to others. Philip Zimbardo, in his well-
known “prison study” (Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973), found that ordinary
male college students who were recruited to play the roles of guards and
prisoners in a simulated prison became so involved in their assignments, and
their interaction became so violent, that the study had to be terminated early.

The Stanford prison experiment conducted by Philip Zimbardo in the 1960s
Social psychology quickly expanded to study other topics. John Darley and Bibb
Latané (1968) developed a model that helped explain when people do and do
not help others in need, and Leonard Berkowitz (1974) pioneered the study of
Janis (1972), focused on group behavior, studying why intelligent people
sometimes made decisions that led to disastrous results when they worked
together. Still other social psychologists, including Gordon Allport and Muzafir
Sherif, focused on intergroup relations, with the goal of understanding and

Board of Education Supreme Court case that helped end racial segregation in
U.S. public schools, and social psychologists still frequently serve as expert
witnesses on these and other topics (Fiske, Bersoff, Borgida, Deaux, & Heilman,

1901).

The latter part of the 20th century saw an expansion of social psychology into
the field of attitudes, with a particular emphasis on cognitive processes. During
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this time, social psychologists developed the first formal models of persuasion,
with the goal of understanding how advertisers and other people could present
their messages to make them most effective (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Hovland,
Janis, & Kelley, 1963). These approaches to attitudes focused on the cognitive
processes that people use when evaluating messages and on the relationship

research.

In the 1970s and 1980s, social psychology became even more cognitive in
orientation as social psychologists used advances in cognitive psychology,
which were themselves based largely on advances in computer technology, to
inform the field (Fiske & Taylor, 2008). The focus of these researchers,
including Alice Eagly, Susan Fiske, E. Tory Higgins, Richard Nisbett, Lee Ross,
how our knowledge about our social worlds develops through experience and
the influence of these knowledge structures on memory, information
processing, attitudes, and judgment. Furthermore, the extent to which humans’
decision making could be flawed by both cognitive and motivational processes
was documented (Kahneman, Slovic, & Tversky, 1982).

In the 21st century, the field of social psychology has been expanding into still
other areas. Examples that we will consider in this book include an interest in
how social situations influence our health and happiness, the important roles of

influenced by the activities of our brain (Lieberman, 2010). Social psychologists
continue to seek new ways to measure and understand social behavior, and the
field continues to evolve. I cannot predict where social psychology will be
directed in the future, but I have no doubt that it will still be alive and vibrant.

The Person and the Social Situation

Social psychology is the study of the dynamic relationship between individuals
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and the people around them. Each of us is different, and our individual
characteristics, including our personality traits, desires, motivations, and
emotions, have an important impact on our social behavior. But our behavior is
also profoundly influenced by the social situation—the people with whom we
interact every day. These people include our friends and family, our fraternity
brothers or sorority sisters, our religious groups, the people we see on TV or
read about or interact with on the web, as well as people we think about,
remember, or even imagine.

Social psychology is largely the study of the social situation. Our social

change our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors and through which we change
theirs. Maybe you can already see how the social influence provided by the
members of the Heaven’s Gate cult was at work in the Hale-Bopp suicide. Kurt
Lewin formalized the joint influence of person variables and situational
variables, which is known as the person-situation interaction, in an important
equation:

Behavior = f (person, social situation).

Lewin’s equation indicates that the behavior of a given person at any given time
is a function of (depends on) both the characteristics of the person and the
influence of the social situation.

The Social Situation Creates Powerful
Social Influence

When people are asked to indicate the things that they value the most, they
usually mention their social situation—that is, their relationships with other
people (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Fiske & Haslam, 1996). When we work
together on a class project, volunteer at a homeless shelter, or serve on a jury in
a courtroom trial, we count on others to work with us to get the job done. We
develop social bonds with those people, and we expect that they will come
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through to help us meet our goals. The importance of others shows up in every
aspect of our lives—other people teach us what we should and shouldn’t do,

what we should and shouldn’t think, and even what we should and shouldn’t
like and dislike.

In addition to the people with whom we are currently interacting, we are
influenced by people who are not physically present but who are nevertheless
part of our thoughts and feelings. Imagine that you are driving home on a
deserted country road late at night. No cars are visible in any direction, and you
can see for miles. You come to a stop sign. What do you do? Most likely, you
stop at the sign, or at least slow down. You do so because the behavior has been
internalized: Even though no one is there to watch you, others are still
influencing you—you’ve learned about the rules and laws of society, what’s right
and what’s wrong, and you tend to obey them. We carry our own personal social
situations—our experiences with our parents, teachers, leaders, authorities, and
friends—around with us every day.

An important principle of social psychology, one that will be with us throughout
this book, is that although individuals’ characteristics do matter, the social
situation is often a stronger determinant of behavior than is personality. When
social psychologists analyze an event such as a cult suicide, they are likely to
focus more on the characteristics of the situation (e.g., the strong leader and the
group pressure provided by the other group members) than on the
characteristics of the cult members themselves. As an example, we will see that
even ordinary people who are neither bad nor evil in any way can nevertheless
be placed in situations in which an authority figure is able to lead them to
engage in evil behaviors, such as applying potentially lethal levels of electrical
shock (Milgram, 1974).

In addition to discovering the remarkable extent to which our behavior is
influenced by our social situation, social psychologists have discovered that we
often do not recognize how important the social situation is in determining
behavior. We often wrongly think that we and others act entirely on our own
accord, without any external influences. It is tempting to assume that the



people who commit extreme acts, such as terrorists or members of suicide cults,
are unusual or extreme people. And yet much research suggests that these
behaviors are caused more by the social situation than they are by the
characteristics of the individuals and that it is wrong to focus so strongly on
explanations of individuals’ characteristics (Gilbert & Malone, 1995).

There is perhaps no clearer example of the powerful influence of the social
situation than that found in research showing the enormous role that others
we receive from the people around us—for instance, our family, friends,
classmates, and coworkers (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999; Diener, Tamir,
& Scollon, 2006).

Social Influence Creates Social Norms

In some cases, social influence occurs rather passively, without any obvious
intent of one person to influence the other, such as when we learn about and
adopt the beliefs and behaviors of the people around us, often without really
adopts the beliefs and values of his or her parents or when we start liking jazz
music, without really being aware of it, because our roommate plays a lot of it.
In other cases, social influence is anything but subtle; it involves one or more
individuals actively attempting to change the beliefs or behaviors of others, as is
evident in the attempts of the members of a jury to get a dissenting member to
change his or her opinion, the use of a popular sports figure to encourage
children to buy products, or the messages that cult leaders give to their
followers to encourage them to engage in the behaviors required of the group.

of thinking, feeling, or behaving that are shared by group members and
perceived by them as appropriate (Asch, 1955; Cialdini, 1993). Norms include
customs, traditions, standards, and rules, as well as the general values of the
group. Through norms, we learn what people actually do (“people in the United
States are more likely to eat scrambled eggs in the morning and spaghetti in the
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evening, rather than vice versa”) and also what we should do (“do unto others
as you would have them do unto you”) and shouldn’t do (“do not make racist
jokes”). There are norms about almost every possible social behavior, and these
norms have a big influence on our actions.

Different Cultures Have Different Norms

The social norms that guide our everyday behaviors and that create social
people, normally living within a given geographical region, who share a
common set of social norms, including religious and family values and moral
beliefs (Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett, 1998; Matsumoto, 2001). The
culture in which we live affects our thoughts, feelings, and behavior through
teaching, imitation, and other forms of social transmission (Mesoudi, 2009). It
is not inappropriate to say that our culture defines our lives just as much as our
evolutionary experience does.

Cultures differ in terms of the particular norms that they find important and
that guide the behavior of the group members. Social psychologists have found
that there is a fundamental difference in social norms between Western
cultures (including the United States, Canada, Western Europe, Australia, and
New Zealand) and East Asian cultures (including China, Japan, Taiwan, Korea,
India, and Southeast Asia). Norms in Western cultures are primarily oriented
primarily on self-enhancement and independence. Children in Western
cultures are taught to develop and value a sense of their personal self and to see
themselves as largely separate from the people around them. Children in
Western cultures feel special about themselves—they enjoy getting gold stars on
their projects and the best grade in the class (Markus, Mullally, & Kitayama,
1997). Adults in Western cultures are oriented toward promoting their own
individual success, frequently in comparison with (or even at the expense of)
others. When asked to describe themselves, individuals in Western cultures
generally tend to indicate that they like to “do their own thing,” prefer to live
their lives independently, and base their happiness and self-worth upon their
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own personal achievements. In short, in Western cultures the emphasis is on
self-concern.

harmonious social relationships with others, and the predominant norms relate
to group togetherness, connectedness, and duty and responsibility to one’s
family. The members of East Asian cultures, when asked to describe
themselves, indicate that they are particularly concerned about the interests of
others, including their close friends and their colleagues. As one example of
these cultural differences, research conducted by Shinobu Kitayama and his
colleagues (Uchida, Norasakkunkit, & Kitayama, 2004) found that East Asians
were more likely than Westerners to experience happiness as a result of their
connections with other people, whereas Westerners were more likely to
experience happiness as a result of their own personal accomplishments.
People from Western cultures are, on average, more individualistic than people
from Eastern cultures, who are, on average, more collectivistic.

Other researchers have studied other cultural differences, such as variations in
orientations toward time. Some cultures are more concerned with arriving and
departing according to a fixed schedule, whereas others consider time in a more
flexible manner (Levine & Norenzayan, 1999). Levine and colleagues (1999)
found that “the pace of life,” as assessed by average walking speed in downtown
locations and the speed with which postal clerks completed a simple request,
was fastest in Western countries (but also including Japan) and slowest in
economically undeveloped countries. It has also been argued that there are
differences in the extent to which people in different cultures are bound by
social norms and customs, rather than being free to express their own
individuality without regard to considering social norms (Gelfand et al., 1996).
And there are also cultural differences regarding personal space, such as how
close individuals stand to each other when talking, as well as differences in the
communication styles individuals employ.
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It is important to be aware of cultures and cultural differences, at least in part
because people with different cultural backgrounds are increasingly coming
into contact with each other as a result of increased travel and immigration and
the development of the Internet and other forms of communication. In the
United States, for instance, there are many different ethnic groups, and the
proportion of the population that comes from minority (non-White) groups is
increasing from year to year. Minorities will account for a much larger
proportion of the total new entries into the U.S. workforce over the next
decades. In fact, minorities, which are now roughly one third of the U.S.
population, are expected to become the majority by 2042, and the United States
is expected to be 54% minority by 2050. By 2023, more than half of all children
will be minorities (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). These changes will result in
considerable growth in cultural diversity in the United States, and although this
may also produce unwanted social conflict. Being aware of cultural differences
and considering their influence on how we behave toward others is an
important part of a basic understanding of social psychology and a topic that we
will return to frequently in this book.

LQAELCEVTEVE

e The history of social psychology includes the study of attitudes, group
topics.

e Social psychologists study real-world problems using a scientific
approach.

e Thinking about your own interpersonal interactions from the point of
view of social psychology can help you better understand and respond
to them.

e Social psychologists study the person-situation interaction: how
characteristics of the person and characteristics of the social situation
interact to determine behavior.


https://mytext.cnm.edu/glossary/cooperation/
https://mytext.cnm.edu/glossary/altruism/
https://mytext.cnm.edu/glossary/evolutionary-adaptation/

e The social situation creates social norms—shared ways of thinking,
feeling, and behaving.

e Cultural differences—for instance, in individualistic versus collectivistic
orientations—guide our everyday behavior.

of Principles of Social Psychology, 2015, used according to creative
commons CC BY-NC-SA 4.0
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1.2 Conducting Research in Social Psychology

Learning Objectives

1. Explain why social psychologists rely on empirical methods to study
social behavior.

2. Provide examples of how social psychologists measure the variables
they are interested in.

3. Review the three types of research designs, and evaluate the strengths
and limitations of each type.

4. Consider the role of validity in research, and describe how research
programs should be evaluated.

Social psychologists are not the only people interested in understanding and
predicting social behavior or the only people who study it. Social behavior is
also considered by religious leaders, philosophers, politicians, novelists, and
others, and it is a common topic on TV shows. But the social psychological
approach to understanding social behavior goes beyond the mere observation of
human actions. Social psychologists believe that a true understanding of the
causes of social behavior can only be obtained through a systematic scientific
approach, and that is why they conduct scientific research. Social psychologists

the collection and systematic analysis of observable data.

The Importance of Scientific Research
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because we can frequently find answers to questions about human behavior by
using our own common sense or intuition, many people think that it is not
necessary to study it empirically (Lilienfeld, 2011). But although we do learn
about people by observing others and therefore social psychology is in fact
partly common sense, social psychology is not entirely common sense.

In case you are not convinced about this, perhaps you would be willing to test
whether or not social psychology is just common sense by taking a short true-
Common Sense?” and respond with either “True” or “False.” Based on your past
observations of people’s behavior, along with your own common sense, you will
likely have answers to each of the questions on the quiz. But how sure are you?
Would you be willing to bet that all, or even most, of your answers have been
shown to be correct by scientific research? Would you be willing to accept your
score on this quiz for your final grade in this class? If you are like most of the
students in my classes, you will get at least some of these answers wrong. (To
see the answers and a brief description of the scientific research supporting
each of these topics, please go to the Chapter Summary at the end of this
chapter.)

TABLE 1.1 IS SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY JUST COMMON SENSE?

Answer each of the following questions, using your own intuition, as either

true or false.

Opposites attract.

An athlete who wins the bronze medal (third place) in an event is happier
about his or her performance than the athlete who wins the silver medal
(second place).

Having good friends you can count on can keep you from catching colds.

Subliminal advertising (i.e., persuasive messages that are displayed out of our
awareness on TV or movie screens) is very effective in getting us to buy
products.

The greater the reward promised for an activity, the more one will come to


https://mytext.cnm.edu/glossary/social-psychology/
https://mytext.cnm.edu/glossary/social-psychology/

enjoy engaging in that activity.

Physically attractive people are seen as less intelligent than less attractive
people.

Punching a pillow or screaming out loud is a good way to reduce frustration
and aggressive tendencies.

People pull harder in a tug-of-war when they’re pulling alone than when
pulling in a group.

One of the reasons we might think that social psychology is common sense is
that once we learn about the outcome of a given event (e.g., when we read about
the results of a research project), we frequently believe that we would have been
able to predict the outcome ahead of time. For instance, if half of a class of
students is told that research concerning attraction between people has
demonstrated that “opposites attract,” and if the other half is told that research
has demonstrated that “birds of a feather flock together,” most of the students
in both groups will report believing that the outcome is true and that they
would have predicted the outcome before they had heard about it. Of course,
both of these contradictory outcomes cannot be true. The problem is that just
reading a description of research findings leads us to think of the many cases
that we know that support the findings and thus makes them seem believable.
The tendency to think that we could have predicted something that we probably

Our common sense also leads us to believe that we know why we engage in the
behaviors that we engage in, when in fact we may not. Social psychologist
Daniel Wegner and his colleagues have conducted a variety of studies showing
that we do not always understand the causes of our own actions. When we think
about a behavior before we engage in it, we believe that the thinking guided our
behavior, even when it did not (Morewedge, Gray, & Wegner, 2010). People
also report that they contribute more to solving a problem when they are led to
believe that they have been working harder on it, even though the effort did not
increase their contribution to the outcome (Preston & Wegner, 2007). These
findings, and many others like them, demonstrate that our beliefs about the
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causes of social events, and even of our own actions, do not always match the
true causes of those events.

Social psychologists conduct research because it often uncovers results that
could not have been predicted ahead of time. Putting our hunches to the test
exposes our ideas to scrutiny. The scientific approach brings a lot of surprises,
but it also helps us test our explanations about behavior in a rigorous manner.
It is important for you to understand the research methods used in psychology
so that you can evaluate the validity of the research that you read about here, in
other courses, and in your everyday life.

Measuring Affect, Behavior, and Cognition

One important aspect of using an empirical approach to understand social
behavior is that the concepts of interest must be measured. For example, if we
want to measure hostility, a psychologist could ask people to answer questions
about how they react to certain situations. In scientific terms, the

reactions).

Hostility questionnaire - Which reaction is most likely for
you?

1. An elevator takes a long time to arrive where I am waiting.
a. I feel annoyed.
b. I take the opportunity to relax for a couple of minutes.
2. A driver cuts me off in traffic.
A. T am thankful that I avoided an accident.
B. I honk my horn and flash my lights.

One approach to measurement involves directly asking people about their


https://mytext.cnm.edu/glossary/conceptual-variables/
https://mytext.cnm.edu/glossary/operational-definition/

which individuals are asked to respond to questions posed by an interviewer or
on a questionnaire. Generally, because any one question might be
misunderstood or answered incorrectly, in order to provide a better measure,
more than one question is asked and the responses to the questions are
averaged together.

Although it is easy to ask many questions on self-report measures, these
measures have a potential disadvantage. As we have seen, people’s insights into
their own opinions and their own behaviors may not be perfect, and they might
also not want to tell the truth. Therefore, an alternative to self-report that can
sometimes provide a more valid measure is to measure behavior

itself. Behavioral

measures are measures designed to directly assess what people do.

TABLE 1.3 EXAMPLES OF OPERATIONAL DEFINITIONS OF CONCEPTUAL VARIABLES IN

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH

Conceptual variable Operational definitions

Aggression Number of presses of a button that
administers loud noise to another
student

Obedience Shock level the participant delivers to
another person when directed by the
experimenter.

Conformity Giving the wrong answer to simple

questions when other people have also
given the wrong answer.

Helping How many people help a person in
what appears to be an emergency.;

Prejudice Number of inches that a person places

their chair away from another person
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Social Neuroscience: Measuring Social
Responses in the Brain

Still another approach to measuring our thoughts and feelings is to measure
brain activity, and recent advances in brain science have created a wide variety
of new techniques for doing so. One approach, known as

produced by the brain’s neurons through the use of electrodes that are placed
around the research participant’s head. An electroencephalogram (EEG) can
show if a person is asleep, awake, or anesthetized because the brain wave
patterns are known to differ during each state. An EEG can also track the waves
that are produced when a person is reading, writing, and speaking with others.
A particular advantage of the technique is that the participant can move around
while the recordings are being taken, which is useful when measuring brain
activity in children who often have difficulty keeping still. Furthermore, by
following electrical impulses across the surface of the brain, researchers can
observe changes over very fast time periods.

Although EEGs can provide
information about the general patterns
of electrical activity within the brain,
and although they allow the researcher
to see these changes quickly as they
occur in real time, the electrodes must
be placed on the surface of the skull,
and each electrode measures brain
waves from large areas of the brain. As
a result, EEGs do not provide a very
clear picture of the structure of the
brain.

But techniques exist to provide more
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a neuroimaging technique that uses a
magnetic field to create images of
brain structure and function. In
research studies that use the fMRI, the
research participant lies on a bed

This woman is wearing an EEG cap.
goocy - Research - CC BY-NC 2.0.

within a large cylindrical structure
containing a very strong magnet.
Nerve cells in the brain that are active use more oxygen, and the need for
oxygen increases blood flow to the area. The fMRI detects the amount of blood
flow in each brain region and thus is an indicator of which parts of the brain are
active.

images take the form of cross-sectional “slices” that are obtained as the
magnetic field is passed across the brain. The images of these slices are taken
repeatedly and are superimposed on images of the brain structure itself to show
how activity changes in different brain structures over time. Normally, the
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research participant is asked to engage in tasks while in the scanner, for
instance, to make judgments about pictures of people, to solve problems, or to
make decisions about appropriate behaviors. The fMRI images show which
parts of the brain are associated with which types of tasks. Another advantage
of the fMRI is that is it noninvasive. The research participant simply enters the
machine and the scans begin.

Figure 1.5 - Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI)

The fMRI creates images of brain structure and activity. In this image, the red and
yellow areas represent increased blood flow and thus increased activity.

Reigh LeBlanc - Reigh’s Brain rlwat - CC BY-NC 2.0; Wikimedia Commons - public
domain

Although the scanners themselves are expensive, the advantages of fMRIs are
substantial, and scanners are now available in many university and hospital

Williams, 2003; Greene, Sommerville, Nystrom, Darley, & Cohen, 2001;
Lieberman, Hariri, Jarcho, Eisenberger, & Bookheimer, 2005; Ochsner, Bunge,
Gross, & Gabrieli, 2002; Richeson et al., 2003).
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Observational Research

Once we have decided how to measure our variables, we can begin the process

of research itself. As you can see in Table 1.4 “Three Major Research Designs

Used by Social Psychologists”, there are three major approaches to conducting

research that are used by social psychologists—the observational approach,

the correlational approach, and the experimental approach. Each approach

has some advantages and disadvantages.

TABLE 1.4 THREE MAJOR RESEARCH DESIGNS USED BY SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGISTS

Research Design Advantages Disadvantages

Observational To create a Provides a Does Not assess
snapshot of the relatively relationships
current state of complete picture |between variables.
affairs. of what is

occurring at a
given point in
time. Allows the
development of
questions for
further study.

Correlational To assess the Allows the testing | CanNot be used to
relationships of expected draw inferences
between two or relationships about the causal
more variables. between variables |relationships

and the making of | between the
predictions. Can |variables.
assess these
relationships in
everyday life
events.

Experimental To assess the Allows the Cannot




causal impact of
one or more
experimental
manipulations on
a dependent
variable.

drawing of
conclusions about
the causal impact
among variables.

experimentally
manipulate many
important
variables. May be
expensive and
take much time to

conduct.

involves making observations of behavior and recording those observations in
an objective manner. Although it is possible in some cases to use observational
data to draw conclusions about the relationships between variables (e.g., by
comparing the behaviors of older versus younger children on a playground), in
many cases the observational approach is used only to get a picture of what is
happening to a given set of people at a given time and how they are responding

creating a type of “snapshot” of the current state of affairs.

One advantage of observational research is that in many cases it is the only
possible approach to collecting data about the topic of interest. A researcher
who is interested in studying the impact of a hurricane on the residents of New
Orleans, the reactions of New Yorkers to a terrorist attack, or the activities of
the members of a religious cult cannot create such situations in a laboratory but
must be ready to make observations in a systematic way when such events
occur on their own. Thus observational research allows the study of unique
situations that could not be created by the researcher. Another advantage of
observational research is that the people whose behavior is being measured are
doing the things they do every day, and in some cases they may not even know
that their behavior is being recorded.

One early observational study that made an important contribution to
understanding human behavior was reported in a book by Leon Festinger and
his colleagues (Festinger, Riecken, & Schachter, 1956). The book, called When
Prophecy Fails, reported an observational study of the members of a
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“doomsday” cult. The cult members believed that they had received
information, supposedly sent through “automatic writing” from a planet called
“Clarion,” that the world was going to end. More specifically, the group
members were convinced that the earth would be destroyed, as the result of a
gigantic flood, sometime before dawn on December 21, 1954.

When Festinger learned about the cult, he thought that it would be an
interesting way to study how individuals in groups communicate with each
other to reinforce their extreme beliefs. He and his colleagues observed the
members of the cult over a period of several months, beginning in July of the
year in which the flood was expected. The researchers collected a variety of
behavioral and self-report measures by observing the cult, recording the
conversations among the group members, and conducting detailed interviews
with them. Festinger and his colleagues also recorded the reactions of the cult
members, beginning on December 21, when the world did not end as they had
predicted. This observational research provided a wealth of information about
the indoctrination patterns of cult members and their reactions to disconfirmed
predictions. This research also helped Festinger develop his important theory of

Despite their advantages, observational research designs also have some
limitations. Most important, because the data that are collected in
observational studies are only a description of the events that are occurring,
they do not tell us anything about the relationship between different variables.

experimental research are designed to answer.

The Research Hypothesis

Because social psychologists are generally interested in looking at relationships
among variables, they begin by stating their predictions in the form of a precise
statement about the relationship between the variables of interest and about

the specific direction of that relationship. For instance, the research hypothesis
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“People who are more similar to each other will be more attracted to each
other” predicts that there is a relationship between a variable called similarity
and another variable called attraction. In the research hypothesis “The attitudes
of cult members become more extreme when their beliefs are challenged,” the
variables that are expected to be related are extremity of beliefs and the degree
to which the cults’ beliefs are challenged.

Because the research hypothesis states both that there is a relationship between
the variables and the direction of that relationship, it is said to

demonstrate empirically either that there is support for the hypothesis (i.e.,
the relationship between the variables was correctly specified) or that there is
actually no relationship between the variables or that the actual relationship
is not in the direction that was predicted. Thus the research hypothesis that
“people will be more attracted to others who are similar to them” is falsifiable
because the research could show either that there was no relationship between
similarity and attraction or that people we see as similar to us are seen

as less attractive than those who are dissimilar.

Correlational Research

The goal of correlational research is to search for and test hypotheses about the
relationships between two or more variables. In the simplest case, the
correlation is between only two variables, such as that between similarity and
liking, or between gender (male versus female) and helping.

In a correlational design, the research hypothesis is that there is an association
(i.e., a correlation) between the variables that are being measured. For instance,
many researchers have tested the research hypothesis that a positive correlation
exists between the use of violent video games and the incidence of aggressive
behavior, such that people who play violent video games more frequently would
also display more aggressive behavior.
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A statistic known as the Pearson correlation coefficient (symbolized by the
letter ) is normally used to summarize the association, or correlation, between
two variables. The correlation coefficient can range from —1 (indicating a very
strong negative relationship between the variables) to +1 (indicating a very
strong positive relationship between the variables). Research has found that
there is a positive correlation between the use of violent video games and the
incidence of aggressive behavior and that the size of the correlation is about r =
.30 (Bushman & Huesmann, 2010).

One advantage of correlational research designs is that, like observational

researcher frequently creates relatively artificial situations in a laboratory
setting), they are often used to study people doing the things that they do every
day. And correlational research designs also have the advantage of allowing
prediction. When two or more variables are correlated, we can use our
knowledge of a person’s score on one of the variables to predict his or her likely
score on another variable. Because high-school grade point averages are
correlated with college grade point averages, if we know a person’s high-school
grade point average, we can predict his or her likely college grade point average.
Similarly, if we know how many violent video games a child plays, we can
predict how aggressively he or she will behave. These predictions will not be
perfect, but they will allow us to make a better guess than we would have been
able to if we had not known the person’s score on the first variable ahead of
time.

Despite their advantages, correlational designs have a very important
limitation. This limitation is that they cannot be used to draw conclusions about
the causal relationships among the variables that have been measured. An
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observed correlation between two variables does Not necessarily indicate that
either one of the variables caused the other. Although many studies have found
a correlation between the number of violent video games that people play and
the amount of aggressive behaviors they engage in, this does not mean that

possibility is that playing violent games increases aggression,

Aggressive
behavior

Playing violent
video games

>

another possibility is that the causal direction is exactly opposite to what has
been hypothesized. Perhaps increased aggressiveness causes more interest in,
and thus increased viewing of, violent games. Although this causal relationship
might not seem as logical to you, there is no way to rule out the possibility of
such reverse causation on the basis of the observed correlation.

Aggressive
behavior

Playing violent
video games

<

Still another possible explanation for the observed correlation is that it has
been produced by the presence of another variable that was not measured in
the research. Common-causal variables(also known as third variables)

are variables that are not part of the research hypothesis but that cause both
the predictor and the outcome variable and thus produce the observed
correlation between them (Figure 1.6 “Correlation and Non-Causality”). People
who have an aggressive personality tend to play more violent video games and

engage in more aggressive behavior.
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Figure 1.6 - Correlation and Non-Causality
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Violent Aggressive
video games Behavior

when considering correlational research designs. For instance, in a study that

finds a correlation between playing violent video games and aggression, it is
possible that a common-causal variable is producing the relationship. Some
possibilities include the family background, diet, and gender of the children.
Any or all of these potential common-causal variables might be creating the
observed correlation between playing violent video games and aggression.

I like to think of common-causal variables in correlational research designs as
“mystery” variables, since their presence and identity is usually unknown to the
researcher because they have not been measured. Because it is not possible to
measure every variable that could possibly cause both variables, it is always
possible that there is an unknown common-causal variable. For this reason, we
are left with the basic limitation of correlational research: Correlation does not
imply causation.

Experimental Research

The goal of much research in social psychology is to understand the causal


https://mytext.cnm.edu/glossary/common-causal-variables/
https://mytext.cnm.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/correlation-causality.jpg

situation or experience for two or more groups of individuals who are initially
created to be equivalent, followed by a measurement of the effect of that
experience.

In an experimental research design, the variables of interest are called the

that is measured after the manipulations have occurred. In an experimental
research design, the research hypothesis is that the manipulated independent
variable (or variables) causes changes in the measured dependent variable (or
variables). We can diagram the prediction like this, using an arrow that points
in one direction to demonstrate the expected direction of causality:

variable)

Consider an experiment conducted by Anderson and Dill (2000), which was
designed to directly test the hypothesis that viewing violent video games would
cause increased aggressive behavior. In this research, male and female
undergraduates from Iowa State University were given a chance to play either a
violent video game (Wolfenstein 3D) or a nonviolent video game (Myst). During
the experimental session, the participants played the video game that they had
been given for 15 minutes. Then, after the play, they participated in a
competitive task with another student in which they had a chance to deliver
blasts of white noise through the earphones of their opponent. The operational
definition of the dependent variable (aggressive behavior) was the level and
duration of noise delivered to the opponent. The design and the results of the
experiment are shown in Figure 1.7 “An Experimental Research Design (After
Anderson & Dill, 2000)”.

Figure 1.7 - An Experimental Research Design(After Anderson & Dill, 2000)
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Two advantages of the experimental research design are (a) an assurance that
the independent variable (also known as the experimental manipulation)
occurs prior to the measured dependent variable and (b) the creation of initial
equivalence between the conditions of the experiment (in this case, by using

Experimental designs have two very nice features. For one, they guarantee that
the independent variable occurs prior to measuring the dependent variable.
This eliminates the possibility of reverse causation. Second, the experimental
manipulation allows ruling out the possibility of common-causal variables that
cause both the independent variable and the dependent variable. In
experimental designs, the influence of common-causal variables is controlled,
and thus eliminated, by creating equivalence among the participants in each of
the experimental conditions before the manipulation occurs.

The most common method of creating equivalence among the experimental
conditions is through random assignment to conditions, which

involves determining separately for each participant which condition he or
she will experience through a random process, such as drawing numbers out of
an envelope. Anderson and Dill first randomly assigned about 100 participants
to each of their two groups. Let’s call them Group A and Group B. Because they
used random assignment to conditions, they could be confident that before the
experimental manipulation occurred, the students in Group A were, on
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average, equivalent to the students in Group B on every possible variable,
including variables that are likely to be related to aggression, such as family,
peers, hormone levels, and diet—and, in fact, everything else.

Then, after they had created initial equivalence, Anderson and Dill created the
experimental manipulation—they had the participants in Group A play the
violent video game and the participants in Group B the nonviolent video game.
Then they compared the dependent variable (the white noise blasts) between
the two groups and found that the students who had viewed the violent video
game gave significantly longer noise blasts than did the students who had
played the nonviolent game. Because they had created initial equivalence
between the groups, when the researchers observed differences in the duration
of white noise blasts between the two groups after the experimental
manipulation, they could draw the conclusion that it was the independent
variable (and not some other variable) that caused these differences. The idea is
that the only thing that was different between the students in the two groups
was which video game they had played.

When we create a situation in which the groups of participants are expected to
be equivalent before the experiment begins, when we manipulate the
independent variable before we measure the dependent variable, and when we
change only the nature of independent variables between the conditions, then
we can be confident that it is the independent variable that caused the
differences in the dependent variable. Such experiments are said to have

high
which we can draw conclusions about the causal relationship between the

variables.

Despite the advantage of determining causation, experimental research designs
do have limitations. One is that the experiments are usually conducted in lab
situations rather than in the everyday lives of people. Therefore, we do not
know whether results that we find in a laboratory setting will necessarily hold
up in everyday life. To counter this, in some cases experiments are conducted
in everyday settings—for instance, in schools or other organizations.
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creating random assignment to conditions, and this is frequently not possible in
natural settings.

A second and perhaps more important limitation of experimental research
designs is that some of the most interesting and important social variables
canNot be experimentally manipulated. If we want to study the influence of the
size of a mob on the destructiveness of its behavior, or to compare the
personality characteristics of people who join suicide cults with those of people
who do not join suicide cults, these relationships must be assessed using
correlational designs because it is simply not possible to manipulate mob size
or cult membership.

Factorial Research Designs

Social psychological experiments are frequently designed to simultaneously
study the effects of more than one independent variable on a dependent

more independent variables. By using a factorial design, the scientist can study
the influence of each variable on the dependent variable (known as the main
effects of the variables) as well as how the variables work together to influence
the dependent variable (known as the interaction between the variables).
Factorial designs sometimes demonstrate the person by situation interaction.

In one such study, Brian Meier and his colleagues (Meier, Robinson, &
Wilkowski, 2006) tested the hypothesis that exposure to aggression-related
words would increase aggressive responses toward others. Although they did
not directly manipulate the social context, they used a technique common in
social psychology in which they primed (i.e., activated) thoughts relating to
social settings. In their research, half of their participants were randomly
assigned to see words relating to aggression and the other half were assigned to
view neutral words that did not relate to aggression. The participants in the
study also completed a measure of individual differences in agreeableness—a
personality variable that assesses the extent to which the person sees
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Then the research participants completed a task in which they thought they
were competing with another student. Participants were told that they should
press the space bar on the computer as soon as they heard a tone over their
headphones, and the person who pressed the button the fastest would be the
winner of the trial. Before the first trial, participants set the intensity of a blast
of white noise that would be delivered to the loser of the trial. The participants
could choose an intensity ranging from 0 (no noise) to the most aggressive
response (10, or 105 decibels). In essence, participants controlled a “weapon”
that could be used to blast the opponent with aversive noise, and this setting
became the dependent variable. At this point, the experiment ended.

Figure 1.8 - Person-Situation Interaction

6

51— B Neutral prime
Agression-related prime

4

First noise setting

Low High

Agreeableness
In this experiment by Meier, Robinson, and Wilkowski (2006) the independent variables
are type of priming (aggression or neutral) and participant agreeableness (high or low).

The dependent variable is the white noise level selected (a measure of aggression). The
participants who were low in agreeableness became significantly more aggressive
after seeing aggressive words, but those high in agreeableness did not.

As you can see in Figure 1.8 “Person-Situation Interaction”, there was a
situational variable) increased the noise levels selected by participants who
were low on agreeableness, but priming did not increase aggression (in fact, it
decreased it a bit) for students who were high on agreeableness. In this study,
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the social situation was important in creating aggression, but it had different
effects for different people.

Deception in Social Psychology
Experiments

You may have wondered whether the participants in the video game study and
that we just discussed were told about the research hypothesis ahead of time. In
research was really about. The students in the video game study were not told
that the study was about the effects of violent video games on aggression, but
rather that it was an investigation of how people learn and develop skills at
motor tasks like video games and how these skills affect other tasks, such as
competitive games. The participants in the task performance study were not
told that the research was about task performance. In some experiments, the
actually part of the experimental team but who pretends to be another
participant in the study. The confederate helps create the right “feel” of the
study, making the cover story seem more real.

In many cases, it is not possible in social psychology experiments to tell the
research participants about the real hypotheses in the study, and so cover
stories or other types of deception may be used. You can imagine, for instance,
that if a researcher wanted to study racial prejudice, he or she could not simply
tell the participants that this was the topic of the research because people may
not want to admit that they are prejudiced, even if they really are. Although the
participants are always told—through the process of informed consent—as
much as is possible about the study before the study begins, they may
nevertheless sometimes be deceived to some extent. At the end of every
research project, however, participants should always receive a

complete debriefing in which all relevant information is given, including the
real hypothesis, the nature of any deception used, and how the data are going to
be used.
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Interpreting Research

No matter how carefully it is conducted or what type of design is used, all
research has limitations. Any given research project is conducted in only one
setting and assesses only one or a few dependent variables. And any one study
sometimes criticized because it frequently uses college students from Western
cultures as participants (Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010). But
relationships between variables are only really important if they can be
expected to be found again when tested using other research designs, other
operational definitions of the variables, other participants, and other
experimenters, and in other times and settings.

is replicated exactly, but more often, replications involve using new operational
definitions of the independent or dependent variables, or designs in which new
conditions or variables are added to the original design. And to test whether a
finding is limited to the particular participants used in a given research project,
scientists may test the same hypotheses using people from different ages,

validity as well as the limitations of research findings.

In some cases, researchers may test their hypotheses, not by conducting their
own study, but rather by looking at the results of many existing studies, using
are combined to determine what conclusions can be drawn on the basis of all
the studies considered together. For instance, in one meta-analysis, Anderson
and Bushman (2001) found that across all the studies they could locate that
included both children and adults, college students and people who were not in
college, and people from a variety of different cultures, there was a clear
positive correlation (about r = .30) between playing violent video games and
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acting aggressively. The summary information gained through a meta-analysis
allows researchers to draw even clearer conclusions about the external validity
of a research finding.

It is important to realize that the understanding of social behavior that we gain
by conducting research is a slow, gradual, and cumulative process. The research
findings of one scientist or one experiment do not stand alone—no one study
“proves” a theory or a research hypothesis. Rather, research is designed to build
on, add to, and expand the existing research that has been conducted by other
scientists. That is why whenever a scientist decides to conduct research, he or
she first reads journal articles and book chapters describing existing research in
the domain and then designs his or her research on the basis of the prior
findings. The result of this cumulative process is that over time, research
findings are used to create a systematic set of knowledge about social
psychology.

LOAELCEVTEVES

e Social psychologists study social behavior using an empirical approach.
This allows them to discover results that could not have been reliably
predicted ahead of time and that may violate our common sense and
intuition.

e The variables that form the research hypothesis, known as conceptual
variables, are assessed using measured variables by using, for instance,
self-report, behavioral, or neuroimaging measures.
behavior and recording those observations in an objective manner. In
some cases, it may be the only approach to studying behavior.

e Correlational and experimental research designs are based on
developing falsifiable research hypotheses.
conclude cause and effect.

e Experimental research designs in which the independent variable is
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manipulated and random assignment is employed can be used to make

statements about causality

dependent variable are studied.

e All research has limitations, which is why scientists attempt to replicate

their results using different measures, populations, and settings and to

summarize those results using meta-analyses.

TABLE 1.1 IS SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY JUST COMMON SENSE?

Statement

Answer

CIELEN

Opposites attract. False The opposite is more the
case. Similarity,
particularly in values
and beliefs, is an
important determinant
of liking.

An athlete who wins the |True We frequently compare

bronze medal (third our actual outcomes with

place) in an event is what “might have been.”

happier about his or her This leads the silver

performance than the medalist to compare the

athlete who wins the possibility of having won

silver medal (second the gold, whereas the

place). bronze medalist
compares the possibility
of having won no medal
at all.

Having good friends you |True Social support—the

can count on can keep
you from catching colds.

perception that we have
people we can count on
and talk to—provides
many positive benefits to
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our mental and physical
health.

Subliminal advertising |False Although there is
(i.e., persuasive evidence that events that
messages that are occur out of our
displayed out of our awareness can influence
awareness on TV or our behavior, there is
movie screens) is very little evidence that
effective in getting us to subliminal advertising is
buy products. effective.
The greater the reward |False In fact, providing a
promised for an activity, reward for an activity
the more one will come that is already enjoyed
to enjoy engaging in that (such as paying a child to
activity. get good grades) can
undermine a person’s
enjoyment of the
activity.
Physically attractive False You of course know that
people are seen as less this must be false. Why
intelligent than less else would you look your
attractive people. very best when you go
for a job interview?
Punching a pillow or False There is no evidence that

screaming out loud is a
good way to reduce
frustration and
aggressive tendencies.

engaging in violent
behavior can ever reduce
the desire to be
aggressive. The opposite
is much more common.
Engaging in aggression
leads to more
aggression.




People pull harderina |True Social loafing (reducing

tug-of-war when they’re our effort because we
pulling alone than when think that others in the
pulling in a group. group will make up for

us) is more likely.

Adapted from “Chapter 1.3: Conducting Research in Social Psychology”

of Principles of Social Psychology, 2015, used according to creative
commons CC BY-NC-SA 4.0
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2.0 Influencing and Conforming

Death by Alcohol

Sam Spady had it all. During her high school years she was not only
homecoming queen but also an honor student, as well as class president.
As a 19-year-old college student at Colorado State University, Spady had
many dreams for her future, all of which never materialized, as she died on
September 5, 2004, after hours of binge drinking.

Spady, who was celebrating with friends at the school’s biggest social
event, consumed over 30 alcoholic beverages over a period of 11 hours and
was then left at a fraternity house to sleep it off. Another student and
fraternity member later discovered her body while showing his mother the
house.

An estimated 1,400 college students between the ages of 18 and 24 die
from alcohol-related incidents each year, according to the National
Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism.

Unfortunately, things have not changed since Spady’s death. People still
feel as though they’re invincible and bars are enticing students to drink by
offering alcohol at inexpensive prices.

Sources: http://www.usatoday.com/news/health/2006-06-26-spady-
binge-drinking_x.htm;http://www.samspadyfoundation.org/press.html
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Have you ever decided what courses to take by asking for advice from your
friends or by observing what courses they were choosing? Have you picked the
clothes to wear to a party based on what your friends were wearing? Can you
think of a time when you changed your beliefs or behaviors because a person in
authority, such as a teacher or a religious or political leader, gave you ideas
about new ways to think or new things to do? Or perhaps you started smoking
cigarettes or drinking alcohol, even though you didn’t really want to, because
some of your friends were doing it.

Your answers to at least some of these questions will be yes because you, like all
people, are influenced by those around you. When you find yourself in
situations like these, you are experiencing what is perhaps the most basic of all

other people on our everyday thoughts, feelings, and behavior (Hogg, 2010).

This chapter focuses on the social influence that leads individuals, sometimes
against their will, to adopt and adhere to the opinions and behaviors of others.
in beliefs, opinions, and behaviors as a result of our perceptions about what
other people believe or do. We conform to social influence in part to meet
cognitive goals of forming accurate knowledge about the world around us, for
instance, by using the opinions and recommendations of others to help us make
better decisions. But conformity also involves affective processes. Because we
want to be liked and accepted by others, we may sometimes behave in ways that
we might not really have wanted to if we had thought about them more
carefully. As an example, we may we engage in unhealthy behaviors, such as
smoking or alcohol abuse, simply because our friends are engaging in them.

There are many types of conformity, ranging from the simple and unconscious
imitation of the other people around us to the obedience created by powerful
people who have direct control over us. In this chapter we will consider both
conformity and leadership, which is the ability to direct or inspire others to
achieve goals. We'll look at the potential benefits of conforming to others but
also consider the costs of doing so. And we will also consider which people are


https://mytext.cnm.edu/glossary/social-influence/
https://mytext.cnm.edu/glossary/conformity/

most likely to conform.

Although conformity sounds like it might be a negative thing (and in some
cases it is), overall the tendency to be influenced by the actions of others is an
important human adaptation. Just as birds conform to the movements of those
around them when they fly together in a flock, social influence among humans

situation interaction, and although the situation is extremely powerful,
different people are more or less likely to conform.

As you read this chapter, keep in mind that conformity is another example

of the ongoing interactive dynamic feedback loop among people. Just as
you are conforming to the influence that others have on you, your behavior
is also influencing those others to conform to your beliefs and opinions.
You may be surprised by how often these influences are occurring around
you.

Adapted from “Chapter 7: Influencing and Conforming” of Principles of Social
Psychology, 2015, used according to creative commons CC BY-NC-SA 4.0
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2.1 The Many Varieties of Conformity

Learning Objectives

1. Describe some of the active and passive ways that conformity occurs in
our everyday lives.

2. Compare and contrast informational conformity and normative
conformity.

3. Summarize the variables that create majority and minority social
influence.

4. Outline the situational variables that influence the extent to which we
conform.

more similar to those of others around us. At times this change occurs in a
spontaneous and automatic sense, without any obvious intent of one person to
change the other. Perhaps you learned to like jazz or rap music because your
roommate was playing a lot of it. You didn’t really want to like the music, and
your roommate didn’t force it on you—your preferences changed in passive
way. Robert Cialdini and his colleagues (Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren, 1990)
found that college students were more likely to throw litter on the ground when
they had just seen another person throw some paper on the ground and were
least likely to litter when they had just seen another person pick up and throw
paper into a trash can. The researchers interpreted this as a kind of

entirely out of our awareness. Even our emotional states become more similar
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to those we spend more time with (Anderson, Keltner, & John, 2003).

Research Focus: Imitation as Subtle
Conformity

Perhaps you have noticed in your own behavior a type of very subtle
conformity—the tendency to imitate other people who are around
you. Have you ever found yourself talking, smiling, or frowning in
the same way that a friend does? Tanya Chartrand and John Bargh
(1999) investigated whether the tendency to imitate others would
occur even for strangers, and even in very short periods of time.

In their first experiment, students worked on a task with another
worked together to discuss photographs taken from current
magazines. While they were working together, the confederate
engaged in some unusual behaviors to see if the research participant
would mimic them. Specifically, the confederate either rubbed his or
her face or shook his or her foot. It turned out that the students did
mimic the behavior of the confederate, by themselves either rubbing
their own faces or shaking their own feet. And when the
experimenters asked the participants if they had noticed anything
unusual about the behavior of the other person during the
experiment, none of them indicated awareness of any face rubbing or
foot shaking.

It is said that imitation is a form of flattery, and we might therefore
expect that we would like people who imitate us. Indeed, in a second
experiment, Chartrand and Bargh found exactly this. Rather than
creating the behavior to be mimicked, in this study the confederate
imitated the behaviors of the participant. While the participant and
the confederate discussed the magazine photos, the confederate

mirrored the posture, movements, and mannerisms displayed by the
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participant.

As you can see in the following figure, the participants who had been
mimicked liked the other person more and indicated that they

thought the interaction had gone more smoothly, in comparison with
the participants who had not been imitated.

Figure 2.1

I Mimicked
B Not mimicked

Liking Smoothness
Dependent variable

Participants who had been mimicked indicated that they liked the person
who had imitated them more and that the interaction with that person had
gone more smoothly, in comparison with participants who had not been
mimicked. Data are from Chartrand and Bargh (1999).

Imitation is an important part of social interaction. We
easily and frequently mimic others without being aware that we are
doing so. We may communicate to others that we agree with their
viewpoints by mimicking their behaviors, and we tend to get along
better with people with whom we are well “coordinated.” We even
expect people to mimic us in social interactions, and we become
distressed when they do not (Dalton, Chartrand, & Finkel, 2010).
This unconscious conformity may help explain why we hit it off
immediately with some people and never get it together with others
(Chartrand & Dalton, 2009; Tickle-Degnen & Rosenthal, 1990,

1992).
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Informational Conformity: Conforming to
Be Accurate

Although mimicry represents the more subtle side, conformity also occurs in a
more active and thoughtful sense, for instance, when we actively look to our
friends’ opinions to determine appropriate behavior, when a car salesperson

desires. In these cases, the influence is obvious. We know we are being
influenced and we may attempt—sometimes successfully, and sometimes less
so—to counteract the pressure.

Influence sometimes occurs because we believe that other people have valid
knowledge about an opinion or issue, and we use that information to help us
make good decisions. When we take our winter coat to school because the
weatherman says it’s going to be cold, this is because we think that the

to people whom we believe have accurate information. We base our beliefs on
those presented to us by reporters, scientists, doctors, and lawyers because we
believe they have more expertise in certain fields than we have. But we also use
our friends and colleagues for information; when we choose a prom gown on
the basis of our friends’ advice about what looks good on us, we are using

about the things that matter to us.

Informational conformity is often the end result of social comparison, the
process of comparing our opinions with those of others to gain an accurate
appraisal of the validity of an opinion or behavior (Festinger, Schachter, &
Back, 1950; Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Turner, 1991). Informational conformity
tends to lead to real, long-lasting, changes in beliefs. The result of informational

the individual. We believe that taking the winter coat was the right thing to do
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and that the prom gown really looks good on us.

Normative Conformity: Conforming to Be
Liked and to Avoid Rejection

In other cases we conform not because we want to have valid knowledge but
rather to meet the goal of belonging to and being accepted by a group that we
care about (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). When we start smoking cigarettes or buy
shoes that we cannot really afford in order to impress others, we do these things
not so much because we think they are the right things to do but rather because
we want to be liked.

socially accepted beliefs about what we do or should do in particular social
contexts (Cialdini, 1993; Sherif, 1936; Sumner, 1906).

In contrast to informational conformity, in which the attitudes or opinions of
the individual change to match that of the influencers, the outcome of

the public expression of opinions) that is not accompanied by an actual change
in one’s private opinion.

something completely different in private. We may obey the speed limit or wear
a uniform to our job (behavior) to conform to social norms and requirements,
even though we may not necessarily believe that it is appropriate to do so
(opinion). We may use drugs with our friends without really wanting to, and
without believing it is really right, because our friends are all using drugs.

However, behaviors that are originally performed out of a desire to be accepted
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(normative conformity) may produce changes in beliefs to match them, and the
result becomes private acceptance. Perhaps you know someone who started
smoking to please his friends but soon convinced himself that it was an
acceptable thing to do.

Although in some cases conformity may be purely informational or purely
normative, in most cases the goals of being accurate and being accepted go
hand-in-hand, and therefore both informational and normative conformity
often occur at the same time. When soldiers obey their commanding officers,
they probably do it both because others are doing it (normative conformity) and
because they think it is the right thing to do (informational conformity). It has
been argued that the distinction between informational and normative
conformity is more apparent than real and that it may not be possible to fully
differentiate them (Turner, 1991).

Majority Influence: Conforming to the
Group

Although conformity occurs whenever group members change their opinions or
behaviors as a result of their perceptions of others, we can divide such influence

common, and we will consider it first.

Solomon Asch (1952, 1955) conducted studies in which the correct answers to
judgments were entirely unambiguous. In these studies, the research
participants were male college students who were told that they were to be
participating in a test of visual abilities. The men were seated in a small
semicircle in front of a board that displayed the visual stimuli that they were
going to judge. The men were told that there would be 18 trials during the
experiment, and on each trial they would see two cards. The standard card had
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a single line that was to be judged. And the test card had three lines that varied
in length between about 2 and 10 inches:

Standard card Test card

The men’s task was simply to indicate which line on the test card was the same
length as the line on the standard card. As you can see from the Asch card
sample above, there is no question that correct answer is line 1. In fact, Asch
found that people made virtually no errors on the task when they made their
judgments alone.

On each trial, each person answered out loud, beginning with one end of the
semicircle and moving to the other end. Although the participant did not know
it, the other group members were not true participants but experimental
confederates who gave predetermined answers on each trial. Because the
participant was seated next to last in the row, he always made his judgment

https://mytext.cnm.edu/lesson/2-1-the-many-varieties-of-conformity/[3/28/2023 11:17:24 AM]


https://mytext.cnm.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/solomon-asch-cards.jpg

2.1 The Many Varieties of Conformity - myText CNM

after most of the other group members made theirs. Although on the first two
trials the confederates each gave the correct answer, on the third trial, and on 11
of the subsequent trials, they all had been instructed to give the same incorrect
answer. For instance, even though the correct answer was Line 1, they would all
say it was Line 2. Thus when it became the participant’s turn to answer, he
could either give the clearly correct answer or conform to the incorrect
responses of the confederates.

Asch found that about 76% of the 123 men who were tested gave at least one
incorrect response when it was their turn, and 37% of the responses, overall,
were conforming. This is indeed evidence for the power of conformity because
the research participants were giving clearly incorrect answers out loud.
However, conformity was not absolute—in addition to the 24% of the men who
never conformed, only 5% of the men conformed on all 12 of the critical trials.

You might think that Asch’s study shows primarily normative conformity, in the
sense that the participants gave the wrong answer not because they thought it
was correct but because they wanted to avoid being seen as different. But is it
not possible that the participants were also a bit unsure of the correct answer?
When I look at the picture of one of the participants in Asch’s studies, it looks to
me like he is really unsure about what he is seeing. Perhaps, then, even in
Asch’s study some informational influence is occurring. Maybe the participants
became unsure of their responses and used the opinions of others to help them
determine what was correct. Normative and informational conformity often
operate together.

Minority Influence: Resisting Group
Pressure

The research that we have discussed to this point involves conformity in which
the opinions and behaviors of individuals become more similar to the opinions
and behaviors of the majority of the people in the group—majority influence.
But we do not always blindly conform to the beliefs of the majority. Although
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more unusual, there are nevertheless cases in which a smaller number of
individuals are able to influence the opinions or behaviors of the group—this
is minority influence.

It is a good thing that minorities can be influential; otherwise, the world would
be pretty boring. When we look back on history we find that it is the unusual,
divergent, innovative minority groups or individuals, who—although frequently
ridiculed at the time for their unusual ideas—end up being respected for
producing positive changes. The work of scientists, religious leaders,
philosophers, writers, musicians, and artists who go against group norms by
expressing new and unusual ideas frequently is not liked at first. These novel
thinkers may be punished—in some cases even killed—for their beliefs. In the
end, however, if the ideas are interesting and important, the majority may
conform to these new ideas, producing social change. In short, although
conformity to majority opinions is essential to provide a smoothly working
society, if individuals only conformed to others there would be few new ideas
and little social change.

Galileo, Copernicus, and Martin Luther were people who did not conform to the

opinions and behaviors of those around them. In the end their innovative ideas
changed the thinking of the masses.

Source: Images courtesy of Wikimedia: Copernicus, Galileo, and Martin Luther

The French social psychologist Serge Moscovici was particularly interested in
the situations under which minority influence might occur. In fact, he argued
that all members of all groups are able, at least in some degree, to influence
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others, regardless of whether they are in the majority or the minority. To test
whether minority group members could indeed produce influence, he and his
colleagues (Moscovici, Lage, & Naffrechoux, 1969) created the opposite of
Asch’s line perception study, such that there was now a minority of
confederates in the group (two) and a majority of experimental participants
(four). All six individuals viewed a series of slides depicting colors, supposedly
as a study of color perception, and as in Asch’s research, each voiced out loud
an opinion about the color of the slide.

Although the color of the slides varied in brightness, they were all clearly blue.
Moreover, demonstrating that the slides were unambiguous, just as the line
judgments of Asch had been, participants who were asked to make their
judgments alone called the slides a different color than blue less than 1% of the
time. (When it happened, they called the slides green.)

In the experiment, the two confederates had been instructed to give one of two
patterns of answers that were different from the normal responses. In

the consistent-minority condition, the two confederates gave the unusual
response (green) on every trial. In the inconsistent-minoritycondition the
confederates called the slides “green” on two thirds of their responses and
called them blue on the other third.

The minority of two was able to change the beliefs of the majority of four, but
only when they were unanimous in their judgments. As shown in Figure 2.4
“The Power of Consistent Minorities”, Moscovici found that the presence of a
minority who gave consistently unusual responses influenced the judgments
made by the experimental participants. When the minority was consistent, 32%
of the majority group participants said green at least once and 18% of the
responses of the majority group were green. However, as you can see in Figure
2.4 “The Power of Consistent Minorities”, the inconsistent minority had
virtually no influence on the judgments of the majority.

Figure 2.4 - The Power of Consistent Minorities
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In the studies of minority influence by Serge Moscovici, only a consistent
minority (in which each individual gave the same incorrect response) was able
to produce conformity in the majority participants. Data are from Moscovici,
Lage, and Naffrechoux (1969).

On the basis of this research, Moscovici argued that minorities could have
influence over majorities, provided they gave consistent, unanimous responses.
Subsequent research has found that minorities are most effective when they
express consistent opinions over time and with each other, when they show that
they are invested in their position by making significant personal and material
sacrifices, and when they seem to be acting out of principle rather than from
ulterior motives (Hogg, 2010). Although they may want to adopt a relatively
open-minded and reasonable negotiating style on issues that are less critical to
the attitudes they are trying to change, successful minorities must be absolutely
consistent with regard to their core arguments (Mugny & Papastamou, 1981).

When minorities are successful at producing influence, they are able to produce
strong and lasting attitude change—true private acceptance—rather than simply
public conformity. People conform to minorities because they think that they
are right, and not because they think it is socially acceptable. Minorities have
another, potentially even more important, outcome on the opinions of majority
group members—the presence of minority groups can lead majorities to engage
in fuller, as well as more divergent, innovative and creative thinking about the
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topics being discussed (Martin & Hewstone, 2003; Martin, Martin, Smith, &
Hewstone, 2007).

Nemeth and Kwan (1987) had participants work in groups of four on a
creativity task in which they were presented with letter strings such

as tdogto and asked to indicate which word came to their mind first as they
looked at the letters. The judgments were made privately, which allowed the
experimenters to provide false feedback about the responses of the other group
members. All participants indicated the most obvious word (in this case, dog)
as their response on each of the initial trials. However, the participants were
told (according to experimental condition) either that three of the other group
members had also reported seeing dog and that one had reported seeing god or
that three out of the four had reported seeing god whereas only one had
reported dog. Participants then completed other similar word strings on their
own, and their responses were studied.

Results showed that when the participants thought that the unusual response
(for instance, godrather than dog) was given by a minority of one individual in
the group rather than by a majority of three individuals, they subsequently
answered more of the new word strings using novel solutions, such as finding
words made backward or using a random order of the letters. On the other
hand, the individuals who thought that the majority of the group had given the
novel response did not develop more creative ideas. The idea is when the
participants thought that the novel response came from a group minority (one
person), they thought about the responses more carefully, in comparison with
the same behaviors performed by majority group members, and this led them
to adopt new and creative ways to think about the problems. This result, along
with other research showing similar findings, suggests that messages that come
from minority groups lead us to think more fully about the decision, which can
produce innovative, creative thinking in majority group members (Crano &
Chen, 1998).

In summary, we can conclude that minority influence, although not as likely as
majority influence, does sometimes occur. The few are able to influence the
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many when they are consistent and confident in their judgments but are less
able to have influence when they are inconsistent or act in a less confident
manner. Furthermore, although minority influence is difficult to achieve, if it
does occur it is powerful. When majorities are influenced by minorities they
really change their beliefs—the outcome is deeper thinking about the message,
private acceptance of the message, and in some cases even more creative
thinking.

Situational Determinants of Conformity

The studies of Asch and Moscovici demonstrate the extent to which individuals
—both majorities and minorities—can create conformity in others.
Furthermore, these studies provide information about the characteristics of the

conform to others. Let’s consider some of those variables.

The Size of the Majority

As the number of people in the majority increases, relative to the number of
persons in the minority, pressure on the minority to conform also increases
(Latané, 1981; Mullen, 1983). Asch conducted replications of his original line-
judging study in which he varied the number of confederates (the majority
subgroup members) who gave initial incorrect responses from 1 to 16 people,
while holding the number in the minority subgroup constant at 1 (the single
research participant). You may not be surprised to hear the results of this
research: When the size of the majorities got bigger, the lone participant was
more likely to give the incorrect answer.

Increases in the size of the majority increase conformity, regardless of
whether the conformity is informational or normative. In terms of
informational conformity, if more people express an opinion, their opinions
seem more valid. Thus bigger majorities should result in more informational
conformity. But larger majorities will also produce more normative conformity
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because being different will be harder when the majority is bigger. As the
majority gets bigger, the individual giving the different opinion becomes more
aware of being different, and this produces a greater need to conform to the
prevailing norm.

Although increasing the size of the majority does increase conformity, this is
only true up to a point. The increase in the amount of conformity that is

Milgram and his colleagues (Milgram, Bickman, & Berkowitz, 1969) that
studied how people are influenced by the behavior of others on the streets of
New York City.

Milgram had confederates gather in groups on 42nd street in New York City, in
front of the Graduate Center of the City University of New York, each looking
up at a window on the sixth floor of the building. The confederates were formed
into groups ranging from one to 15 people. A video camera in a room on the
sixth floor above recorded the behavior of 1,424 pedestrians who passed along
the sidewalk next to the groups.

As you can see in Figure 2.5 “Social Impact”, larger groups of confederates
increased the number of people who also stopped and looked up, but the
influence of each additional confederate was generally weaker as size increased.
Groups of three confederates produced more conformity than did a single
person, and groups of five produced more conformity than groups of three. But
after the group reached about six people, it didn’t really matter very much. Just
as turning on the first light in an initially dark room makes more difference in
the brightness of the room than turning on the second, third, and fourth lights
does, adding more people to the majority tends to produce diminishing returns
—less effect on conformity.

Figure 2.5 - Social Impact
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This figure shows the percentage of participants who looked up as a function of the size
of the crowd on the street in Milgram’s (1969) study on the streets of New York. You can
see that the amount of conformity increases dramatically until there are five
participants, after which it levels off. Similar patterns have been found in many other
studies of conformity.

Group size is an important variable that influences a wide variety of behaviors
of the individuals in groups. People leave proportionally smaller tips in
restaurants as the number in their party increases, and people are less likely to
help as the number of bystanders to an incident increases (Latané, 1981). The
number of group members also has an important influence on group
performance: As the size of a working group gets larger, the contributions of
each individual member to the group effort become smaller. In each case, the
influence of group size on behavior is found to be similar to that shown

in Figure 2.5 “Social Impact”.

As you can see in Figure 2.5 “Social Impact”, the effect of adding new
individuals to the group eventually levels off entirely, such that adding more
people to the majority after that point makes no meaningful difference in the
amount of conformity. This peak usually occurs when the majority has about
four or five people. One reason that the impact of new group members
decreases so rapidly is because as the number in the group increases, the
individuals in the majority are soon seen more as a group rather than as
separate individuals. When there are only a couple of individuals expressing
opinions, each person is likely to be seen as an individual, holding his or her
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own unique opinions, and each new individual adds to the impact. As a result,
two people are more influential than one, and three more influential than two.
However, as the number of individuals grows, and particularly when those
individuals are perceived as being able to communicate with each other, the
individuals are more likely to be seen as a group rather than as individuals. At
this point, adding new members does not change the perception; regardless of
whether there are four, five, six, or more members, the group is still just a
group. As a result, the expressed opinions or behaviors of the group members
no longer seem to reflect their own characteristics, so much as they do that of
the group as a whole, and thus increasing the number of group members is less
effective in increasing influence (Wilder, 1977).

The Unanimity of the Majority

Although the number of people in the group is an important determinant of
conformity, it cannot be the only thing—if it were, minority influence would be
impossible. It turns out that the consistency or unanimity of the group
members is even more important. In Asch’s study, as an example, conformity
occurred not so much because many confederates gave a wrong answer but
rather because each of the confederates gave the same wrong answer. In one
follow-up study that he conducted, Asch increased the number of confederates
to 16 but had just one of those confederates give the correct answer. He found
that in this case, even though there were 15 incorrect and only one correct
answer given by the confederates, conformity was nevertheless sharply reduced
—to only about 5% of the participants’ responses. And you will recall that in the
minority influence research of Moscovici, the same thing occurred; conformity
was only observed when the minority group members were completely
consistent in their expressed opinions.

Although you might not be surprised to hear that conformity decreases when
one of the group members gives the right answer, you may be more surprised to
hear that conformity is reduced even when the dissenting confederate gives a
different wrong answer. For example, conformity is reduced dramatically in
Asch’s line-judging situation, such that virtually all participants give the correct
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answer (assume it is line 3 in this case) even when the majority of the
confederates have indicated that line 2 is the correct answer and a single
confederate indicates that line 1 is correct. In short, conformity is reduced
when there is any inconsistency among the members of the majority group—
even when one member of the majority gives an answer that is even more
incorrect than that given by the other majority group members (Allen & Levine,
1968).

Why should unanimity be such an important determinant of conformity? For
one, when there is complete agreement among the majority members, the
individual who is the target of influence stands completely alone and must be
the first to break ranks by giving a different opinion. Being the only person who
is different is potentially embarrassing, and people who wish to make a good
impression on, or be liked by, others may naturally want to avoid this. If you
can convince your friend to wear blue jeans rather than a coat and tie to a
wedding, then you're naturally going to feel a lot less conspicuous when you
wear jeans too.

Second, when there is complete agreement—remember the consistent minority
in the studies by Moscovici—the participant may become less sure of his or her
own perceptions. Because everyone else is holding the exact same opinion, it
seems that they must be correctly responding to the external reality. When such
doubt occurs, the individual may be likely to conform due to informational
conformity. Finally, when one or more of the other group members gives a
different answer than the rest of the group (so that the unanimity of the
majority group is broken), that person is no longer part of the group that is
doing the influencing and becomes (along with the participant) part of the
group being influenced. You can see that another way of describing the effect of
unanimity is to say that as soon as the individual has someone who agrees with
him or her that the others may not be correct (a supporter or ally), then the
pressure to conform is reduced. Having one or more supporters who
challenge the status quo validates one’s own opinion and makes disagreeing
with the majority more likely (Allen, 1975; Boyanowsky & Allen, 1973).
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The Importance of the Task

Still another determinant of conformity is the perceived importance of the
decision. The studies of Sherif, Asch, and Moscovici may be criticized because
the decisions that the participants made—for instance, judging the length of
lines or the colors of objects—seem rather trivial. But what would happen when
people were asked to make an important decision? Although you might think
that conformity would be less when the task becomes more important (perhaps
because people would feel uncomfortable relying on the judgments of others
and want to take more responsibility for their own decisions), the influence of
task importance actually turns out to be more complicated than that.

Research Focus: How Task
Importance and Confidence
Influence Conformity

The joint influence of an individual’s confidence in his or her beliefs
and the importance of the task was demonstrated in an experiment
conducted by Baron, Vandello, and Brunsman (1996) that used a
slight modification of the Asch procedure to assess conformity.
Participants completed the experiment along with two other
students, who were actually experimental confederates. The
participants worked on several different types of trials, but there
were 26 that were relevant to the conformity predictions. On these
trials a photo of a single individual was presented first, followed
immediately by a “lineup” photo of four individuals, one of whom
had been viewed in the initial slide (but who might have been
dressed differently):

The participants’ task was to call out which person in the lineup was
the same as the original individual using a number between 1 (the
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person on the left) and 4 (the person on the right). In each of the
critical trials the two confederates went before the participant and
they each gave the same wrong response.

Two experimental manipulations were used. First, the researchers
manipulated task importance by telling some participants (the high
importance condition) that their performance on the task was an
important measure of eyewitness ability and that the participants
who performed most accurately would receive $20 at the end of the
data collection. (A lottery using all the participants was actually held
at the end of the semester, and some participants were paid the $20.)
Participants in the low-importance condition, on the other hand,
were told that the test procedure was part of a pilot study and that
the decisions were not that important. Second, task difficulty was
varied by showing the test and the lineup photos for 5 and 10
seconds, respectively (easy condition) or for only /2 and 1 second,
respectively (difficult condition). The conformity score was defined
as the number of trials in which the participant offered the same
(incorrect) response as the confederates.

Figure 2.6
5
4 Low importance
M High importance
>
£ 33—
£
L
s 20—
u]
1 =
0

Easy task Difficult task
Task

On easy tasks, participants conformed less when they thought that the
decision was of high (versus low) importance, whereas on difficult tasks,
participants conformed more when they thought the decision was of high
importance. Data are from Baron et al. (1996).
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As you can see in the preceding figure, an interaction between task
difficulty and task importance was observed. On easy tasks,
participants conformed less to the incorrect judgments of others
when the decision had more important consequences for them. In
these cases, they seemed to rely more on their own opinions (which
they were convinced were correct) when it really mattered, but were
more likely to go along with the opinions of the others when things
were not that critical (probably normative conformity).

On the difficult tasks, however, results were the opposite. In this case
participants conformed more when they thought the decision was of
high, rather than low, importance. In these cases in which they were
more unsure of their opinions and yet they really wanted to be
correct, they used the judgments of others to inform their own views
(informational conformity).

LCOAELCEVTEVE

e Social influence creates conformity.

e Influence may occur in more passive or more active ways.

e We conform both to gain accurate knowledge (informational
conformity) and to avoid being rejected by others (normative
conformity).

e Both majorities and minorities may create social influence, but they
do so in different ways.

e The characteristics of the social situation, including the number of

people and the unanimity have a strong influence on conformity.

Adapted from “Chapter 7.1: The Many Varieties of Conformity” of Principles of
Social Psychology, 2015, used according to creative commons CC BY-NC-SA
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2.2 Obedience, Power, and Leadership

Learning Objectives

1. Describe and interpret the results of Stanley Milgram’s research on
obedience.

2. Describe and interpret the results of Zimbardo’s (Stanford) Prison
Study.

One of the fundamental aspects of social interaction is that some individuals

attempt to resist those changes (Fiske, 1993; Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson,
2003). Bosses have power over their workers, parents have power over their
children, and, more generally, we can say that those in authority have power

itself—those who have power are those who are most able to influence others.

Milgram’s Studies on Obedience to
Authority

The powerful ability of those in authority to control others was demonstrated in
a remarkable set of studies performed by Stanley Milgram (1974). Milgram was
interested in understanding the factors that lead people to obey the orders
given by people in authority. He designed a study in which he could observe the
extent to which a person who presented himself as an authority would be able
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to produce obedience, even to the extent of leading people to cause harm to
others.

I\_Iideo Clip 1 - ABC News’ replication of Milgram’s shocking study (27+ min. - 2010.

There are some scenes and language that are not appropriate for children and may be
disturbing to some. Thus, discretion is advised.

What were persons who did Not obey like?

Milgram’s Obedience to Authority
Experiment

Like many other social psychologists, Milgram’s interest in conformity
stemmed in part from his desire to understand how the presence of a powerful
person—particularly the German dictator Adolph Hitler who ordered the killing
of millions of people during World War II—could produce obedience. Under
Hitler’s direction the German SS troops oversaw the execution of 6 million Jews
as well as other “undesirables,” including political and religious dissidents,
homosexuals, the mentally and physically disabled, and prisoners of war.
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Milgram used newspaper ads to recruit men (and in one study, women) from a
wide variety of backgrounds to participate in his research. When the research
participant arrived at the lab, he or she was introduced to a man whom the
participant believed was another research participant but who was actually an

participant and the confederate both consented to be in the study, the
researcher explained that one of them would be the teacher and the other the
learner. They were each given a slip of paper and asked to open it and to
indicate what it said. In fact both papers read teacher, which allowed the
confederate to pretend that he had been assigned to be the learner and thus to
assure that the actual participant was always the teacher.

While the research participant (now the teacher) looked on, the learner was
taken into the adjoining shock room and strapped to an electrode that was to
deliver the punishment. The experimenter explained that the teacher’s job
would be to sit in the control room and to read a list of word pairs to the
learner. After the teacher read the list once, it would be the learner’s job to
remember which words went together. For instance, if the word pair was blue-
sofa, the teacher would say the word blue on the testing trials and the learner
would have to indicate which of four possible words (house, sofa, cat, or carpet)
was the correct answer by pressing one of four buttons in front of him.

After the experimenter gave the “teacher” a sample shock (which was said to be
at 45 volts) to demonstrate that the shocks really were painful, the experiment
began. The research participant first read the list of words to the learner and
then began testing him on his learning. The shock panel apparatus was
presented in front of the teacher, and the learner was not visible in the shock
room. The experimenter sat behind the teacher and explained to him that each
time the learner made a mistake the teacher was to press one of the shock
switches to administer the shock. Moreover, which switch was to be pressed
increased by one level with each mistake, such that each mistake required a
stronger shock.

https://mytext.cnm.edu/lesson/2-2-obedience-power-and-leadership/[3/28/2023 11:21:42 AM]


https://mytext.cnm.edu/glossary/experimental-confederate/
https://mytext.cnm.edu/glossary/learning/

2.2 Obedience, Power, and Leadership - myText CNM

Once the learner (who was, of course, actually an experimental confederate)
was alone in the shock room, he unstrapped himself from the shock machine
and brought out a tape recorder that he used to play a prerecorded series of
responses that the teacher could hear through the wall of the room.

As you can see in Table 2.1 “The Confederate’s Schedule of Protest in the
Milgram Experiments”, the teacher heard the learner say “ugh!” after the first
few shocks. After the next few mistakes, when the shock level reached 150 volts,
the learner was heard to exclaim “Let me out of here. I have a heart trouble!” As
the shock reached about 270 volts the learner’s protests became more
vehement, and after 300 volts the learner proclaimed that he was not going to
answer any more questions. From 330 volts and up the learner was silent. The
experimenter responded to participants’ questions at this point, if they asked
any, with a scripted response indicating that they should continue reading the
questions and applying increasing shock when the learner did not respond.

TABLE 2.1 THE CONFEDERATE’S SCHEDULE OF PROTEST IN THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENTS

Volts Response
75 volts Ugh!
90 volts Ugh!
105 volts Ugh! (louder)
120 volts Ugh! Hey, this really hurts
135 volts Ugh!!
150 volts Uh!! Experimenter! That’s all. Get me

out of here. I told you I had heart
trouble. My heart’s starting to bother
me now. Get me out of here, please.
My heart’s starting to bother me. I
refuse to go on. Let me out!

165 volts Ugh! Let me out! (shouting)

180 volts Ugh! I can’t stand the pain. Let me out
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of here! (shouting)

195 volts

Ugh! Let me out of here! Let me out of
here! My heart’s bothering me. Let me
out of here! You have no right to keep
me here! Let me out! Let me out of
here! Let me out! Let me out of here!
My heart’s bothering me. Let me out!
Let me out!

210 volts

Ugh!! Experimenter! Get me out of
here. I've had enough. I won’t be in
the experiment any more.

225 volts

Ugh!

240 volts

Ugh!

255 volts

Ugh! Get me out of here.

270 volts

(agonized scream) Let me out of here.
Let me out of here. Let me out of here.
Let me out. Do you hear? Let me out
of here.

285 volts

(agonized scream)

300 volts

(agonized scream) I absolutely refuse
to answer any more. Get me out of
here. You can’t hold me here. Get me
out. Get me out of here.

315 volts

(intensely agonized scream) Let me
out of here. Let me out of here. My
heart’s bothering me. Let me out, I tell
you. (hysterically) Let me out of here.
Let me out of here. You have no right
to hold me here. Let me out! Let me
out! Let me out! Let me out of here!
Let me out! Let me out!
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The results of Milgram’s research were themselves quite shocking. Although all
of the participants gave the initial mild levels of shock, responses varied after
that. Some refused to continue after about 150 volts, despite the insistence of
the experimenter to continue to increase the shock level. Still others, however,
continued to present the questions, and to administer the shocks, under the
pressure of the experimenter, who demanded that they continue. In the end,
65% of the participants continued giving the shock to the learner all the way up
to the 450 volts maximum, even though that shock was marked as “danger:
severe shock” and there had been no response heard from the participant for
several trials. In sum, well over half of the men who participated had, as far as
they knew, shocked another person to death, all as part of a supposed
experiment on learning.

In case you are thinking that such high levels of obedience would not be
Studies similar to Milgram’s findings have been conducted all over the world
(Blass, 1999) and have found similar levels of conformity, with obedience rates
ranging from a high of 90% in Spain and the Netherlands (Meeus &
Raaijmakers, 1986) to a low of 16% among Australian women (Kilham & Mann,

1974).

Recently, Milgram’s results were almost exactly replicated, using men and
women from a wide variety of ethnic groups, in a study conducted by Jerry
Burger at Santa Clara University. In this replication of the Milgram experiment,
65% of the men and 73% of the women agreed to administer increasingly
painful electric shocks when they were ordered to by an authority figure (Borge,
2010). In the replication, however, the participants were not allowed to go
beyond the 150 volt shock switch.

(Please see the video clip above.)

Although it might be tempting to conclude that Milgram’s experiments

demonstrate that people are innately evil creatures who are ready to shock
others to death, Milgram did not believe that this was the case. Rather, he felt
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responsible for the behavior. To demonstrate this, Milgram conducted research
that explored a number of variations on his original procedure, each of which
demonstrated that changes in the situation could dramatically influence the
amount of conformity. These variations are summarized in Figure 2.8
“Authority and Obedience in Stanley Milgram’s Studies”.

Figure 2.8 - Authority and Obedience in Stanley Milgram’s Studies

This figure presents the percentage of participants in Stanley Milgram’s (1974) studies
on obedience who were maximally obedient (that is, who gave all 450 volts of shock) in
some of the variations that he conducted.

In the initial study the authority’s status and power was maximized—the
experimenter had been introduced as a respected scientist at a respected
university. However, in replications of the study in which the experimenter’s
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authority was decreased, obedience also declined. In one replication the status
of the experimenter was reduced by having the experiment take place in a
building located in Bridgeport, Connecticut, rather than at the labs on the Yale
University campus, and the research was ostensibly sponsored by a private
commercial research firm instead of by the university. In this study less
obedience was observed (only 48% of the participants delivered the maximum
shock). Full obedience was also reduced (to 20%) when the experimenter’s
ability to express his authority was limited by having him sit in an adjoining
room and communicate to the teacher by telephone. And when the
experimenter left the room and had another student (actually a confederate)
give the instructions for him, full conformity or obedience was also reduced to
20%.

In addition to the role of authority, Milgram’s studies also confirmed the role of
unanimity (and the potential power of dissent) in producing conformity. When
another research participant (again an experimental confederate) began by
giving the shocks but then later refused to continue and the participant was
asked to take over, only 10% were obedient. And if two experimenters were
present but only one proposed shocking while the other argued for stopping the
shocks, all the research participants took the more benevolent advice and did
not shock. Finally, in another condition the teacher sat next to the learner and
was forced to wear an insulated glove and to hold the learner’s hand on the
shock pad as he administered the shock. Again, obedience was reduced, this
time to only 30%.

Perhaps most telling regarding the important role of the situation were the
studies in which Milgram allowed the participants to choose their own shock
levels or in which one of the experimenters suggested that they should not
actually use the shock machine. In these situations, there was virtually no
shocking. These conditions show that people do not like to harm others, and
when given a choice they will not. On the other hand, the social situation can
create powerful, and potentially deadly, social influence.
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Eideo Clip2 :— The Zimbardo (Stanford) Prison Study explanation. There are some
scenes and language that are not appropriate for children and may be disturbing to

some. Thus, discretion is advised.

Social Psychology in the Public
Interest: The Zimbardo Prison
Studies and Abu Ghraib

In Milgram’s research we can see a provocative demonstration of
how people who have power can control the behavior of others. Can
our understanding of the social psychological factors that produce
conformity and obedience help us explain the events that occurred in
2004 at Abu Ghraib, the Iraqi prison in which U.S. soldiers
physically and psychologically tortured their Iraqi prisoners? The
social psychologist Philip Zimbardo thinks so. He notes the parallels
between the events that occurred at Abu Ghraib and the events that
occurred in the “prison study” that he conducted in 1971.

In that study, Zimbardo and his
colleagues set up a mock
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prison. They selected 23 student
volunteers and divided them into
two groups. One group was
chosen to be the “prisoners.”

They were picked up at their

Photo of an Iraqi prisoner being homes by actual police officers,
tortured by soldiers at the Abu “arrested,” and brought to the
Ghraib prison. Wikimedia Commons prison to be guarded by the other
- public domain. group of students—the “guards.”

The two groups were placed in a
setting that was designed to look like a real prison, and the role-
play began.

The Zimbardo Prison Study

The study was expected to run for two weeks. However, on the
second day, the prisoners tried to rebel against the guards. The
guards quickly moved to stop the rebellion by using both
psychological punishment and physical abuse. In the ensuing days,
the guards denied the prisoners food, water, and sleep; shot them
with fire-extinguisher spray; threw their blankets into the dirt; and
stripped them naked. On the fifth night the experimenters witnessed
the guards putting bags over the prisoners’ heads, chaining their legs,
and marching them around. At this point the researchers stopped the
experiment early. The conclusions of Zimbardo’s research were clear:
People may be so profoundly influenced by their social situation that
they become coldhearted jail masters who torture their victims.

Zimbardo’s research can help us understand the events that occurred
at Abu Ghraib. Zimbardo acted as an expert witness in the trial of
Sergeant Chip Frederick, who was sentenced to eight years in prison
for his role in the abuse at Abu Ghraib. Frederick was the Army
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reservist who was put in charge of the night shift at Tier 1A, where
the detainees were abused. During this trial Frederick said, “What I
did was wrong, and I don’t understand why I did it.” Zimbardo
believes that Frederick acted exactly like the students in the prison
study did. He worked in a prison that was overcrowded, filthy, and
dangerous, and where he was expected to maintain control over the
Iraqi prisoners—in short, the situation he found himself in was very
similar to that of Zimbardo’s prison study.

In a recent interview, Zimbardo argued (you can tell that he is a
social psychologist) that “human behavior is more influenced by
things outside of us than inside.” He believes that, despite our moral
and religious beliefs and despite the inherent goodness of people,
there are times when external circumstances can overwhelm us and
we do things we never thought we were capable of doing. He argued
that “if you're not aware that this can happen, you can be seduced by
evil. We need inoculations against our own potential for evil. We
have to acknowledge it. Then we can change it” (Driefus, 2007).

You may wonder whether the extreme behavior of the guards and
prisoners in Zimbardo’s prison study was unique to the particular
social context that he created. Recent research by Stephen Reicher
and Alex Haslam (2006) suggests that this is indeed the case. In their
research, they recreated Zimbardo’s prison experiment while making
some small, but important, changes. For one, the prisoners were not
“arrested” before the study began, and the setup of the jail was less
realistic. Furthermore, the researchers in this experiment told the
“guards” and the “prisoners” that the groups were arbitrary and
could change over time (that is, that some prisoners might be able to
be promoted to guards). The results of this study were entirely
different than those found by Zimbardo. Although this study was also
stopped early, this was more because the guards felt uncomfortable
in their superior position than because the prisoners were being
abused. This “prison” simply did not feel like a real prison to the
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participants, and as a result they did not take on the roles they were
assigned. Again, the conclusions are clear—the specifics of the social
situation, more than the people themselves, are often the most
important determinants of behavior.

LCOAELCEVTEVE

e Social power can be defined as the ability of a person to create
conformity, even when the people being influenced may attempt to
resist those changes.

e Milgram’s studies on obedience demonstrated the remarkable extent to
which the social situation and people with authority have the power to
create obedience.

e Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison study demonstrated how powerful the
social situation and social roles can be.

e “The Power of the Situation” — The specifics of the social situation,
more than the people themselves, are often the most important
determinants of behavior

Adapted from “Chapter 7.2: Obedience, Power, and Leadership” of Principles of
Social Psychology, 2015, used according to creative commons CC BY-NC-SA
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2.3 Person Differences in Conformity

Learning Objectives

1. Explain the concept of psychological reactance and describe how and
when it might occur.

Person Differences

Even in cases in which the pressure to conform is strong and a large percentage
of individuals do conform (such as in Solomon Asch’s line-judging research),
not everyone does so. There are usually some people willing and able to go
against the prevailing norm. In Asch’s study, for instance, despite the strong
situational pressures, 24% of the participants never conformed on any of the
trials.

People prefer to have an “optimal” balance between being similar to, and
different from, others (Brewer, 2003). When people are made to feel too similar
to others, they tend to express their individuality, but when they are made to
feel too different from others, they attempt to increase their acceptance by
others. Supporting this idea, research has found that people who have lower
self-esteem are more likely to conform in comparison with those who have
higher self-esteem. This makes sense because self-esteem rises when we know
we are being accepted by others, and people with lower self-esteem have a
greater need to belong. And people who are dependent on and who have a
strong need for approval from others are also more conforming (Bornstein,
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1992).

Age also matters, such that individuals who are either younger or older are
more easily influenced than individuals who are in their 40s and 50s (Visser &
Krosnick, 1998). People who highly identify with the group that is creating the
people who don’t really care very much (Jetten, Spears, & Manstead, 1997;
Terry & Hogg, 1996).

However, although there are some differences among people in terms of their
tendency to conform (it has even been suggested that some people have a “need
for uniqueness” that leads them to be particularly likely to resist conformity;
Snyder & Fromkin, 1977), research has generally found that the impact of
person variables on conformity is smaller than the influence of situational
variables, such as the number and unanimity of the majority.

Psychological Reactance

conform and for the group as a whole. Conforming to the opinions of others can
help us enhance and protect ourselves by providing us with important and
accurate information and can help us better relate to others. Following the
directives of effective leaders can help a group attain goals that would not be
possible without them. And if only half of the people in your neighborhood
thought it was appropriate to stop on red and go on green but the other half
thought the opposite—and behaved accordingly—there would be problems
indeed.

the choice to conform or not conform, we may well choose to do so in order to
be accepted or to obtain valid knowledge. On the other hand, if we perceive that
others are trying to force our conformity, the influence pressure may backfire,
resulting in the opposite of what the influencer intends.
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Consider an experiment conducted by Pennebaker and Sanders (1976), who
attempted to get people to stop writing graffiti on the walls of campus
restrooms. In some restrooms they posted a sign that read “Do not write on
these walls under any circumstances!” whereas in other restrooms they placed a
sign that simply said “Please don’t write on these walls.” Two weeks later, the
researchers returned to the restrooms to see if the signs had made a difference.
They found that there was much less graffiti in the second restroom than in the
first one. It seems as if people who were given strong pressures to not engage in
the behavior were more likely to react against those directives than were people
who were given a weaker message.

When individuals feel that their freedom is being threatened by influence
attempts and yet they also have the ability to resist that persuasion, they may
conformity (Brehm, 1966; Miron & Brehm, 2006). Reactance is aroused when
our ability to choose which behaviors to engage in is eliminated or threatened
with elimination. The outcome of the experience of reactance is that people may
not conform at all and may even move their opinions or behaviors away from
the desires of the influencer.

Reactance represents a desire to restore freedom that is being threatened. A
child who feels that his or her parents are forcing him to eat his asparagus may
react quite vehemently with a strong refusal to touch the plate. And an adult
who feels that she is being pressured by a car salesman might feel the same way
and leave the showroom entirely, resulting in the opposite of the salesman’s
intended outcome.

Of course, parents are sometimes aware of this potential, and even use “reverse
psychology”—for example, telling a child that she cannot go outside when they
really want her to, hoping that reactance will occur. In the Broadway

musical The Fantasticks, neighboring fathers set up to make one’s daughter and
the other’s son fall in love with each other by building a fence between their
properties. The fence is seen by the children as an infringement on their
freedom to see each other, and as predicted by the idea of reactance, they
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ultimately fall in love.

In addition to helping us understand the affective determinants of conformity
and of failure to conform, reactance has been observed to have its ironic effects
in a number of real-world contexts. For instance, Wolf and Montgomery (1977)
found that when judges give jury members instructions indicating that they
absolutely must not pay any attention to particular information that had been
presented in a courtroom trial (because it had been ruled as inadmissible), the
jurors were more likely to use that information in their judgments. And
Bushman and Stack (1996) found that warning labels on violent films (for
instance, “This film contains extreme violence—Viewer discretion advised”)
created more reactance (and thus led participants to be more interested in
viewing the film) than did similar labels that simply provided information
(“This film contains extreme violence”). In another relevant study, Kray, Reb,
Galinsky, and Thompson (2004) found that when women were told that they
this information led them to work even harder and to be more successful at the
task.

Finally, within clinical therapy, it has been argued that people sometimes are
less likely to try to reduce the harmful behaviors that they engage in, such as
smoking or drug abuse, when the people they care about try too hard to press
them to do so (Shoham, Trost, & Rohrbaugh, 2004). One patient was recorded
as having reported that his wife kept telling him that he should quit drinking,
saying, “If you loved me enough, you’d give up the booze.” However, he also
reported that when she gave up on him and said instead, “I don’t care what you
do anymore,” he then enrolled in a treatment program (Shoham et al., 2004, p.

177).

LCOAELCEVTEVE

e Although some person variables predict conformity, overall situational
variables are more important.
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choose which behaviors to engage in is eliminated or threatened with
elimination. The outcome of the experience of reactance is that people
may not conform at all and may even move their opinions or behaviors
away from the desires of the influencer.

Adapted from “Chapter 7.3: Person, Gender, and Cultural Differences in

Conformity” of Principles of Social Psychology, 2015, used according to
creative commons CC BY-NC-SA 4.0
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