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3

What Is Social 
Psychology?

This chapter introduces you to the study of social psychology. 
We begin by defi ning social psychology and identifying how it 
is distinct from but related to some other areas of study, both 
outside and within psychology. Next, we review the history of 
the fi eld. We conclude by looking forward, with a discussion of 
the important themes and perspectives that are propelling social 
psychology into a new century.

A few years from now, you may receive a letter in the mail inviting 

you to a high school or college reunion. You’ll probably feel a bit nostalgic, and you’ll 

begin to think about those old school days. What thoughts will come to mind fi rst? 

Will you remember the poetry you fi nally began to appreciate in your junior year? Will 

you think about the excitement you felt when you completed your fi rst chemistry lab? 

Will a tear form in your eye as you remember how inspiring your social psychology 

class was?

Perhaps. But what will probably dominate your thoughts are the people you knew 

in school and the interactions you had with them—the long and intense discussions 

about everything imaginable: the loves you had, lost, or wanted so desperately to expe-

rience; the time you made a fool of yourself at a party; the eff ort of trying to be accepted 

by a fraternity, sorority, or clique of popular people; the day you sat in the pouring rain 

with your friends while watching a football game.

We focus on these social situations because we are social beings. We forge our 

individual identities not alone but in the context of other people. We work, play, and 

live together. We hurt and help each other. We defi ne happiness and success for each 

other. And we don’t fall passively into social interactions; we actively seek them. We 

visit family, make friends, give parties, build networks, go on dates, pledge an endur-

ing commitment, decide to have children. We watch others, speculate about them, 

and predict who will wind up with whom, whether in real life or on “reality” TV shows 

such as Th e Real World or Th e Bachelor. Many of us text or twitter each other about 

everything we’re up to, or we spend lots of time on social networking sites such as 

Facebook, interacting with countless peers from around the world, adding hundreds 

or even thousands of “friends” to our social networks.

You’ve probably seen the movie It’s a Wonderful Life. When the hero, George Bai-

ley, was about to kill himself, the would-be angel Clarence didn’t save him by showing 

him how much personal happiness he’d miss if he ended his life. Instead, he showed 

George how much his life had touched the lives of others and how many people would 

be hurt if he was not a part of their world. It was these social relationships that saved 

George’s life, just as they defi ne our own.

One of the exciting aspects of learning about social psychology is discovering how 

basic and profoundly important these social relationships are to the human animal. 
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4 Chapter 1 What Is Social Psychology?

And research continues to fi nd new evidence for and point to new implications of our 

social nature. Consider, for example, this set of conclusions from recent research:

■ Having close friends and staying in contact with family members is associated 
with health benefi ts such as protecting against heart disease, infection, diabetes, 
and cancer, and with living longer and more actively (Aggarwal et al., 2008; Kim 
et al., 2008; Miller et al., 2009; Hawkley et al., 2009).

■ Children who are socially excluded from activities by their peers are more likely 
than other children to suff er academically as well as socially in school several 
years later (Bush et al., 2006; Ladd et al., 2008).

■ Experiencing a social rejection or loss is so painful that it produces activity in 
the same parts of the brain as when we feel physical pain. Experiencing social 
rewards, on the other hand, such as being treated fairly, activates parts of the 
brain associated with physical rewards such as desirable food and drink (Lieber-
man & Eisenberger, 2009; Takahasi et al., 2009).

Precisely because we need and care so much about 

social interactions and relationships, the social contexts in 

which we fi nd ourselves can infl uence us profoundly. You 

can fi nd many examples of this kind of infl uence in your 

own life. Have you ever laughed at a joke you didn’t get just 

because those around you were laughing? Do you present 

yourself in one way with one group of people and in quite a 

diff erent way with another group? Th e power of the situa-

tion can also be much more subtle, and yet more powerful, 

than in these examples, as when another’s unspoken expec-

tations about you literally seem to cause you to become a 

diff erent person.

Th e relevance of social psychology is evident in 

everyday life, of course, such as when two people become 

attracted to each other or when a group tries to coordinate 

its eff orts on a project. Dramatic events can heighten its 

signifi cance all the more, as is evident in people’s behavior 

during and after war, terrorist attacks, or natural disasters. In these traumatic times, 

a spotlight shines on how people help or exploit each other and we witness some of 

the worst and best that human relations have to off er. Th ese events invariably call 

attention to the kinds of questions that social psychologists study—questions about 

hatred and violence, about intergroup confl ict and suspicion, as well as about hero-

ism, cooperation, and the capacity for understanding across cultural, ethnic, racial, 

religious, and geographic divides. We are reminded of the need for a better under-

standing of social psychological issues as we see footage of death and destruction in 

the Middle East or Congo or are confronted with the reality of an all-too-violent world 

as nearby as our own neighborhoods and campuses. We also appreciate the majesty 

and power of social connections as we recognize the courage of a fi refi ghter, read 

about the charity of a donor, or see the glow in the eyes of a new parent. Th ese are 

all—the bad and the good, the mundane and the extraordinary—part of the fascinat-

ing landscape of social psychology.

Th ink of some of the stories that have been in the news as you read this. No doubt 

many concern issues about which social psychology can off er some insight. For exam-

ple, at the time of this writing, a controversy that has been debated in the news for 

several years concerns the role of torture in interrogation of prisoners of war and cap-

tured terrorists. Th ere are a whole host of legal, moral, and political questions inher-

ent in this debate, but it is clear that social psychological research can speak to some 

of the important issues. In Chapters 8 and 12, for example, we discuss research that 

Man is a social animal.
—Benedict Spinoza, Ethics

Millions of people tune in to watch 
strangers relate to each other on 
popular “reality” shows. Pictured 
here is a group who appeared in a 
recent season of The Bachelor, as 
viewers wondered which woman 
might get engaged to the featured 
bachelor. The enormous popularity of 
shows like these illustrates part of the 
appeal of social psychology—people 
are fascinated with how we relate to 
one another.

A
da

m
 L

ar
ke

y/
©

 A
B

C
/C

ou
rt

es
y 

Ev
er

et
t 

C
ol

le
ct

io
n

Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.

Licensed to:



5What Is Social Psychology?

The relevance of social psychology is 
evident both in everyday situations—
such as the fun of socializing with fel-
low fans at a basketball game, which 
even the president of the United 
States occasionally gets to do (left)—
and in dramatic, life-changing events, 
such as the shootings at Virginia Tech 
University on April 16, 2007 (right). 
The scope of social psychology is part 
of what makes it not only so fascinat-
ing, but also so applicable to many 
careers and interests.

can help explain why good men and women may temporarily lose their own sense of 

right and wrong and engage in horrifi c abuse of prisoners. Chapter 12 also reports 

studies that demonstrate how confessions that are extracted under extreme condi-

tions can be false, and what some of the most important factors are that make false 

confessions more likely.

Not only will you learn interesting and relevant research fi ndings throughout the 

book, you also will learn how social psychologists have discovered this evidence. It is 

an exciting process and one that we are enthusiastic about sharing with you. Th e pur-

pose of this fi rst chapter is to provide you with a broad overview of the fi eld of social 

psychology. By the time you fi nish it, you should be ready and (we hope) eager for what 

lies ahead.

What Is Social Psychology?

We begin by previewing the new territory you’re about to enter. Th en we defi ne social 

psychology and map out its relationship to sociology and some other disciplines 

within the fi eld of psychology.

 Defi ning Social Psychology
Social psychology is the scientifi c study of how individuals think, feel, and behave in 

a social context. Let’s look at each part of this defi nition.

Scientifi c Study  Th ere are many approaches to understanding how people think, 

feel, and behave. We can learn about human behavior from novels, fi lms, history, and 

philosophy, to name just a few possibilities. What makes social psychology diff erent 

from these artistic and humanistic endeavors is that social psychology is a science. It 

applies the scientifi c method of systematic observation, description, and measurement 

to the study of the human condition. How, and why, social psychologists do this is 

explained in Chapter 2.

 social psychology  
The scientifi c study of how 
individuals think, feel, and 
behave in a social context.
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6 Chapter 1 What Is Social Psychology?

Our social relationships and interac-
tions are extremely important to us. 
Most people seek out and are pro-
foundly affected by other people. This 
social nature of the human animal is 
what social psychology is all about.

How Individuals Think, Feel, and Behave  Social psychology 

concerns an amazingly diverse set of topics. People’s private, even 

nonconscious beliefs and attitudes; their most passionate emo-

tions; their heroic, cowardly, or merely mundane public behav-

iors—these all fall within the broad scope of social psychology. 

In this way, social psychology diff ers from other social sciences 

such as economics and political science. Research on attitudes 

(see Chapter 6) off ers a good illustration. Whereas economists and 

political scientists may be interested in people’s economic and 

political attitudes, respectively, social psychologists investigate 

a wide variety of attitudes and contexts, such as individuals’ atti-

tudes toward particular groups of people or how their attitudes 

are aff ected by their peers or their mood. In doing so, social psy-

chologists strive to establish general principles of attitude forma-

tion and change that apply in a variety of situations rather than 

exclusively to particular domains.

Note the word individuals in our defi nition of social psychol-

ogy. Th is word points to another important way in which social 

psychology diff ers from some other social sciences. Sociology, for 

instance, typically classifi es people in terms of their nationality, race, socioeconomic 

class, and other group factors. In contrast, social psychology typically focuses on the 

psychology of the individual. Even when social psychologists study groups of people, 

they usually emphasize the behavior of the individual in the group context.

A Social Context  Here is where the “social” in social psychology comes into play 

and how social psychology is distinguished from other branches of psychology. As a 

whole, the discipline of psychology is an immense, sprawling enterprise, the 

800-pound gorilla of the social sciences, concerned with everything from the 

actions of neurotransmitters in the brain to the actions of music fans in a 

mosh pit. What makes social psychology unique is its emphasis on the social 

nature of individuals.

However, the “socialness” of social psychology varies. In attempting to 

establish general principles of human behavior, social psychologists some-

times examine nonsocial factors that aff ect people’s thoughts, emotions, 

motives, and actions. For example, they may study whether hot weather 

causes people to behave more aggressively (Anderson, 2001). What is social 

about this is the behavior: people hurting each other. In addition, social 

psychologists sometimes study people’s thoughts or feelings about non-

social things, such as people’s attitudes toward Nike versus New Balance 

basketball shoes. How can attitudes toward basketball shoes be of inter-

est to social psychologists? One way is if these attitudes are infl uenced by 

something social, such as whether LeBron James’s endorsement of Nike 

makes people like Nike. Both examples—determining whether heat causes 

an increase in aggression or whether LeBron James causes an increase in 

sales of Nike shoes—are social psychological pursuits because the thoughts, 

feelings, or behaviors either (a) concern other people or (b) are infl uenced 

by other people.

Th e “social context” referred to in the defi nition of social psychology does not 

have to be real or present. Even the implied or imagined presence of others can 

have important eff ects on individuals (Allport, 1985). For example, if people imag-

ine receiving positive or negative reactions from others, their self-esteem can be 

aff ected signifi cantly (Smart Richman & Leary, 2009). And if college students imag-

A well-liked celebrity such as Oprah 
Winfrey can infl uence the attitudes 
and behaviors of millions of people. 
When Oprah recommends a book, for 
example, sales of the book are likely 
to skyrocket.
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7What Is Social Psychology?

ine living a day in the life of a professor, they are likely to perform better later on 

an analytic test; if they imagine instead being a cheerleader, however, they perform 

worse (Galinsky et al., 2008)!

  Social Psychological Questions and Applications
For those of us fascinated by social behavior, social psychology is a dream come true. 

Just look at Table 1.1 and consider a small sample of the questions you’ll explore in this 

textbook. As you can see, the social nature of the human animal is what social psychol-

ogy is all about. Learning about social psychology is learning about ourselves and our 

social worlds. And because social psychology is scientifi c rather than anecdotal, sys-

tematic rather than haphazard, it provides 

insights that would be impossible to gain 

through intuition or experience alone.

Th e value of social psychology’s per-

spective on human behavior is widely rec-

ognized. Courses in social psychology are 

often required for undergraduate majors in 

business, education, and journalism as well 

as in psychology and sociology. Although 

many advanced graduates with a Ph.D. in 

social psychology hold faculty appoint-

ments in colleges or universities, others 

work in medical centers, law fi rms, govern-

ment agencies, and a variety of business 

settings involving investment banking, 

marketing, advertising, human resources, 

negotiating, and social networking.

Th e number and importance of these 

applications continue to grow. Judges are 

drawing on social psychological research 

to render landmark decisions, and lawyers 

are depending on it to select juries and to 

support or refute evidence. Businesses are 

using cross-cultural social psychological 

research to operate in the global market-

place and group-dynamics research to fos-

ter the best conditions for their work forces. 

Health care professionals are increasingly 

aware of the role of social psychological 

factors in the prevention and treatment of 

disease. Indeed, we can think of no other 

fi eld of study that off ers expertise that is 

more clearly relevant to so many diff erent 

career paths.

  The Power of the Social Context: An Example 
of a Social Psychology Experiment

Th e social nature of people runs so deep that our perceptions of something can be 

infl uenced more by the reactions of others to it than by the thing itself. Consider a 

Examples of Social Psychological Questions

Social Perception: What Affects the Way We Perceive Ourselves and Others?

■  Why do people sometimes sabotage their own performance, making it more 
likely that they will fail? (Chapter 3)

■  How do people in East Asia often differ from North Americans in the way they 
explain people’s behavior? (Chapter 4)

■  Where do stereotypes come from, and why are they so resistant to change? 
(Chapter 5)

Social Infl uence: How Do We Infl uence Each Other?

■  Why do we often like what we suffer for? (Chapter 6)

■  How do salespeople sometimes trick us into buying things we never really 
wanted? (Chapter 7)

■  Why do people often perform worse in groups than they would have alone? 
(Chapter 8)

Social Interaction: What Causes Us to Like, Love, Help, and Hurt Others?

■  How similar or different are the sexes in what they look for in an intimate rela-
tionship? (Chapter 9)

■  When is a bystander more or less likely to help you in an emergency? (Chapter 10)

■  Does exposure to TV violence or to pornography trigger aggressive behavior? 
(Chapter 11)

Applying Social Psychology: How Does Social Psychology Help Us Understand 
Questions About Law, Business, and Health?

■  Can interrogators really get people to confess to serious crimes they did not 
commit? (Chapter 12)

■  How can business leaders most effectively motivate their employees? (Chap-
ter 13)

■  How does stress affect one’s health, and what are the most effective ways of 
coping with stressful experiences? (Chapter 14)

TABLE 1.1 
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8 Chapter 1 What Is Social Psychology?

controversy concerning a major cable news network’s coverage of the 2008 presiden-

tial debates between Barack Obama and John McCain. While televising the debates 

live, CNN continuously showed a graph depicting the second-by-second opinions of a 

small group of undecided voters from Ohio. Could these reactions of a couple dozen 

individuals infl uence the millions of viewers at home (Schechner, 2008)?

Some media stories addressed this issue by citing recent research conducted 

by one of the authors of this text that relates to this point (Fein, Goethals, & Kugler, 

2007). In one experiment, college students watched a tape of a 1984 debate between 

Ronald Reagan and Walter Mondale, two candidates for the presidency of the United 

States. During that debate Reagan fi red off  a pair of one-liners that elicited a great deal 

of laughter from the audience. Political analysts have wondered whether those one-

liners may have won the debate, and possibly the election, for Reagan. Th e one-liners 

comprised only seconds of a 90-minute debate concerning the most important issues 

of the day. Could these few seconds have made such a diff erence?

To study this issue, we had students watch the debate under one of three condi-

tions. One-third of the students saw the debate as it was, without any editing. One-

third of the students saw the debate with the one-liners and the ensuing audience 

reaction edited out. By comparing these two conditions, we could see whether the 

presence versus absence of this pair of jokes could make a large diff erence in people’s 

impressions of Reagan from the debate. However, there was also a third condition. 

One-third of the students saw the debate with the one-liners intact but with the audi-

ence reaction edited out. Th at is, Reagan told his jokes but there appeared to be no 

audience response, and the debate continued uninterrupted.

After watching the debate, the students judged the performance of the candidates 

on a scale ranging from 0 (terrible) to 100 (excellent). As you can see from the fi rst two 

bars in 
▲

 Figure 1.1, the students who saw the entire unedited tape did not rate Rea-

gan much more positively than did the students who saw the debate without the one-

liners. Th is suggests that Reagan’s jokes did not have much impact on these viewers’ 

As Hillary Clinton speaks, people 
watching on TV can see a graph 
depicting the reactions of other 
people. During the 2008 presiden-
tial election campaign in the United 
States, some news networks dis-
played such graphs while broadcast-
ing important debates. Could seeing 
the reactions of others affect the 
judgments of the millions of view-
ers watching at home? According to 
social psychology research described 
in this chapter, seeing or hearing 
other people’s reactions can have a 
strong infl uence on individuals.
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9What Is Social Psychology?

perceptions of him. But look at the third bar in the fi gure. It illustrates 

that the students who saw the version of the debate with the one-

liners kept in but the audience reaction edited out rated Reagan much 

less positively than did either of the other groups. What could explain 

their negativity toward Reagan’s debate performance? Perhaps when 

Reagan’s jokes appeared to elicit no reaction, the students unknow-

ingly used the lack of reaction as an indication that Reagan’s attempts 

at wit were inept, and this conclusion caused them to see Reagan in a 

much less positive light.

What is interesting about these results from a social psychologi-

cal standpoint is that the students’ judgments were infl uenced more 

by other people’s reactions to what Reagan said (that is, whether or 

not the audience appeared to laugh) than by the content of what he 

said (that is, whether or not the one-liners were edited out of the 

tape). And it is important to note that these “other people” were not in 

the room with the students; they were simply sounds on a videotape 

recorded many years before. Findings such as this demonstrate that 

the “social context” can be very subtle and yet can have very powerful 

eff ects on our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.

  Social Psychology and Related Fields: 
Distinctions and Intersections

Social psychology is sometimes confused with certain other fi elds of 

study. Before we go on, it is important to clarify how social psychology 

is distinct from these other fi elds. At the same time, it is important to 

illustrate some of the ways that interesting and signifi cant questions 

can be addressed through interactions between social psychology and 

these other fi elds (see Table 1.2 on page 10).

Social Psychology and Sociology  Sociologists and social psy-

chologists share an interest in many issues, such as violence, preju-

dice, cultural diff erences, and marriage. As noted, however, sociology 

tends to focus on the group level, whereas social psychology tends to focus on the indi-

vidual level. For example, sociologists might track the racial attitudes of the middle 

class in the United States, whereas social psychologists might examine some of the 

specifi c factors that make individuals more or less likely to behave in a racist way 

toward members of some group.

In addition, although there are many exceptions, social psychologists are more 

likely than sociologists to conduct experiments in which they manipulate some 

variable and determine the eff ects of this manipulation using precise, quantifi able 

measures.

Despite these diff erences, sociology and social psychology are clearly related. 

Indeed, many sociologists and social psychologists share the same training and pub-

lish in the same journals. When these two fi elds intersect, the result can be a more 

complete understanding of important issues. For example, interdisciplinary research 

on stereotyping and prejudice has examined the dynamic roles of both societal and 

immediate factors, such as how particular social systems or institutional norms and 

beliefs aff ect individuals’ attitudes and behaviors (Eagly & Fischer, 2009; Jost et al., 

2009; Rabinowitz et al., 2009; Smith & Collins, 2009).

 FIGURE 1.1
Infl uence of Others’ Reactions

This graph shows the results of research in which 
participants saw different versions of a tape of a 
1984 presidential debate between Ronald Rea-
gan and Walter Mondale. During the debate, 
Reagan had delivered a pair of witty one-liners 
that elicited a positive audience reaction. Partici-
pants who saw an unedited version of the tape 
and participants who saw a version with the jokes 
and the audience reaction edited out judged Rea-
gan’s performance similarly. Participants who saw 
a version with the jokes left in but the audience 
reaction edited out (suggesting that the audience 
didn’t fi nd the jokes funny) rated Reagan much 
more negatively. 

Adapted from Fein, Goethals, & Kugler, 2007.
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10 Chapter 1 What Is Social Psychology?

Social Psychology and Clinical Psychol-
ogy  Tell people not very familiar with 

psychology that you are taking a social 

psychology class, and they are likely to say 

things like “Oh, great, now you’re going 

to start psychoanalyzing me” or “Finally, 

maybe you can tell me why everyone in my 

family is so messed up.” Th e assumption 

underlying these reactions, of course, is 

that you are studying clinical, or abnormal, 

psychology. Clinical psychologists seek to 

understand and treat people with psy-

chological diffi  culties or disorders. Social 

psychologists do not focus on disorders; 

rather, they focus on the more typical ways 

in which individuals think, feel, behave, 

and infl uence each other.

Th ere are, however, many fascinating 

ways in which clinical and social psychology 

intersect. Both, for example, may address 

how people cope with anxiety or pressure 

in social situations; how depressed and 

nondepressed individuals diff er in the way 

they perceive or act toward other people; 

or how being bullied or stereotyped by others can aff ect individuals’ health and feel-

ings of self-worth (Amodio, 2009; Bosson, Pinel, & Th ompson, 2008; Brodish & Devine, 

2009; Conklin et al., 2009; Kestilä et al., 2009).

Social Psychology and Personality Psychology  Both personality psychology and 

social psychology are concerned with individuals and their thoughts, feelings, and 

behaviors. However, personality psychology seeks to understand diff erences between 

individuals that remain relatively stable across a variety of situations, whereas social 

psychology seeks to understand how social 

factors aff ect most individuals regardless of 

their diff erent personalities.

In other words, personality psycholo-

gists are interested in cross-situational 

consistency. Th ey may ask, “Is this person 

outgoing and friendly almost all the time, in 

just about any setting?” Social psychologists 

are interested in how diff erent situations 

cause diff erent behaviors. Th ey may ask, 

“Are people in general more likely to seek 

out companionship when they are made 

anxious by a situation than when they are 

made to feel relaxed?”

Th ese examples show the contrast 

between the fi elds; but in fact, personality 

psychology and social psychology are very 

closely linked. Th e American Psychological 

Association has more than fi fty diff erent 

divisions, and yet personality psychologists 

Distinctions Between Social Psychology and Related Fields: 
The Case of Research on Prejudice

To see the differences between social psychology and related fi elds, consider an 
example of how researchers in each fi eld might conduct a study of prejudice.

Field of Study Example of How a Researcher in the Field
 Might Study Prejudice

Sociology  Measure how prejudice varies as a function of social 
or economic class

Clinical psychology  Test various therapies for people with antisocial per-
sonalities who exhibit great degrees of prejudice

Personality psychology  Develop a questionnaire to identify men who are very 
high or low in degree of prejudice toward women

Cognitive psychology  Manipulate exposure to a member of some category 
of people and measure the thoughts and concepts 
that are automatically activated (A study of prejudice 
in this fi eld would, by defi nition, be at the intersection 
of cognitive and social psychology.)

Social psychology  Manipulate various kinds of contact between indi-
viduals of different groups and examine the effect 
of these manipulations on the degree of prejudice 
exhibited

TABLE 1.2

Do provocative, sexualized images in 
advertisings, such as on the billboard 
seen here (near the sign about “stu-
dent body cards”), make people more 
sexist or prone to sexual aggression? 
This is one of the questions that social 
psychology addresses.
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11What Is Social Psychology?

and social psychologists share the same division. Many of these scholars belong to an 

organization called the Society for Personality and Social Psychology, attend the same 

conferences, and publish their research in the same journals. So personality and social 

psychologists see a lot of each other.

Th e reason for the high degree of connection between social and personality psy-

chology is that the two areas complement each other so well. For example, some social 

psychologists examine how receiving negative feedback (a situational factor) can have 

diff erent eff ects on people as a function of whether their self-esteem is high or low 

(an individual-diff erence factor), or whether playing violent video games (a situational 

factor) is especially likely to trigger aggressiveness in particular types of children (an 

individual-diff erence factor) (Nije Bijvank et al., 2009; Park & Maner, 2009; Th omaes 

et al., 2009).

Social Psychology and Cognitive Psychology  Cognitive psychologists study 

mental processes such as thinking, learning, remembering, and reasoning. Social 

psychologists are often interested in these same processes. More specifi cally, though, 

social psychologists are interested in how people think, learn, remember, and reason 

with respect to social information and in how these processes are relevant to social 

behavior.

Th e last few decades have seen an explosion of interest in the intersection of cog-

nitive and social psychology. Th e study of social cognition is discussed in more detail 

later in this chapter, and it is a focus throughout this text, especially in Part II on Social 

Perception.

 Social Psychology and Common Sense
After reading about a theory or fi nding of social psychology, you may sometimes think, 

“Of course. I knew that all along. Anyone could have told me that.” Th is “knew-it-all-

along” phenomenon often causes people to question how social psychology is diff er-

ent from common sense, or traditional folk wisdom. After all, why would any of the 

following social psychological fi ndings be surprising?

■ Beauty and brains don’t mix: Physically attractive people tend to be seen as less 
smart than physically unattractive people.

■ People will like an activity more if you off er them a large reward for doing it, 
causing them to associate the activity with the positive reinforcement.

■ People think that they’re more unique than they really are: Th ey tend to underes-
timate the extent to which others share the same opinions or interests.

■ Playing contact sports or violent video games releases aggression and makes 
people less likely to vent their anger in violent ways.

In a minute we will have more to say about each of these statements.

Common sense may seem to explain many social psychological fi ndings after the 

fact. Th e problem is distinguishing commonsense fact from commonsense myth. After 

all, for most commonsense notions, there is an equally sensible-sounding notion that 

says the opposite. Is it “Birds of a feather fl ock together” or “Opposites attract”? Is it 

“Two heads are better than one” or “Too many cooks spoil the broth”? Which are cor-

rect? We have no reliable way to answer such questions through common sense or 

intuition alone.

Social psychology, unlike common sense, uses the scientifi c method to put its 

theories to the test. How it does so will be discussed in greater detail in the next chap-

ter. But before we leave this section, one word of caution: Th ose four “fi ndings” listed 
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12 Chapter 1 What Is Social Psychology?

above? Th ey are all false. Although there may be sensible reasons to believe each of the 

statements to be true, research indicates otherwise. Th erein lies another problem with 

relying on common sense: despite off ering very compelling predictions and explana-

tions, it is sometimes wildly inaccurate. And even when it is not completely wrong, 

common sense can be misleading in its simplicity. Often there is no simple answer to a 

question such as “Does absence make the heart grow fonder?” In reality, the answer is 

more complex than common sense would suggest, and social psychological research 

reveals how such an answer depends on a variety of factors.

To emphasize these points and to encourage you to think critically about social 

psychological issues before as well as after learning about them, this textbook con-

tains a feature called “Putting Common Sense to the Test.” Beginning with Chapter 

3, each chapter opens with a few statements about social psychological issues that 

will be covered in that chapter. Some of the statements are true and some are false. 

As you read each statement, make a prediction about whether it is true or false and 

think about why this is your prediction. Marginal notes throughout the chapter will 

tell you whether the statements are true or false. In reading the chapter, check not 

only whether your prediction was correct but also whether your reasons for the pre-

diction were appropriate. If your intuition wasn’t quite on the mark, think about what 

the right answer is and how the evidence supports that answer. Th ere are few better 

ways of learning and remembering than through this kind of critical thinking.

From Past to Present: A Brief History of Social Psychology

People have probably been asking social psychological questions for as long as humans 

could think about each other. Certainly early philosophers such as Plato off ered keen 

insights into many social psychological issues. But no systematic and scientifi c study 

of social psychological issues developed until the end of the nineteenth century. Th e 

fi eld of social psychology is therefore a relatively young one. Recent years have marked 

a tremendous interest in social psychology and an injection of many new scholars 

into the fi eld. As social psychology is now early in its second century, it is instructive 

to look back to see how the fi eld today has been shaped by the people and events of its 

fi rst century.

  The Birth and Infancy of Social Psychology: 
1880s–1920s

Like most such honors, the title “founder of social psychology” has many potential 

recipients, and not everyone agrees on who should prevail. Most point to the Ameri-

can psychologist Norman Triplett, who is credited with having published the fi rst 

research article in social psychology at the end of the nineteenth century (1897–1898). 

Triplett’s work was noteworthy because after observing that bicyclists tended to race 

faster when racing in the presence of others than when simply racing against a clock, 

he designed an experiment to study this phenomenon in a carefully controlled, precise 

way. Th is scientifi c approach to studying the eff ects of the social context on individu-

als’ behavior can be seen as marking the birth of social psychology.

A case can also be made for the French agricultural engineer Max Ringelmann. 

Ringelmann’s research was conducted in the 1880s but wasn’t published until 1913. 

In an interesting coincidence, Ringelmann also studied the eff ects of the presence 

Psychology has a long past, 

but only a short history.
—Herman Ebbinghaus, Summary of 

Psychology
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13From Past to Present: A Brief History of Social Psychology

of others on the performance of individuals. 

In contrast to Triplett, however, Ringelmann 

noted that individuals often performed 

worse on simple tasks such as pulling rope 

when they performed the tasks with other 

people. Th e issues addressed by these two 

early researchers continue to be of vital inter-

est, as will be seen later in Chapter 8, “Group 

Processes.”

Despite their place in the history of social 

psychology, neither Triplett nor Ringelmann 

actually established social psychology as a 

distinct fi eld of study. Credit for this creation 

goes to the writers of the fi rst three textbooks 

in social psychology: the English psychologist 

William McDougall (1908) and two Ameri-

cans, Edward Ross (1908) and Floyd Allport 

(1924). Allport’s book in particular, with its 

focus on the interaction of individuals and 

their social context and its emphasis on the 

use of experimentation and the scientifi c 

method, helped establish social psychology 

as the discipline it is today. Th ese authors announced the arrival of a new approach 

to the social aspects of human behavior. Social psychology was born.

 A Call to Action: 1930s–1950s
What one person would you guess has had the strongest infl uence on the fi eld of 

social psychology? Various social psychologists, as well as psychologists outside of 

social psychology, might be mentioned in response to this question. But someone 

who was not a psychologist at all may have had the most dramatic impact on the 

fi eld: Adolf Hitler.

Hitler’s rise to power and the ensuing turmoil caused people around the world to 

become desperate for answers to social psychological questions about what causes 

violence, prejudice, genocide, conformity and obedience, and a host of other social 

problems and behaviors. In addition, many social psychologists living in Europe in the 

1930s fl ed to the United States and helped establish a critical mass of social psycholo-

gists who would give shape to the rapidly maturing fi eld. Th e years just before, during, 

and soon after World War II marked an explosion of interest in social psychology.

In 1936, Gordon Allport (younger brother of Floyd, author of the 1924 textbook) 

and a number of other social psychologists formed the Society for the Psychological 

Study of Social Issues. Th e name of the society illustrates these psychologists’ con-

cern for making important, practical contributions to society. Also in 1936, a social 

psychologist named Muzafer Sherif published groundbreaking experimental research 

on social infl uence. As a youth in Turkey, Sherif had witnessed groups of Greek sol-

diers brutally killing his friends. After immigrating to the United States, Sherif drew on 

this experience and began to conduct research on the powerful infl uences groups can 

exert on their individual members. Sherif’s research was crucial for the development 

of social psychology because it demonstrated that it is possible to study complex social 

processes such as conformity and social infl uence in a rigorous, scientifi c manner. 

Racers from around the world com-
pete in one the stages of the Tour 
de France in July 2009. Would these 
cyclists have raced faster or slower if 
they were racing individually against 
the clock rather than racing simultane-
ously with their competitors? More 
generally, how does the presence of 
others affect an individual’s perfor-
mance? The earliest social psychol-
ogy experiments ever done sought 
to answer questions such as these. 
Chapter 8 on Group Processes brings 
you up to date on the latest research 
in this area.
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14 Chapter 1 What Is Social Psychology?

Th is innovation laid the foundation for what was to become one of the major topics in 

social psychology. Research and theory on social infl uence are discussed throughout 

this text, particularly in Part III on Social Infl uence.

Another great contributor to social psychology, Kurt Lewin, fl ed the Nazi onslaught 

in Germany and immigrated to the United States in the early 1930s. Lewin was a bold 

and creative theorist whose concepts have had lasting eff ects on the fi eld (e.g., Lewin, 

1935, 1947). One of the fundamental principles of social psychology that Lewin helped 

establish was that behavior is a function of the interaction between the person and 

the environment. Th is position, which later became known as the interactionist per-

spective (Blass, 1991), emphasized the dynamic interplay of internal and external fac-

tors, and it marked a sharp contrast from other major psychological paradigms during 

his lifetime: psychoanalysis, with its emphasis on internal motives and fantasies; and 

behaviorism, with its focus on external rewards and punishments.

Lewin also profoundly infl uenced the fi eld by advocating for social psychological 

theories to be applied to important, practical issues. Lewin researched a number of 

practical issues, such as how to persuade Americans at home during the war to con-

serve materials to help the war eff ort, how to promote more economical and nutri-

tious eating habits, and what kinds of leaders elicit the best work from group members. 

Th rough these studies, Lewin showed how social psychology could enlarge our under-

standing of social problems and contribute to their solution. Built on Lewin’s legacy, 

applied social psychology fl ourishes today in areas such as advertising, business, educa-

tion, environmental protection, health, law, politics, public policy, religion, and sports. 

Th roughout this text, we draw on the fi ndings of applied social psychology to illustrate 

the implications of social psychological principles for our daily lives. In Part V, three 

prominent areas of applied social psychology are discussed in detail: law, business, and 

health. One of Lewin’s statements can be seen as a call to action for the entire fi eld: “No 

research without action, no action without research.”

During World War II, many social psychologists answered Lewin’s call as they 

worked for their government to investigate how to protect soldiers from the pro-

paganda of the enemy, how to persuade citizens to support the war eff ort, how to 

select offi  cers for various positions, and other practical issues. During and after the 

war, social psychologists sought to understand the prejudice, aggression, and confor-

mity the war had brought to light. Th e 1950s saw many major contributions to the 

What determines whether people are likely 
to act to conserve their environment, as 
these individuals did by volunteering their 
time to clean up a beach in Hong Kong? 
Built on the legacy of Kurt Lewin, applied 
social psychology contributes to the solu-
tion of numerous social problems, such as 
environmental degradation.

 interactionist perspective  
An emphasis on how both an 
individual’s personality and 
environmental characteristics 
infl uence behavior.
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15From Past to Present: A Brief History of Social Psychology

fi eld of social psychology. For example, Gordon Allport (1954) published Th e Nature 

of Prejudice, a book that continues to inspire research on stereotyping and prejudice 

more than a half century later. Solomon Asch’s (1951) demonstration of how willing 

people are to conform to an obviously wrong majority amazes students even today. 

Leon Festinger (1954, 1957) introduced two important theories—one concerning how 

people try to learn about themselves by comparing themselves to other people, and 

one about how people’s attitudes can be changed by their own behavior—that remain 

among the most infl uential theories in the fi eld. Th ese are just a sample of a long list of 

landmark contributions made during the 1950s. With this remarkable burst of activity 

and impact, social psychology was clearly, and irrevocably, on the map.

  Confi dence and Crisis: 1960s–Mid-1970s
In spectacular fashion, Stanley Milgram’s research in the early and middle 1960s 

linked the post–World War II era with the coming era of social revolution. Milgram’s 

research was inspired by the destructive obedience demonstrated by Nazi offi  cers and 

ordinary citizens in World War II, but it also looked ahead to the civil disobedience 

that was beginning to challenge institutions in many parts of the world. Milgram’s 

experiments, which demonstrated individuals’ vulnerability to the 

destructive commands of authority, became the most famous research 

in the history of social psychology. Th is research is discussed in detail 

in Chapter 7.

With its foundation fi rmly in place, social psychology entered a 

period of expansion and enthusiasm. Th e sheer range of its investi-

gations was staggering. Social psychologists considered how people 

thought and felt about themselves and others. Th ey studied interac-

tions in groups and social problems, such as why people fail to help oth-

ers in distress. Th ey also examined aggression, physical attractiveness, 

and stress. For the fi eld as a whole, it was a time of great productivity.

Ironically, it was also a time of crisis and heated debate. Many of 

the strong disagreements during this period can be understood as a 

reaction to the dominant research method of the day: the laboratory 

experiment. Critics of this method asserted that certain practices were 

unethical, that experimenters’ expectations infl uenced their partici-

pants’ behavior, and that the theories being tested in the laboratory 

were historically and culturally limited (Gergen, 1973; Kelman, 1967; 

Rosenthal, 1976). Th ose who favored laboratory experimentation, on 

the other hand, contended that their procedures were ethical, their 

results were valid, and their theoretical principles were widely applica-

ble (McGuire, 1967). For a while, social psychology seemed split in two.

 An Era of Pluralism: Mid-1970s–1990s
Fortunately, both sides won. As we will see in the next chapter, more rigorous ethical 

standards for research were instituted, more stringent procedures to guard against 

bias were adopted, and more attention was paid to possible cross-cultural diff erences 

in behavior. But the baby was not thrown out with the bathwater. Laboratory experi-

ments continued. Th ey did, however, get some company, as a single-minded attach-

ment to one research method evolved into a broader acceptance of many methods. A 

pluralistic approach recognizes that because no one research method is perfect and 

This World War II poster featuring 
Rosie the Riveter was part of the U.S. 
government’s campaign to encourage 
women to take jobs in traditionally 
male-dominated occupations, such as 
in welding. When the war was over 
and the men who had served in the 
military returned to the work force, 
new advertisements were designed to 
encourage women to leave these jobs 
and concentrate on raising families.
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16 Chapter 1 What Is Social Psychology?

because diff erent topics require diff erent kinds of investigations, a range of research 

techniques is needed. Th e various research methods used by today’s social psycholo-

gists are described in the next chapter.

Pluralism in social psychology extends far beyond its methods. Th ere are also 

important variations in what aspects of human behavior are emphasized. Some social 

psychology research takes what we might call a “hot” perspective, focusing on emotion 

and motivation as determinants of our thoughts and actions. Other research in this fi eld 

takes a “cold” perspective that emphasizes the role of cognition, examining the ways 

that people’s thoughts aff ect how they feel, what they want, and what they do. Of course, 

some social psychologists examine behavior from both perspectives separately as well 

as interactively. Integrating such diff erent perspectives is characteristic of the plural-

ism that the fi eld began to embrace during this period and that continues today.

Another source of pluralism in social psychology is its development of interna-

tional and multicultural perspectives. Although, as we have seen, individuals from 

many countries helped establish the fi eld, social psychology achieved its greatest pro-

fessional recognition in the United States and Canada. At one point, it was estimated 

that 75 to 90 percent of social psychologists lived in North America (Smith & Bond, 

1993; Triandis, 1994). However, this aspect of social psychology began to change rap-

idly in the 1990s, refl ecting not only the diff erent geographic and cultural backgrounds 

of its researchers and participants but also the recognition that many social psycho-

logical phenomena once assumed to be universal may actually vary dramatically as 

a function of culture. You can fi nd evidence of this new appreciation of the role of 

culture in every chapter of this book.

Social psychologists are becoming increas-
ingly interested in cross-cultural research, 
which helps us break out of our culture-
bound perspective. Many of our behaviors 
differ across cultures. In some cultures, for 
example, people are expected to negoti-
ate about the price of the products they 
buy, as in this market in Tunisia. In other 
cultures, such bargaining would be highly 
unusual and cause confusion and distress.

Social Psychology in a New Century

As we began the twenty-fi rst century, social psychology began its second hundred 

years. Th e fi eld today continues to grow in numbers and diversity of researchers and 

research topics, areas of the world in which research is conducted, and industries that 

hire social psychologists and apply their work.
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17Social Psychology in a New Century

Our desire to be accurate in our 
judgments can sometimes interfere 
with our desire to feel good about 
ourselves.

Th roughout this text, we emphasize the most current, cutting-edge research in 

the fi eld, along with the classic fi ndings of the past. In the remainder of the chap-

ter we focus on a few of the exciting themes and perspectives emerging from current 

research—research that is helping to shape the social psychology of the new century.

  Integration of Emotion, Motivation, 
and Cognition

If any one perspective dominated the fi nal quarter of social psychology’s fi rst century, 

it may have been social cognition, the study of how we perceive, remember, and 

interpret information about ourselves and others. Social psychologists demonstrated 

that these social-cognitive processes are critically important to virtually every area 

in the fi eld. Social-cognitive explanations were so powerful that the roles of “hotter” 

infl uences, such as emotions and motivations, often took a back seat. Social cogni-

tion continues to fl ourish, but one of the more exciting developments in the fi eld is 

the reemergence of interest in how individuals’ emotions and motivations infl uence 

their thoughts and actions. Especially exciting is the fact that the social-cognitive 

approach is not necessarily seen as being at odds with approaches that emphasize 

motivations and emotions. Instead, there is a new push to integrate these perspec-

tives, as in research investigating how people’s motivations infl uence nonconscious 

cognitive processes and vice versa (Bargh & Morsella, 2009; Forgas & Fitness, 2008; 

Moskowitz & Grant, 2009; Smith & Collins, 2009; Spencer et al., 2003).

One issue illustrating the integration of “hot” and “cold” variables concerns the 

confl ict between wanting to be right and wanting to feel good about oneself. Most 

of us hold two very diff erent motivations 

simultaneously. On the one hand, we want 

to be accurate in our judgments about 

ourselves and others. On the other hand, 

we don’t want to be accurate if it means 

we will learn something bad about our-

selves or those closest to us. Th ese goals 

can pull our cognitive processes in very 

diff erent directions. How we perform the 

required mental gymnastics is an ongoing 

concern for social psychologists.

Another theme running through 

many chapters of this book is the growing 

interest in distinguishing between auto-

matic and controllable processes and in 

understanding the dynamic relationship 

between them (Hassin, Bargh, & Zim-

erman, 2009; Moons, Mackie, & Garcia-

Marques, 2009; Stewart & Payne, 2009). 

For example, there is a great deal of new 

evidence showing that stereotypes can be activated in one’s mind automatically—

that is, quickly and spontaneously, with no awareness, intention, or eff ort, and pos-

sibly even against one’s will. Participants in many social psychology experiments are 

often surprised—to their great dismay—when they learn that their reactions during 

the study were biased by stereotypes (such as about the person’s race or age) that 

they in fact did not believe in. On the other hand, there also is growing evidence that 

even such automatic reactions can be controlled under particular conditions. Th e 

 social cognition  The study 
of how people perceive, 
remember, and interpret 
information about themselves 
and others.

“On the one hand, eliminating the middleman would result 

in lower costs, increased sales, and greater consumer satisfaction; 

on the other hand, we’re the middleman.”
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18 Chapter 1 What Is Social Psychology?

automatic and controlled nature of a variety of processes and behaviors relevant 

to social psychology will no doubt continue to be an exciting area of research in the 

coming years.

 Biological and Evolutionary Perspectives
As the technology available to researchers evolves, biological perspectives are increas-

ingly being integrated into all branches of psychology, and this integration should 

continue to grow in social psychology. We are, of course, biological organisms, and it 

is clear that our brains and bodies infl uence, and are infl uenced by, our social experi-

ences. Th is dynamic can be seen in a great deal of contemporary research, such as 

in studies demonstrating the cardiovascular eff ects of being the target of racism, or 

research illustrating that the manner in which people respond to stress can infl uence 

their athletic performance (Salomon & Jagusztyn, 2008; Sherman et al., 2009; Worthy, 

Markman, & Maddox, 2009).

Social psychologists have been concerned with physiological infl uences and 

responses for many years. Examples of this interest can be found throughout the text-

book. A particularly exciting recent development is the emergence of the subfi eld of 

social neuroscience—the study of the relationship between neural and social pro-

cesses. Social neuroscience is part of a fl ourishing set of research that explores how 

the social world aff ects the brain and biology and vice versa. Recent research has 

investigated such issues as how individuals’ likelihood of acting aggressively may be 

infl uenced by their neurological responses to social rejection; gender diff erences in 

neuroendocrine reaction to stress; and the relationship between activity in various 

brain structures, such as the amygdala, and how people respond to members of their 

own or a diff erent racial group (Eisenberger et al., 2007; Kelly et al., 2008; Lieberman, 

2010; Van Bavel, Packer, & Cunningham, 2008).

Recent advances in behavioral genetics—a subfi eld of psychology that examines 

the eff ects of genes on behavior—has triggered new research to investigate such mat-

ters as the extent to which aggression is an inherited trait and the roles that genes play 

in individuals’ sexual orientation or identity (Buckholtz & Meyer-Lindenberg, 2008; 

James, 2005).

Evolutionary psychology, which uses the principles of evolution to understand 

human behavior, is another growing area that is sparking new research in social psy-

chology. According to this perspective, to understand a social psychological issue 

such as jealousy, we should ask how the psychological mechanisms underlying jeal-

ousy today may have evolved from the natural-selection pressures our ancestors 

faced. Evolutionary psychological theories can then be used to explain and predict 

gender diff erences in jealousy, the situational factors most likely to trigger jealousy, 

and so on (Buss, 2007; Easton & Shackelford, 2009; Edlund & Sagarin, 2009). Th is per-

spective is discussed in many places throughout the textbook, especially in Part IV on 

Social Relations.

 Cultural Perspectives
Because of the fantastic advancements in communication technologies in recent 

years and the globalization of the world’s economies, it is faster, easier, and more nec-

essary than ever before for people from vastly diff erent cultures to interact with one 

another. Th us, our need and desire to understand how we are similar to and diff erent 

from one another are greater than ever as well. Social psychology is currently experi-

  social neuroscience  The study 
of the relationship between 
neural and social processes.

behavioral genetics  A subfi eld 
of psychology that examines 
the role of genetic factors in 
behavior.

evolutionary psychology  
A subfi eld of psychology that 
uses the principles of evolution 
to understand human social 
behavior.

Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.

Licensed to:



19Social Psychology in a New Century

encing tremendous growth in research designed to give us a better 

understanding and appreciation of the role of culture in all aspects of 

social psychology.

What is meant by “culture” is not easy to pin down, as many 

researchers think of culture in very diff erent ways. Broadly speak-

ing, culture may be considered to be a system of enduring mean-

ings, beliefs, values, assumptions, institutions, and practices shared 

by a large group of people and transmitted from one generation to 

the next. Whatever the specifi c defi nition, it is clear that how indi-

viduals perceive and derive meaning from their world are infl uenced 

profoundly by the beliefs, norms, and practices of the people and 

institutions around them.

Increasing numbers of social psychologists are evaluating the 

universal generality or cultural specifi city of their theories and fi nd-

ings by conducting cross-cultural research, in which they examine 

similarities and diff erences across a variety of cultures. More and more 

social psychologists are also conducting multicultural research, in 

which they examine racial and ethnic groups within cultures.

Th ese developments are already profoundly infl uencing our view 

of human behavior. For example, a rapidly growing body of cross-

cultural research has revealed important distinctions between the 

collectivist cultures typically found in Africa, Asia, and Latin America 

and the individualistic ones more commonly found in North America 

and Europe. Th e implications of these diff erences can be seen through-

out the textbook. Consider, for instance, our earlier discussion of the 

integration of “hot” and “cold” variables in contemporary social psy-

chology, in which we mentioned the confl ict people have between 

wanting to be right and wanting to feel good about themselves. Cross-

cultural research has shown that how people try to juggle these two 

goals can diff er dramatically across cultures. Several researchers 

have found, for example, that people from individualistic cultures are 

more likely than people from collectivist cultures to seek out or focus 

on information that makes them feel good about themselves rather 

than information that points to the need for improvement (Heine, 

2007). For example, Carl Falk and others (2009) asked Japanese or European-Canadian 

individuals to indicate which of a variety of desirable and undesirable traits charac-

terized themselves. 

▲

 Figure 1.2 illustrates the results of the study, demonstrating 

that European-Canadian participants were far more likely to choose desirable than 

undesirable traits as characteristic of themselves, but the Japanese participants were 

much more balanced between desirable and undesirable traits.

Within a particular society, people are often treated diff erently as a function of 

social categories such as gender, race, physical appearance, and so on. Boys and girls, 

for example, may be raised diff erently by their parents, confronted with diff erent 

expectations by teachers, exposed to diff erent types of advertising and marketing, and 

off ered diff erent kinds of jobs. In a sense, then, despite their frequent and intimate 

contact, women and men may develop and live in distinct subcultures. Social psy-

chologists have studied the role of sociocultural factors in a variety of domains, such 

as conformity, leadership style, and aggression. Recent research is not only extending 

this tradition, it is also sometimes turning it on its ear by illustrating that many previ-

ous research programs were fl awed as a result of taking a male-dominated approach. 

New research on aggression, for example, illustrates that most of the older research 

 FIGURE 1. 2
Self-Descriptions Across Cultures

Japanese or European-Canadian research par-
ticipants were presented with a list of desirable 
(e.g., sincere, intelligent) and undesirable (e.g., 
cruel, indecisive) traits and asked which traits 
were characteristic of themselves. The European-
Canadian participants (the two bars on the left) 
were much more likely to choose desirable than 
undesirable traits, but the Japanese participants 
(the two bars on the right) chose a much more 
balanced mix of traits. 

Based on Falk et al., 2009.
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culture  A system of enduring 
meanings, beliefs, values, 
assumptions, institutions, and 
practices shared by a large 
group of people and transmitted 
from one generation to the next.

cross-cultural research  
Research designed to compare 
and contrast people of different 
cultures.

multicultural research  
Research designed to examine 
racial and ethnic groups within 
cultures.
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focused almost exclusively on the forms of aggression typical of boys, thereby failing to 

recognize important issues relevant to aggression among girls.

Th ese are but a few examples of the cultural research taking place today. In this 

text, we describe studies conducted in dozens of countries, representing every popu-

lated continent on earth. As our knowledge expands, we should be able to see much 

more clearly both the behavioral diff erences among cultures and the similarities we 

all share.

Some social psychology textbooks devote a separate chapter to culture or to cul-

ture and gender. We chose not to do so. Because we believe that sociocultural infl u-

ences are inherent in all aspects of social psychology, we chose instead to integrate 

discussions of the role of culture and gender in every chapter of the textbook.

 New Technologies
Advances in technologies that allow researchers to see images of the brain at work 

through noninvasive procedures have had a profound eff ect on several areas of psy-

chology, including social psychology. A growing number of social psychologists are 

using techniques such as positron emission tomography (PET), event-related potential 

(ERP), transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS), and functional magnetic resonance 

imaging (fMRI) to study the interplay of the brain and discrete thoughts, feelings, 

and behaviors. Social psychology research today benefi ts from other technological 

advances as well, such as new and better techniques to measure hormone levels, to 

code people’s everyday dialogue into quantifi able units, and to present visual stim-

uli to research participants at fractions of a second and then record the number of 

milliseconds it takes the participants to respond to these stimuli. Some researchers 

are using virtual reality technology to examine a 

number of social psychological questions. James 

Blascovich and others have created the Research 

Center for Virtual Environments and Behavior 

at the University of California at Santa Barbara 

and have been conducting fascinating research 

on issues such as conformity, group dynamics, 

aggression and altruism, and eyewitness testi-

mony (e.g., McCall et al., 2009). Because partici-

pants in these experiments are immersed in a 

virtual reality that the experimenters create for 

them, the researchers can test questions that 

would be impractical, impossible, or unethical 

without this technology.

Awesome is an overused word, but it surely 

describes the revolution that is taking place in 

how we access information and communicate 

with each other. Th e waves of this revolution 

have carried social psychology research along 

with it. Social psychologists around the world 

can now not only communicate and collaborate 

much more easily but can also gain access to research participants from populations 

that would otherwise never have been available. Th ese developments have sparked 

the fi eld’s internationalization, perhaps its most exciting course in this new century. 

World War II triggered an explosion of social psychological research in the United 

States; the Internet is extending this research to the rest of the world.

Advances in technology enable social 
psychologists to extend their research 
in exciting new directions, such as by 
using functional magnetic resonance 
imaging (fMRI) to study activity in the 
brain in response to various thoughts 
or stimuli.
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REVIEW

Defi ning Social Psychology
■ Social psychology is the scientifi c study of how individu-

als think, feel, and behave in a social context.

■ Like other sciences, social psychology relies on the sys-
tematic approach of the scientifi c method.

■ Distinctive characteristics of social psychology include a 
focus on the individual as well as a broad perspective on 
a variety of social contexts and behaviors.

■ Th e “socialness” of social psychology varies, as social 
psychologists sometimes examine how nonsocial fac-
tors aff ect social thoughts, feelings, and behaviors and 
sometimes study how social factors infl uence nonsocial 
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.

Social Psychological Questions and Applications
■ Social psychologists study a large variety of fascinating 

questions about people and their social worlds. Th e scope 
and relevance of these questions to so many important 
aspects of our lives make social psychology applicable to 
many careers and interests.

The Power of the Social Context: An Example 
of a Social Psychology Experiment
■ In one experiment that illustrates the power of the social 

context, participants’ judgments of a political candi-
date’s performance in a debate were infl uenced more by 
the reactions of other people to some remarks made by 
the candidate than by the remarks themselves.

Social Psychology and Related Fields: 
Distinctions and Intersections
■ Social psychology is related to a number of diff erent areas 

of study, including sociology, clinical psychology, person-
ality psychology, and cognitive psychology. Important 
work is being done at the intersection of social psychol-
ogy and each of these fi elds.

■ Social psychology tends to focus on individuals, whereas 
sociology tends to focus on groups. In addition, social 
psychology is less likely than sociology to study the 
relation between broad societal variables and people’s 
behaviors and is more likely to use experimentation.

■ In contrast to clinical psychology, social psychology 
focuses not on disorders but rather on the more typical 
ways that individuals think, feel, behave, and interact.

■ Personality psychology focuses on diff erences between 
individuals that remain relatively stable across a variety 
of situations; social psychology focuses on how social 
factors aff ect most individuals, regardless of their diff er-
ent personalities.

■ Cognitive and social psychologists share an interest in 
mental processes such as thinking, learning, remember-
ing, and reasoning, but social psychologists focus on the 
relevance of these processes to social behavior.

Social Psychology and Common Sense
■ Many social psychological theories and fi ndings appear 

to be like common sense. One problem with common 
sense, however, is that it may off er confl icting explana-
tions and provide no way to test which is correct. Another 
problem is that common sense is often oversimplifi ed 
and therefore misleading.

What Is Social Psychology?

Th e Internet itself is also becoming a provocative topic of study. As more people 

interact with each other through e-mail and social networking sites, there is growing 

interest in studying how attraction, prejudice, group dynamics, and a host of other 

social psychological phenomena unfold online versus offl  ine (Toma et al., 2008; Weis-

buch et al., 2009; Williams & Mendelsohn, 2008).

We would be presumptuous, and probably naive, to try to predict how new com-

munication and new technologies will infl uence the ways that people will interact in 

the coming years, but it probably is safe to predict that their infl uence will be great. As 

more and more people fall in love online, or fall into social isolation, or react with anxi-

ety or violence to the loss of individual privacy, social psychology will explore these 

issues. We expect that some of the students reading this textbook today will be among 

those explorers in the years to come.
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Key Terms

behavioral genetics (18)
cross-cultural research (19)
culture (19)

evolutionary psychology (18)
interactionist perspective (14)
multicultural research (19)

social cognition (17)
social neuroscience (18)
social psychology (5)

■ Several exciting themes and perspectives are helping 
to shape the beginning of social psychology’s second 
century.

Integration of Emotion, Motivation, and Cognition

■ Researchers are becoming more interested in how emo-
tion, motivation, and cognition can operate together in 
infl uencing individuals’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.

■ A great deal of recent social psychological research has 
explored the automatic versus controllable nature of a 
number of processes, such as stereotyping.

Biological and Evolutionary Perspectives

■ Biological perspectives, including perspectives based 
on neuroscience, genetics, and evolutionary principles, 
are being applied to the study of social psychological 
issues such as gender diff erences, relationships, and 
aggression.

Cultural Perspectives

■ Increasing numbers of social psychologists are evaluat-
ing the universal generality or cultural specifi city of their 
theories and fi ndings by examining similarities and dif-
ferences across cultures as well as between racial and 
ethnic groups within cultures.

■ For example, in one experiment Canadian participants 
chose more desirable than undesirable traits as char-
acteristic of themselves, whereas Japanese participants 
chose a balance of desirable and desirable traits.

New Technologies

■ Advances in technology, such as improved brain-imaging 
techniques, have given rise to groundbreaking research 
in social psychology.

■ Virtual reality technology enables researchers to test 
questions that otherwise would be impractical, impos-
sible, or unethical.

■ Th e Internet has fostered communication and collabo-
ration among researchers around the world, enabled 
researchers to study participants from diverse popula-
tions, and inspired researchers to investigate whether 
various social psychological phenomena are similar or 
diff erent online versus offl  ine.

■ As rapidly advancing technologies change how individu-
als communicate and access information, the ways that 
they interact are also likely to change. Th e social psychol-
ogy of the next era will explore these issues.

Social Psychology in a New Century

The Birth and Infancy of Social Psychology: 
1880s–1920s
■ Early research by Triplett and Ringelmann established 

an enduring topic in social psychology: how the presence 
of others aff ects an individual’s performance.

■ Th e fi rst social psychology textbooks in 1908 and 1924 
began to give the emerging fi eld of social psychology its 
shape.

A Call to Action: 1930s–1950s
■ Social psychology began to fl ourish because the world 

needed an explanation for the violence of war and solu-
tions to it.

■ Sherif’s work laid the foundation for later studies of 
social infl uence, and the legacy of Kurt Lewin is still evi-
dent throughout much of social psychology.

■ Th e 1940s and 1950s saw a burst of activity in social 
psychology that fi rmly established it as a major social 
science.

Confi dence and Crisis: 1960s–Mid-1970s
■ Stanley Milgram’s experiments demonstrated indi-

viduals’ vulnerability to the destructive commands of 
authority.

■ While social psychology was expanding in many new 
directions, there was also intense debate about the 
ethics of research procedures, the validity of research 
results, and the generalizability of conclusions drawn 
from research.

An Era of Pluralism: Mid-1970s–1990s
■ During the 1970s, social psychology began to take a 

pluralistic approach to its research methods, views on 
human behavior, and development of international and 
multicultural perspectives; this approach continues 
today.

From Past to Present: A Brief History of Social Psychology
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Social Psychology 8th Edition Companion Website
Visit your book companion website

www.cengage.com/psychology/kassin

where you will fi nd fl ash cards, practice quizzes, 
Internet links, and more to help you study.

  Just what you need to know NOW! Spend time 
on what you need to master rather than on information 

you already have learned. Take a pre-test for this chapter 
and CengageNOW will generate a personalized study plan 
based on your results. Th e study plan will identify the top-
ics you need to review and direct you to online resources to 
help you master those topics. You can then take a post-test 
to help you determine the concepts you have mastered and 
what you will need to work on. Try it out! Go to academic

.cengage.com/login to sign in with an access code or to 
purchase access to this product.
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