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PREFACE 

The world of the twenty-first century is an exciting and tumultuous place right now. On the one 
hand, thanks to Twitter, Skype, YouTube and other social media, it has never been easier to talk or 
share information, opinions, pictures, music and footage of live events as they occur with people from 
all corners of the world. On the other hand, deep social and political divisions, religious and ethnic 
conflicts all over the world, economic turmoil and an ever-present threat of terrorism surround us. As 
Charles Dickens (1859) said in A Tale ef Two Cities, 'It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.' 

Encircled by its place in science and by current world events, social psychological theories, research 
methods and basic findings have never been more relevant or more important. Social psychology has 
no 'critical' experiments, no single study can 'prove' a theory, and no single theory can fully explain 
the complexities of human social behaviour; however, the process of revising this textbook always 
seems to shows us how complex, dynamic and responsive our field can be. As the world around us 
rapidly changes socially, politically and technologically, so too does social psychology. 

At the same time, social psychology recently has been rocked by scandal and controversy, 
including accusations of falsification of data, questionable methods and statistical analyses, and bias 
due to political ideology. As a result of these recent events, the discipline is now undergoing a process 
of self-examination. Noting that crisis can beget opportunity, the Society of Personality and Social 
Psychology has initiated new workshops, policies and standards of responsible conduct, all designed 
to prevent future instances of intentional and unintentional bi;;. 

GOALS FOR THIS EDITION 

We had three main goals for this edition, which includes both revision and adaptation to the Australia 
and New Zealand region. 
1 Our first goal was to present the most important and exciting perspectives in the field as a whole. 

To communicate the breadth and depth of social psychology, we have self-consciously expanded 
our coverage to include not only the classics but also the most recent developments in the field -
developments that capture new thinking about social neuroscience, embodied cognition, evolutionary 
theory, implicit processes and cultural influences. We sought to determine if the findings from such 
other diverse fields were consistent with research within the realm of social psychology. 

2 We want this book to serve as a good teacher outside the classroom. While speaking the student's 
language, we always want to connect social psychology to current events in politics, sport, 
business, law, entertainment, the use of social networking sites and other life domains. 

3 Our third goal was to make this book relevant to students and instructors in the Australia and 
New Zealand region. From current events examples to local research, societal trends to our 
Research spotlight series, we have made every attempt to regionalise the content to Australasia. It 
is important to be aware that social psychology has strong historical roots in the United States, 
so there may be some sections that seem quite focused on that region. In these cases, we urge 
students to make their own connections to personal, local or global experience. 

WHAT'S IN THIS EDITION 

We have tried to capture some subtle but important shifts within the field so that the reader can feel 
the pulse of social psychology today in each and every page of this textbook. 

The content 

Comprehensive, up-to-date scholarship 
This text offers a broad, balanced, mainstream look at social psychology. Thus, it includes detailed 
descriptions of classic studies from social psychology's historical warehouse as well as the latest research 

ix 
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findings from hundreds of new references from Australia, New Zealand and throughout the world. 
We have zeroed in on developments within five important domains: social neuroscience, embodied 
cognition, evolutionary theory, implicit processes and cultural perspectives. 

Connections with current events 
To cover social psychology is one thing, but to use its principles to explain events in the real 
world is quite another. More than a decade ago, the events of9 /11 changed the world. In different 
ways not fully discernible, so did the global financial crisis; the election of Australia's first female 
prime minister, Julia Gillard; the changes that have swept through the Arab world; and the 
increasing ease with which people meet and interact through online social networking sites. 
We are convinced that connecting theory to real life is the best way to heighten student interest 
and involvement. Accordingly, almost every page includes a passage, a quote, a figure, a table 
or a photo that refers to people, places, events, social trends and issues that are prominent in 
contemporary culture. 

Cultural perspectives 
This text embraces current research on cultural influences in social behaviour. Social psychologists 
have long been fascinated by similarity and difference ·among cultural groups and between racial and 
ethnic groups within cultures. As social psychology is now a truly international discipline, this book 
also includes many citations to research conducted throughout Australia, New Zealand, the United 
States, Europe, Asia and other parts of the world. We believe that the study of human diversity from 
the perspectives of researchers who themselves are a diverse lot can help students become better 
informed about social relations as well as about ethics and values. 

Social psychology and common sense 
Building on a discussion in Chapter 1 about the links (and lack thereof) between social psychology 
and common sense, each substantive chapter opens with Putting common sense to the test, a set of true
false questions designed to assess the student's intuitive beliefs about material later contained in that 
chapter. The answers to these questions are revealed in a marginal box after the topic is presented 
in the text. These answers are then explained at the end of each chapter. These exercises will enable 
students, as they read, to check their intuitive beliefs against the findings of social psychology and to 
notice the discrepancies that exist. 

Social neuroscience 
Social neuroscience and the fMRI brain-imaging studies are poised to enlighten our understanding 
of the human social experience. Social neuroscience has not fully arrived, and researchers are still 
raising questions about how to interpret the newly observed links between brain activity and self
referential thoughts, social perceptions, motives, emotions and behaviour. While we acknowledge 
the current limitations, we also want to provide students with a glimpse of this exciting new fusion 
of social psychology and neuroscience. 

Embodied cognition 
More and more, social psychologists are finding that human thought is 'embodied' - that the way 
we view ourselves and others is influenced by the physical position, orientation, sensations and 
movements of our bodies. By varying whether people nod or shake their heads, stretch their arms 
inward or outward, stand on a surface that is hard or soft, or hold an object that is hot or cold, a 
number of new studies illustrate embodiment effects in self and other perceptions, beliefs, evaluations 
and attitudes. 

Evolutionary theory 
We present various evolutionary perspectives on human nature, at the heart of which is the 
notion that we humans, like other species, have an ancestral past that predisposes us, albeit 
flexibly, to behave in ways that are adapted to promote survival and reproduction. Evolutionary 
psychologists today seek to explain a wide range of social phenomena such as snap judgments in 
social perception, prejudice, helping, aggression, beauty, mate selection and romantic jealousy. 
To some extent, this perspective is somewhat controversial, but it has become part of the 
mainstream, with respected journals filled with studies and critiques of evolutionary psychology. 
This edition fully integrates the approach, its findings and its limitations with the rest of social 
psychology. 



PREFACE 

... 

Implicit processes 
More and more, social psychologists across a range of research areas are finding it informative to use 

both implicit and explicit processes, especially for the purpose of supplementing self-report measures 

of beliefs and preferences. After some resistance, social psychologists have also come to realise the 

value of the conscious-unconscious distinction in the study of self-esteem, priming, stereotyping, 

prejudice, attitudes, ambivalence, social influence, attraction and other core topics. Hence, we 

describe recent work involving the Implicit Association Test, or IAT, and the ongoing debate about 
what it measures, what it means and what behaviours it predicts. 

The organisation 
Of all the challenges faced by teachers and textbooks, perhaps the greatest is to put information 
together in a way that is both accurate and easy to understand. A strong organisational framework helps 
in meeting this challenge. Informing our thoughts for this edition is the view that social psychology is 

a dynamic discipline - one that embraces feelings, thoughts, behaviours, the contexts in which they 

occur across the lifespan, and the fact that each of these elements shapes and is shaped by the social 
environment in which we interact. Hence we have taken a social ecological approach, loosely guided 

by the work of Urie Bronfenbrenner (1974) who suggested that in order to understand a person you 

must consider the entire ecological system in which they develop. Accordingly the model we have 

chosen emphasises multiple levels or spheres of influence emanating from: (1) the intra-individual 
level that considers the characteristics of the individual; (2) the interpersonal networks - the people 

that they share their lives with and those they interact with; (3) the environments in which they live, 

work and interact, and the systems which govern and guide them; ( 4) the institutional patterns of 
culture (such as customary practices and beliefs) that help to define them and their behaviours; and 

(5) the socio-historical context in which they live. The book opens with an introductory chapter 

on the history, subject matter and research methods of social psychology, which orients readers to 
the socio-historical context and the environment in which the discipline has evolved (Part I). We 
then move to an intra-individual focus on social perception (Part II), followed by a shift outward to 

the interpersonal networks with which a person interacts - focusing on social influence (Part III) 
and Social Relations (Part IV). We conclude with social psychology and real world applications, 
which embeds research and practice in social psychology into some of the environments in which 

it is commonly applied (Part V). Each chapter in this text talks about issues of relevance to an 
individual's 'as lived' experience, incorporating research that embraces the human journey with all of 

its uniqueness and its similarities. 

We realise that some instructors like to reshuffle the deck to develop a chapter order that better 
fits their own approach. There is no problem in doing this. Each chapter stands on its own and does 

not require that others be read first. 

The presentation 
Even when the content of a textbook is accurate and up to date, and even when its organisation is 

sound, there is still the matter of presentation. As the 'teacher outside the classroom', a good textbook 
should facilitate learning. Thus, every chapter contains the following pedagogical features: 
+ A narrative preview highlights aspects of material covered in the chapter, which is followed up 

with a Topical reflection box at the end of the chapter. 
+ Learning objectives are located at the beginning of each chapter, along with a Putting common sense 

to the test quiz. 
+ Key terms highlighted in the text, defined in the margin, listed at the end of the chapter and 

reprinted in an alphabetised glossary at the end of the book. The list provides page numbers for 
easy location of each term. 

+ Numerous bar graphs, line graphs, tables, sketches, photographs and flowcharts illustrate, extend, 
enhance and enliven material in the text. Some of these depict classic images and studies from 

social psychology's history; others are contemporary and often 'newsy'. 
+ Dotted throughout each chapter there are a number of Critical thinking activities that have been 

designed to get students thinking about concepts and issues of relevance to social psychology. 
+ Also interspersed are Cultural diversity boxes, which highlight global and regional themes 

of relevance to the chapter content. These boxes serve to highlight both the similarities and 

differences that exist in social psychological processes around the world. 

xi 
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+ At the end of each chapter, a comprehensive bulleted Review summarises the major sections 
and points. 

+ Also at the end of each chapter there is a quick Review quiz to test your understanding, some 
interesting websites relevant to the material covered and some Psychology SearchMe! activities to 
get you thinking about research. 

+ A Research spotlight feature highlighting the research of contemporary Australian and New Zealand 
researchers has been included in each chapter beginning with Chapter 2 . 

... 



RESOURCES GUIDE 

For the Student 

As you read this text you will find a number of features in every chapter to enhance your study of 

social psychology and help you understand how the theory is applied in the real world. 

An organisational model included at the 

beginning of each Part introduces the chapters 
and how they relate to each other to give you 

an overview of the content ahead. 

An opening vignette introduces and 

illustrates the chapter topics in a real-world 

context. This example is revisited in the 

Topical Reflection at the end of the chapter 

to connect your understanding of the theory 
back to the real world. 

Learning Objectives give you a clear sense of 
what each chapter will cover and what you 
should be able to do after reading the chapter. 
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RESOURCES GUIDE 

A Common Sense Test in every 
chapter challenges you to think 
about your intuitive beliefs 
related to the material covered 
in the chapter. Find the answers 
in the margins when the topic is 
discussed, and further explanations 
in the end-of-chapter review. 

Key Terms are bolded when first 
introduced in the text and then 
listed at the end of the chapter. You 
will also find them defined in the 
full Glossary at the back of the text. 

Cultural Diversity boxes are 
included in every chapter to 
introduce you to global and 
regional themes of relevance 
to the chapter content. These 
boxes serve to highlight both 
the similarities and differences 
that exist in social psychological 
processes around the world . 

REVIEW 

THE SELF-CONCEPT 
• The self-concept is the sum total of a person's beliefs about 

his or her own attributes. lt is the cognitive component of 

the self. 

Rudiments of the $elf-concept 

• Using brain scans, social neuroscientists find that certain 

areas become relatively more active when people process selr

relevant information. 

• Recognising oneself as a distinct entity is the first step in the 
development of a self-concept. 

• Cooley's 'looking-glass' self suggests that social factors are a 

necessary second step. 

PUTTING COMMON SENSE TO THE TEST,,. ::.. '----� ...:_, -? 
Humans are the only animals who recognise themselves in the 
mirror. 

FALSE. Studies have shown that the great apes (chimpanzees, 

gorlllas and orangutans) are also capable of self-recognition. 

+ According to social comparison theory, people often evalua 
their own opinions and abilities by comparing themselves t 

similar others. 

• Based on Schachter and Singer's two-factor theory of emot 

research shows that, under certain conditions, people inter 
their own arousal by watching others in the same situation 

(arousal + label =emotion). 

Autobio1raphical memories 

+ When people recall life experiences, recent, vivid and lastin 

memories are more likely to arise. 
+ Autobiographlcal memories are shaped by self-serving moti 

as people overemphasise their own roles in past events. 

Culture and the self-concept 
+ Many Europeans and North Americans hold an independen 

view of the self that emphasises autonomy. 

+ People in certain Asian, African and Latin American cultur 

hold an interdependent view of the self that encompasses 

social connections. 

+ These cultural differences influence the Wirf we perceive, f 
about and present ourselves in relation to others. 

attention. To the.· social psychologist, it also shows that the self is :tn import:tnr object of our 
attencion. 

self-concept 
The sumlotalofan 
individual's beliefs about 
his or her own personal 
attributes. 

self-schema 
A belief people hold about 
themselvesthatguideslhe 
processing of self-relevant 
information. 

The term self-concept refors co the sum total of belief.<; that peo ple have abouc themselves. 
what spcc:ific:illy docs the self-concept consist of? According to Hazel Markus (1977), the 
concept is made up of cognitive molecules she called salf-schemiJs: beliefs about oneself th:tc 
the processing of self-relevant in format.ion. Self-schemas arc co an individual's tot:tl self-c01 
as hypotheses are co a theory or as books are co a library. You c:tn chink of yo urself as masc 
or feminine, as indcpt'ndcm or depen dent :'Ll1d :ls introvcrrc:d or extrover ted . Indeed, any sp 
attribute may have relevance co the self-concept for some peo ple but not for ochers. The 
schema foe body weight is a goo d  example. Men and women who regard themselves :'IS cxtrc 
overweight or underweight, or for whom body imag(.·. is a prominent aspect of the self-con 
arc considered sdu:matic with respect co weight. For these body-weight schemarics. a wide r 
or otherwise llllllldane eveim - s hopping for groceries, b uying 11�\V clothing, eating dinner 
restaurant or s cndin ... the d:l at the bt·:ich - mav cri .. rcr ti ou rhcs :i.bout the self. J3 contr:i-;c t 

Diane Mackie {1984) was interested in social comparisons 

in the context of New Zealand ethnic groups. She asked 

Samoan and Pakeha {European) children in New Zealand 
to indicate who they make comparisons to in a variety of 

contexts. For example, they responded to the question, 

'When you think of someone who is a better person than 
you, who do you think of?' After responding to the questions, 
the researchers established whether the targets the children 
identified were part of their ethnic ingroup or not. 

Overall, New Zealand European (Pakeha) children 

nominated members of their ingroup in 67% of cases and 

Samoan children nominated members of their ingroup in 

54% of cases. Thus, the 'similarity rule' plays out even 
among children of varying cultures and ethnicities. 

FlGURE 2.4 The slmlfarity principle In the context of social comparisons 

• Critical Thinking Activities challenge you 
to reflect on, and evaluate, the concepts 

CRITICAL THINKING ACTIVITY 

Why are you studying psychology? Is your motivation to do so 

mainly intrinsic, extrinsic or some mix of the two? 
and issues covered in the chapter. Consider the rewards that you might gain from your study 

of psychology - maybe praise from your lecturers or tutors, 

marks on your university transcript or social prestige. Reflect 

on how these rewards might shape your motivation to study 

psychology. 



DR FIONA BARLOW, UNIVERSITY OF QUEENSLAND ANO GRIFFITH UNIVERSITY 

1 What are the topic are:u: of 

your research? 

I look at contact between members of 
different groups, and how such contact 
(or expectations about contact) shapes 

intergroup relations. I look extensively 
at how fears around contact (for 
example, expecting rejection on the 
basis of race) can encourage race-based 
segregation, and how negative 

contact between members of traditionally oppositional groups 

can effectively pofson intergroup relations. My work informs 
researchers about expecting rejection on the basis of your race 
(Barlow et al., 2009, 2010), minority group experiences of 
contact and rejection !Barlow et al .. 2010, 2011, 2013), the 

differential impact of negative and positive contact on racism 
and discrimination (Barlow et al., 2012) and the impact of 

contact and contact related fears on intergroup emotions, such 
as anxiety and anger (Barlow et al., 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012; 

Harth et al .. 2010). 

Barlow, F. K., Homsey, M.  J,, Thai, M., Sengupta, N., & 
Sibley, C. G. (2013). The wallpaper effect, The contact 

for political action as outcomes of race-based rejection 
in majority and minority groups. British Journal of Social 

Psychology, 5JC1), 167-177. 

Harth, N. s .. Homsey, M. J .. & Barlow, F. K. 120 ll. 
Emotional responses to rejection of gestures of intergroup 
reconcillatlon. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 

37(6), 815-829. 

Which of your research findings have you found 

most intri&uin&? 

One paper that I am very proud of was authored by my PhD 
student Michael Thai. In this paper we took on the topic 

of 'ethnic deviance'. Typically, work shows that we really 

dislike deviance - and we police the groups to which we 
belong by making sure that anyone who doesn't 'act like us' 

1s either disciplined or ejected from the group. Michael and 

I proposed that for some groups, this general pattern may 
not hold true. Specifically, we looked at Asian Australians. 

Asian Australians (like many other Asian people in Western 
settings) are perpetually denied their natlonal Identity. They 
are always being asked, 'Where are you realty from?' and so on 

and so forth. Given these pressures, we proposed that under 
certain conditions Asian Australian participants might actually 
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and discuss their research 
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background in this area 
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The Rev iew section enables you to 

consolidate your understanding of 
the concepts being learnt as you 

work through each chapter. 

A Review Quiz tests your 

comprehension of key 
concepts in each chapter . 

Search me! Psychology Activities 
linked to the SearchMe ! Psychology 

database guide you through online 
research of relevant peer-reviewed 
journals and news media . 

Weblinks help you to extend your 

knowledge and understanding of 
key points through wider online 
research. 
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Online resources 

Visit http://login . cengagebrain . com and use the access code that comes with this book for 

1 2  months' access to: 

+ An eBook version of this text 

+ The Social Psychology CourseMate premium website. You'll  find an integrated e-book, 
interactive quizzes, activities, glossary, flashcards, crosswords, and more tools to help you 
excel in your studies. 

Search me! psychology: Fast and convenient, this resource provides you with 24-hour 
access to full-text articles from hundreds of scholarly and popular journals and newspapers, 
including The Australian and The New York Times. Use Search me ! psychology to explore 
topics further and find current references. 

For the Instructor 

Cengage Learning is pleased to provide you with a selection of resources that wi l l  help you 

prepare for your lectures. These teaching tools are available on the Instructor companion website 

via http://login .cengage.com. 

Instructor's Manual  
The Instructor's Manual provides you with content to help set  up and administer your subject. It 
includes a chapter outline, lecture and discussion ideas, classroom activities, multimedia resources 
and solutions to the problems in the text. 

PowerPoint™ presentations 
Chapter-by-chapter PowerPoint prese'ntations cover the main concepts addressed within the 
text and can be edited to suit your own requirements. Use these slides to enhance your lecture 
presentations and to reinforce the key principles of your subject, or for student handouts. 

ExamView® test bank 
ExamView helps you to create, custom.ise and deliver tests in minutes for both print and online 
�pplications. The Quick Test Wizard and Online Test  Wizard guide you step-by-step through 
the test-creation process. With Exam View's complete word-processing abilities, you can add an 
unlimited number of new questions to the bank, edit existing questions and build tests of up to 250 
questions using up to 12  question types. You can also export the files into Blackboard or WebCT. 

Artwork 
These digital files of graphs, tables, pictures and flowcharts from the text can be used in a variety of 
media. Add them into your course management system, use them within student handouts or copy 
them into lecture presentations. 
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What is social  psychology? 

Interpersonal networks 

The individual 



Learning objectives 
By the end of this chapter, you shou ld be able to: 

1 define socia l  psychology, identify the k inds of 

q uestions that social psychologists try to answer 

and differentiate social psychology from other 

related fields 

2 describe the trajectory of the field of social  

psychology from the 1880s to the end of the 

20th century 

3 identify key areas that are tren ding in social 

psychology in current ti mes 

4 expl a in  the chal lenges of practicing socia l  

psychology as a science 

stopped to wonder why a person reacted to a situation 

the way they did, or considered your own reactions 

in an attempt to understand your thoughts, feelings 

and behaviours? Ask the people around you the same 

questions and you wi l l  see a common trend. As socia l  

beings l iving in  a social world, we cannot escape the 

complexities of our i nteractions with others or our 

isolation from them.  The h istory of social psychology 

has been paved with questions of socia l  behaviours, 

with questions and ideas from inquir ing m inds j ust 

l i ke yours providing the paving stones. Hundreds of 

thousands of studies a nd experiments have formed 

the cement that holds the pavers together, and the 

questions that those studies have generated have 

provided the complexity in the d irection of the paths 

they have created. Not only wi l l  you learn interesting 

and re levant deta i ls  of research findings throughout 

5 describe the process of generating research 

ideas in socia l  psychology, searching the relevant 

l iterature and developing hypotheses 

6 expla in  how social psychologists go about 

conceptua l ising, operational is ing and measuring 

variables 

7 Compare and contrast types of descriptive 

research, correlational research and 

experimental research 

8 Discuss the function of ethics in social 

psychological research, including the use of 

deception and confederates and scientific integrity. 

the book, but you also wi l l  learn how social psychologists have d iscovered this evidence. It is an exciting process 

and one that we are enthusiastic about sharing with you. The purpose of this first chapter is to provide you with 

a broad overview of the field of social psychology and to introduce you to some of the methodologies we use to 

carry out the scientific i nvestigations in  this field. By the t ime you f in ish it, you should be ready and (we hope) 

eager for what l ies ahead - your path is a work in progress . 

.... 



C HAPTER 1 I WHAT I S  S O C I A L  PSYCHOLOGY? 

... 

SOME YEARS FROM NOW, you may receive a letter in the mail inviting you to a high school or 

university 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 first? Will you rem.ember the poetry you finally began to appreciate in 

your third year? Will you think about the pride you felt when you completed your first 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 experience; the tin1e you made a fool of yourself at 

a party; the effort of trying to be accepted by a clique of popular people ; the day you sat in the pouring 

rain with your friends while watching a rugby game or an outdoor film. 

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 define happiness and success for each other. And we don't fall passively into social 

interactions; we actively seek them. We visit family, find mates, have parties, build networks, go 

on dates, pledge an enduring commitment and perhaps 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' 

television shows. Many of us text or tweet each other about what we're up to, or we spend time on 

social networking sites such as Facebook, interacting with people from around the world and adding 

hundreds or even thousands of ' friends' to our social networks. 

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

profoundly important social relationships are to the human animal. And research continues to find 

new evidence for, and point to new implications of, our social nature. Consider, for example, this set 

of conclusions : 
• Having close friends and staying in contact with family members is associated with health benefits 

such as protecting against heart disease, infection, diabetes and cancer, and with living longer and 

more actively (Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2013 ;  Luo et al . ,  201 2 -) .  

• Children who are socially excluded from activities by their peers are more l ikely than other children 

to suffer academically as well as socially in school, even several years later (Bubs et al., 2010; 

Rodkin & Ryan, 2012) . The experience of being excluded as a child or adolescent is pointedly 

negative (Wolfer & Scheithauer, 2013) . 
• 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. Being treated well and fairly by other people, on the other 

hand, activates parts of the brain associated with physical rewards such as desirable food and drink 

(Eisenberger, 201 2 ;  Eisenberger & Cole, 201 2 ) .  Such effects even extend to witnessing the social 

exclusion of a friend (Meyer et al., 2013) . 
• As many doctors can tell you, there is something very real about a 'broken heart'. For example, a 

person is more than twice as likely than usual to suffer a heart attack within the month following 

the death of a loved one (Carey et al . ,  2014) . 

Precisely because we need and care so much about social interactions and relationships, the social 

contexts in which we find ourselves can influence us profoundly. You can find many examples of this 

kind of influence 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 different way with another group? The power of the situation can also be much more subtle, and yet 

more powerful, than in these examples, as when another's unspoken expectations about you literally 

seem to cause you to become a different person. 

The 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 efforts on a project. Dramatic 

events can heighten its significance all the more, as is evident in people's behaviour during and after 

natural disasters or war. 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 offer. These events 

invariably call attention to the kinds of questions that social psychologists study - questions about 
hatred and violence, about intergroup conflict and suspicion, and about heroism, cooperation and the 

capacity for understanding across cultural, ethnic, racial, religious and geographic divides. We are 

reminded of the need for a better understanding of social psychological issues as we see footage of 

death and destruction from areas in the Middle East or Africa, or are confronted with the reality of 
an all-too-violent world as nearby as our own neighbourhoods and campuses. We also appreciate the 
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Egyptian youth post 
video to Facebook and 
Twitter of footage they 
shot earlier that day of 
revolutionary protests in 
Tahrir Square during the 
Arab Spring of 201 1 .  

Social psyc hologists 
study, among other 
th ings, the expanding 
role of soc ia l  networking 
and technology in our 
l ives, and how people 
deal with conflict. 

social psychology 
The scientific study of how 
ind ividuals think, feel and 

behave in a social context. 
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majesty and power of social connections as we recognise the 

courage of a firefighter, read about the charity of a donor or 

see the glow in the eyes of a new parent. These are all - the 
bad and the good, the mundane and the extraordinary - part 
of the fascinating landscape of social psychology. 

This chapter introduces you to the study of social 

psychology and examines how social psychologists do their 

research. We begin by defining 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 field and then look forward, 

with a discussion of the important themes and perspectives 

that are propelling social psychology in the twenty-first 

century. Then we ask, 'Why should you learn about research 

methods? '  We answer this question by discussing how 

learning about research ni.ethods can benefit you both in this 

course and beyond. Next, we consider how researchers come 

up with and develop ideas and begin the research process. 

Then we provide an overview of the research designs that social psychologists use to test their ideas. 

Fina lly, we turn to important questions about ethics and values in social psychology. 

WHAT IS SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY? 

We begin by previewing the new territory you're about to enter. Then we define social psychology 

and map out its relationship to sociology and some other disciplines within the field of psychology. 

Defining social psychology 
Social psychology is the scientific study of how individuals think, feel and behave in a social context. 
Let's look at each part of this definition. 

Scientific study 
There are many approaches to understanding how people think, feel and behave. We can learn 

about human behaviour from novels, films, history and philosophy, to name just a few possibilities. 

What makes social psychology di fferent from these artistic and humanistic endeavours is that social 

psychology is a science. It applies the scientific method of systematic observation, description and 

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

explained later in this chapter. 

How ind ividuals think, feel and behave 

Our social relationships and interactions are extremely im portant to us. 
Most people seek out and are profoundly affected by other people. This 
social nature of the human ani mal is what social ps��hology is al l about. 

Social psychology concerns an amazingly diverse set of 

topics. People's private, even non-conscious beliefs and 

attitudes; their most passionate emotions; their heroic, 

cowardly or merely mundane public behaviours - these all 

fall within the broad scope of social psychology. In this way, 

social psychology differs from other social sciences such 

as economics and political science. Research on attitudes 

offers 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' attitudes 

towards particular groups of people or how their attitudes 

are affected by their peers or their mood. In so doing, social 
psychologists strive to establish general principles of attitude 

formation and change that apply in a variety of situations 

rather than exclusively to particular domains. 

Note the word individuals in our definition of social 
psychology. This word points to another important way in 
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which social psychology differs from some other social sciences. Sociology, for example, typically 

classifies people in terms of their nationality, race, socioeconomic class and other group factors. By 

contrast, social psychology typically focuses on the psychology of the individual. Even when social 

psychologists study groups of people, they usually emphasise the behaviour 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 crowded club. 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 behaviour, social psychologists sometimes examine non-social factors that 

affect people's thoughts, emotions, motives and actions. For example, they may study whether 

hot weather causes people to behave more aggressively (Anderson & DeLisi, 2 0 1 1 ) .  What is social 

about this is the behaviour :  people hurting each other. In addition, social psychologists sometimes 

study people's thoughts or feelings about non-social things, 

such as people's attitudes towards Nike products. How can 

attitudes towards Nike products be of interest to social 

psychologists? One way is if these attitudes are influenced 

by som.ething social, such as whether the endorsement 

of Nike by tennis stars Maria Sharapova, Rafael Nadal 

and Roger Federer makes people prefer that brand. Both 
exarnples - determining whether heat causes an increase i n  

aggression o r  whether tennis stars cause an increase in sales 

of Nike shoes - are social psychological pursuits because 

the thoughts, feelings, or behaviours either (a) concern other 
people or (b) are influenced by other people. 

The 'social context' referred to in the definition of social 

psychology does not have to be real or present. Even the 

implied or imagined presence of others can have important 

effects on individuals (Allport, 1985) . For example, if people 

imagine receiving positive or negative reactions from others, 

their self-esteem can be affected substantially (Libby et al . ,  

201 1 ;  Smart Richman & Leary, 2009) . If children imagine 
having contact with a child from another country, their 

attitudes towards individuals from that country can become 

more positive (Vezzali et al., 2012) . And if university students 

imagine 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 appl ications 
For those of us fascinated by social behaviour, 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 psychology is all about. Learning about 
social psychology is learning about ourselves and our social 

worlds. And because social psychology is scientific rather than 

TABLE 1 .1 Examples of social psychological q uestions 

Social perception: What affects the way we perceive ourselves 
and others? 

+ Why do people somet imes sabotage their  own performance, 

making it  more l i kely that they wi l l  fai l?  (Chapter 2) 
+ How do we form i m pressions of others - sometimes in the 

b l i n k  of an  eye? (Chapter 3) 
+ Where do stereotypes come fro m ,  and why are they so 

resistant to change? (Chapter 4) 

Social influence: How do we influence each other? 

+ Why do we often l ike what we suffer for? (Chapter 5) 
+ How do salespeo ple sometimes trick us into buying thi ngs 

we never rea l ly  wanted in the first place? (Chapter 6) 
+ Why do people often perform worse in groups than they 

would have alone? (Chapter 7) 

Social relations: What causes us to like, love, help and hurt others? 

+ How s i m i lar or d ifferent are the sexes in  what they look for 

in an int imate re lat ionship? (Chapter 8) 
+ When is a bystander more or less l i kely to help you in an  

emergency? (Chapter 9) 
+ Does exposure to television viol ence or to pornography 

trigger aggressive behaviour? (Chapter 10) 

Applying social psychology: How does social psychology help us 
understand questions other domains of life? 

+ What can psychology contribute to the c l imate c hange 

debate? (Chapter 1 1 ) 
+ How can being part of a commun ity help in the aftermath of 

a d isaster? (Chapter 12) 
+ How does stress affect one's health ,  and what are the most 

effective ways of coping with stressful experiences? (Chapter 13) 
+ Can interrogators rea l ly  get people to confess to serious 

cri mes they did not commit? (Chapter 14) 
+ How can business leaders most effectively motivate their 

employees? (Chapter 15) 

anecdotal, it provides insights that would be impossible to gain through intuition or experience alone. 

The value of social psychology's perspective on human behaviour is widely recognised. Courses 

in social psychology are often required or encouraged for students interested in careers in business, 
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education, medicine, law and journalism, as well as in psychology and sociology. Although many 
advanced graduates with a doctorate in social psychology hold faculty appointments in universities, 

others work in medical centres, law firms, government agencies, the military and a variety ofbusiness 

settings including investment banking, marketing, advertising, human resources, negotiating and 

social networking. 

The nmnber and importance of these applications continue to grow. Climate scientists and 

governments are utilising social psychological findings to determine the best ways to assess and, 

sometimes, change attitudes and shape behaviour. Community groups and local governments are 

drawing from the knowledge gained in the social psychological study of group processes and prosocial 

behaviour. 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 marketplace, and they are 

consulting research on group dynamics to foster 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. We consider these applied contexts further in the final five chapters of this book. 

Indeed, we can think of no other field of study that offers expertise that is  more clearly relevant to so 

many different career paths. 

Social psychology and related fields: distinctions and intersections 
Social psychology is sometimes confused with certain other fields of study. Before we go on, it  is  

important to clarify how social psychology is distinct from these other fields. At the same time, it  is  

important to illustrate some of the ways that interesting and significant questions can be addressed 

through interactions between social psychology and these other fields (see Ta ble  1 .2) . 

Social  psychology and sociology 
Sociologists and social psychologists share an interest in many issues, such as violence, prejudice, 

cultural differences and marriage. As noted, however, sociology tends to focus on the group level, 

whereas social psychology tends to focus on the individual level. For example, sociologists might 

TABLE 1 .2 Distinctions between social psychology and related 

fields: the case of research on prejud ice 

track a society's racial attitudes over time, whereas social 

psychologists might examine some of the specific factors that 

make individuals more or less likely to behave in a racist way 

towards members of some group. To see the d ifferences between social psychology and related 

fields, consider an example of how researchers in each field m ight 

conduct a study of prejudice. 

Field of study Example of how a researcher in the 
field might study prejudice 

Sociology Measure how prejud ice varies as a 

function of soc ial or economic class. 

Cl in ica l  psychology Test various therapies for people with 

antisocial personal ities who exh ib it 

great degrees of prejudice. 

Personal ity psychology Develop a questionnaire to identify 

men who are very h igh or low i n  

degree o f  prejud ice towards women.  

Cognitive psychology M a n i pulate exposure to a member 

of some category of people and 
measure the thoughts and concepts 

that are automatically activated. 

(Note that a study of prejud ice in th is 

f ie ld would,  by defin it ion,  be at the 

i ntersection of cognitive and soc ial  

psychology.) 

Social psychology Manipu late various k i nds of contact 

between individuals of different 

groups and examine the effect of 

these manipulations on the degree of 

prejud ice exhibited. 

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 effects of this manipulation using precise, 

quantifiable measures. 

Despite these differences, sociology and social psychology 

are clearly related. Indeed, many sociologists and social 

psychologists share the same training and publish in the 

same journals. When these two fields 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 affect individuals' attitudes 

and behaviours (Eagly & Wood, 2 0 1 2 ;  Jost & van der Toorn, 

2 0 1 2 ;  Levy et al., 2 0 1 0 ;  Sidanius & Pratto, 2012) .  

Social  psychology and related areas of psychology 
If  you tell people not very familiar with psychology that you 

are taking a social psychology class, they may say things like, 

'Oh, great, now you're going to start psychoanalysing me' or 

'Finally, rnaybe you can tell n1e why everyone in my family 

is so messed up'. The assumption underlying these reactions, 

of course, is that you are studying clinical, or abnormal, 

psychology. If you base your impressions of psychology 
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primarily by how it's portrayed in popular culture, you're likely to miss how incredibly broad and 
diverse the field is. Although social psychology is related to other areas of psychology, each has a very 
different focus. 

Clinical psychologists, for example, seek to understand and treat people with psychological 
difficulties or disorders. Social psychologists do not focus on disorders; rather, they focus on the more 
typical ways in which individuals think, feel, behave and influence each other. Personality psychology 
is another area that is often confused with social psychology. However, personality psychology seeks 
to understand stable differences between individuals, whereas social psychology seeks to understand 
how social factors affect most individuals regardless of their different personalities. In other words, a 
personality psychologist may ask, ' Is this person outgoing and friendly almost all the time, in just 
about any setting?' while a social psychologist may ask, 'Are people in general more likely to seek out 
friends when they are made anxious by a situation than when they are made to feel relaxed? ' 

Cognitive psychologists study mental processes such as thinking, learning, remembering and 
reasoning. Social psychologists are often interested in these same processes. More specifically, 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 behaviour. 

These examples show the contrast between the fields, but, in fact, social psychological theory 
and research often intersect with these other areas quite a bit. For example, both clinical and social 
psychology may address how people cope with anxiety or pressure in social situations, or how being 
bullied or stereotyped by others can affect individuals' physical and mental health (Bijleveld et al . ,  
2012;  Brodish et al . ,  201 1 ;  Crocker et al . ,  2010;  Gibbons et al. , 201 2 ;  Greenland et al . ,  2012 ;  Huynh 
et al . ,  2012) .  

Personality and social psychology are especially closely linked because they complement each 
other so well. For example, some social psychologists examine how receiving negative feedback (a 
social factor) can have different effects on people as a function of their self-esteem (a personality factor) , 
or whether playing violent video games (a social factor) is espS!cially likely to trigger aggressiveness in 
particular types of children (a personality factor) (Bosson & Swann, 2009; Thomas & Levant, 2012;  
Zeigler-Hill et  al., 2011 ) .  

Cognitive and social psychology are also closely connected. The last few decades have seen an 
explosion of interest in the intersection of cognitive and social psychology. The study of social cognition 

is discussed in more detail later in this chapter, and it is a focus throughout this text, especially in 
Part I I  (Social perception) . 

Social psychology and other fields of study 
Social psychologists today more than ever are conducting research that spans traditional boundaries 
between fields. The intersections of social psychology with disciplines such as neuroscience, biology, 
economics, political science, public health, environmental studies, law and medicine are increasingly 
important to contemporary social psychology. We discuss more about some of these intersections later 
in this chapter, but these connections also emerge throughout this book, especially in Part V (Social 
psychology and real world applications) . 

Social  psychology and common sense 
After reading about a theory or finding of social psychology, you may sometimes think, 'Of course. 
I knew that all along. Anyone could have told me that.' This ' knew-it-all-along' phenomenon often 
causes people to question how social psychology is different from common sense, or traditional folk 
wisdom. After all, why would any of the following social psychological findings 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 offer them a large reward for doing it, causing them to 

associate the activity with the positive reinforcement. 
• People think that they're more distinctive than they really are. They tend to underestimate the 

extent to which others share the same opinions or interests. 
• Playing contact sport or violent video games releases aggression and makes people less likely to 

vent their anger in violent ways. 
I n  a minute, we will have more to say about each of these statements. 
Common sense may seem to explain many social psychological findings after the fact. The 

problem is distinguishing common sense fact from common sense myth. After all, for many common 
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sense notions, there is an equally sensible-sounding notion that says the opposite. Is it 'Birds of a 

feather flock together' or 'Opposites attract'? Is it 'Two heads are better than one' or 'Too many 
cooks spoil the broth' ?  Which are correct? We have no reliable way to answer such questions through 

common sense or intuition alone. 

Social psychology, unlike comni_on sense, uses the scientific method to put its theories to the 
test. How it does so is discussed in greater detail in the next chapter. But before we leave this section, 

one word of caution: Those four 'findings' listed above? They are all false. Although there may be 

sensible reasons to believe each of the statements to be true, research indicates otherwise. Therein lies 

another problem with relying on common sense : despite offering very compelling predictions and 

explanations, 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 emphasise these points and to encourage you to think critically about social psychological 
issues before as well as after learning about them, this textbook contains a feature called 'Putting 

common sense to the test'. Beginning with Chapter 2, each chapter opens with a few statements about 

social psychological issues that are 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. Margin notes throughout the chapter will tell you whether the 

statements are true or false. We revisit these statements again in the review section at the end of each 

chapter with a brief explanation to help you understand the correct answer. In reading the chapter, 
check not only whether your prediction was correct but also whether your reasons for the prediction 

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. There are few better ways oflearning and remembering than 

through this kind of critical thinking. 

A BRIEF H ISTORY 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 offered keen insights into many social 

psychological issues . But no systematic and scientific study of social psychological issues developed 

until the end of the nineteenth century. The field 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 field. As social psychology is now in its second century, it is instructive to look 

back to see how the field today has been shaped by the people and events of its first century. Specific 
histories of social psychology have been written for Australia (Feather, 2009; Taft, 1989) and the 

Society for Australasian Social Psychologists (Innes, 2008) . In this chapter, we focus broadly on the 

history of the field as it unfolded around the world. In each of the other chapters, we highlight a 

local social psychologist or researcher who handles themes of social psychology in Australia and New 

Zealand. Keep your eye out - you may spot academics at your university, or even see some of your 

own lecturers ! 

The b irth and infancy of social psychology: 1 880s to 1 920s 
Like most such honours, the title 'founder of social psychology' has many potential recipients, and 
not everyone agrees on who should prevail. Over the years, most have pointed to the American 

psychologist Norman Triplett, who is credited with having published the first research article in social 

psychology at the end of the nineteenth century ( 1897-1898) . Triplett's work was noteworthy because 

after observing that cyclists 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 and precise way. This scientific approach to studying the effects of the social context on 

individuals' behaviour 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 effects of the presence of others on the performance of individuals. In 

contrast to Triplett, however, Ringelmann noted that individuals often performed worse on simple 
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tasks such as pulling rope when they performed the tasks 
with other people. The issues addressed by these two early 

researchers continue to be of vital interest, as will be seen 

later in Chapter 7. 

Some scholars (Haines & Vaughan, 1979; Stroebe, 2012)  
suggest a handful of other possible examples of the first social 

psychology studies, including research that Triplett himself 
cited. These studies also were conducted in the 1880s and 

1 890s, which seems to have been a particularly fertile time 

for social psychology to begin to set its foundation. 

Despite their place in the history of social psychology, 

these late-nineteenth-century studies did not truly establish 
social psychology as a distinct field of study. Credit for this 
creation goes to the writers of the first three textbooks 

in social psychology: the English psychologist William 
McDougall (1908) and two Americans, 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 scientific method, helped to establish social psychology as 

the discipline it is today. These authors announced the arrival 

of a new approach to the social aspects of human behaviour. 
Social psychology was born. 

Racers from around the world com pete in a stage of the Tour de 
France. Wo uld these cyc l ists have raced faster or s lower if they were 
racing individual ly against the clock rather than racing simultaneously 
with their competitors? More generally, how does the presence 
of others affect an ind iv idual 's performance? The earl iest social  
psychology experiments ever done sought to answer questions such 
as these. Chapter 7 on group processes bri ngs you up to date on the 
latest research in  this area. 

A call  to action: 1 930s to 1950s 
What one person would you guess has had the strongest influence on the field 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 field: dictator of Nazi Germany, Adolf Hitler. 

Hitler's rise to power and the horrendous events that followed 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 behaviours. In addition, 
many social psychologists living in Europe in the 1930s fled to the United States and helped to establish 
a critical mass of social psychologists who would give shape to the rapidly maturing field. The years just 

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

In 1 936, 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. The name 

of the society illustrates these psychologists' concern for making important, practical contributions 
to society. Also in 1936, a social psychologist named Muzafer Sherif published groundbreaking 

experimental research on social influence. As a youth in Turkey, Sherif had witnessed groups of 
Greek soldiers brutally killing his friends. After migrating to the United States, Sherif drew on this 

experience and began to conduct research on the powerful influences 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 com.plex social processes such as conformity and social 
influence in a rigorous, scientific manner. This innovation laid the foundation for what was to become 
one of the major topics in social psychology. Research and theory on social influence are discussed 

throughout this text, particularly in Part I I I  (Social influence) . 
Another great contributor to social psychology, Kurt Lewin, fled the Nazi onslaught in Germany 

and migrated to the United States in the early 1 930s. Lewin was a bold and creative theorist whose 
concepts have had lasting effects on the field (see, for example, Lewin, 1935, 1947) . One of the 

fundamental principles of social psychology that Lewin helped establish was that behaviour is a function 
of the interaction between the person and the environment. This position, which later became known 
as the interactionist perspective (Blass, 1991) ,  emphasised the dynamic interplay of internal and external 

factors, and it marked a sharp contrast from other major psychological paradigms during his lifetime : 
psychoanalysis, with its emphasis on internal motives and fantasies ; and behaviourism, with its focus 
on external rewards and punishments. 

interactionist perspective 
An emphasis on how both 
an ind ividual 's personal ity 

and environmental 

characteristics influence 
behaviour. 
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� r-����������"!"': ..... Lewin also profoundly influenced the field 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 conserve materials to help the war effort, how to promote 
more economical and nutritious eating habits, and what kinds 
ofleaders elicit the best work from group members. Built on 
Lewin's legacy, applied social psychology flourishes today in 

areas such as advertising, business, education, environmental 
protection, health, law, politics, public policy, religion and 

sport. Throughout this text, we draw on the findings of 
applied social psychology to illustrate the implications of 

social psychological principles for our daily lives. In Part V 

(Social psychology and real world applications) , five 

prominent areas of applied social psychology are discussed in 

detail: environment and conservation, community processes, 
health, law and business. One of Lewin's statements can 

be seen as a call to action for the entire field: 'No research 
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What determ ines whether people are l ikely to act to conserve their 
environment, as these individuals do by vo lu nteering on Clean Up 
Austra l ia Day? Bui lt  on the legacy of Kurt Lewin ,  appl ied social 
psychology contributes to the so l ution of n u merous social problems, 
such as environmental degradation. 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 propaganda of the enemy, how to persuade citizens to support the war effort, how to 
select officers for various positions,  and other practical issues. During and after the war, social 

psychologists sought to understand the prejudice, aggression and conformity the war had brought 

to light. The 1950s saw many major contributions to the field of social psychology. For example, 
Gordon Allport ( 1954) published The 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 behaviour - that remain among the most influential theories 

in the field. These 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. 

Confidence and crisis: 1 960s to mid-1 970s 
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 officers 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. This 

research is discussed in detail in Chapter 6 ( 'Conformity, compliance and obedience' ) .  

With its foundation firmly in place, social psychology entered a period of  expansion and 

enthusiasm. The sheer range of its investigations was staggering. Social psychologists considered how 

people thought and felt about themselves and others. They studied interactions in groups and social 
problems, such as why people fail to help others in distress. They also examined aggression, physical 

attractiveness and stress. For the field 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 influenced their participants' behaviour, and that the theories being tested in the 
laboratory were historically and culturally limited (Gergen, 1973 ; Kelman, 1967; Rosenthal, 1976) . 

Those who favoured laboratory experimentation, on the other hand, contended that their procedures 

were ethical, their results were valid and their theoretical principles were widely applicable (McGuire ,  

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



An era of plural ism: mid-1 970s to 1 990s 

C H A PTER 1 I WHAT I S  SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY' 

Fortunately, both sides won. As we will see later in this 

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 differences in behaviour. Laboratory experiments 

continued to dominate, but often with more precise methods. 

Laboratory experiments did, however, get some company. 

A pluralistic approach emerged as a wider range of research 

techniques and questions became established. 
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Pluralism in social psychology extends far beyond its 

methods.  There are also important variations in what aspects 

of human behaviour are emphasised. For example, social 

psychologists became more and more interested in processes 

relevant to (as well as  in adapting methods from) cognitive 

psychology. A new subfield was born called social cognition , 
the study of how we perceive, remember and interpret 

information about ourselves and others. Social cognition 

research continues to thrive today and examines issues 

important to virtually every major area in social psychology. 

Social  psychologists are beco m i ng increasingly interested in cross

cu ltura l  research, which helps us break out of our  culture-bound 

perspective. Many of our behaviours differ across cultures. I n  some 

cu ltures, for example,  people are expected to negotiate about the 

price of the products they buy, as in th is market i n  Tu n is ia .  I n  other 

cultures, such barga i n ing would be high ly u n usual  and cause confusion 

and d istress. 

Another source of pluralism in social psychology is 

its development of international and multicultural perspectives. Although individuals from many 

countries helped establish the field, social psychology was most prominent in the United States and 

Canada . At one point, it was estimated that 75-90% of social psychologists lived in North America 

(Smith & Bond, 1993 ; Triandis, 1994) . However, this aspect of social psychology began to change 

rapidly in the 1990s, reflecting not only the different geographic and cultural backgrounds of its 

researchers and participants but also the recognition that many social psychological phenomena once 

assumed to be universal may actually vary dramatically as a function of culture. You can find evidence 

of this new appreciation of the role of culture in every chapter of this book - look for content on 

cultural perspectives and considerations set apart in feature boxes throughout each chapter. 

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY IN A NEW CENTURY: 

WHAT IS  TRENDING TODAY? 
As we began the twenty-first century, social psychology began its second hundred years. The field today 

continues to grow in the number 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. 

Throughout th is text, we emphasise the most current, cutting-edge research in the field, along 

with the classic findings of the past. First, we focus on a few of the exciting themes and perspectives 

emerging from current research. 

Integration of emotion, motivation and cognition 
In the earlier days of social cognition research in the 1970s and 1980s ,  the dominant perspective 

was called 'cold' because it emphasised the role of cognition and de-emphasised the role of emotion 

and motivation in explaining social psychological issues. This was contrasted with a 'hot' perspective 

that focused on emotion and motivation as determinants of our thoughts and actions. Today there is 

growing interest in integrating both 'hot' and 'cold' perspectives, as researchers study how individuals' 

emotions and motivations influence their thoughts and actions, and vice versa. For example, researchers 

today examine how motivations we aren't even consciously aware of (such as being motivated to treat 

others fairly, or being ni.otivated to feel superior to others) can bias how we think, feel and behave 

(Moskowitz et al. ,  2 0 1 1 ; Seitchik & Harkins, 2014; Shoda et al. ,  2014;  Tarnir et al . ,  2 0 1 3 ;  Wyer, 2012) . 

One issue illustrating the integration of 'hot' and 'cold' variables concerns the conflict between 

wanting to be right and wanting to feel good about oneself, and how these different motivations 

influence how we process information. 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 

social cognition 
The study of how people 

perceive, remember and  

interpret information about 

themselves and others. 
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social neuroscience 

The study of the relationsh ip  

between neural and social 

processes . 

behavioural genetics 

A subfield of psychology that 

examines the role of genetic 

factors in  behaviour. 

evolutionary psychology 
A subfield of psyc hology 

that uses the princip les of 

evolution to u nderstand 

human social behaviour. 

culture 
A system of enduring 

meanings, bel iefs, values, 

assu m ptions, i nstitutions 

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 d ifferent cultures. 

multicultural research 

Research designed to 

exa mine racial and ethnic 

groups within cultures. 

PART 1 I I NTROD U C T I O N  

something bad about ourselves or those closest to us. These goals can pull our cognitive processes in 
very different directions. How we perform the required mental gynu1astics is an ongoing concern for 

social psychologists. 

Another theme running through many chapters of this book is the growing interest in 

distinguishing between automatic and controllable processes and in understanding the relationship 

between them (Monteith et al. ,  2010 ;  Payne & Iannuzzi, 201 2 ;  Trawalter & Shapiro, 2010) . How 

much do we have control over our thoughts and actions, and how vulnerable are we to influences 
beyond our awareness or control? Are we sometimes influenced by stereotypes even if we don't want 

to believe them? Can we train ourselves to regulate ourselves against automatic impulses? These are 

among the questions that social psychologists are studying today. 

Biological and evolutionary perspectives 
As the technology available to researchers evolves, biological perspectives are increasingly 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 

influence, and are influenced by, our social experiences. This interaction between the physical and 

the social is the focus of more research than ever before in the field, and examples can be found 

throughout the textbook, such as in studies demonstrating the cardiovascular effects of being the 

target of discrimination, and research examining the role of hormones and neurotransmitters in 

human aggression (Kaholokula et al. ,  2012 ;  Mendes & Jamieson, 2012) . 

A particularly exciting development is the emergence of the subfield of social neuroscience - the 

study of the relationship between neural and social processes. This intersection of social psychology 

and neuroscience is addressing a rapidly growing number of fascinating issues, such as how playing 

violent video games can affect brain activity and subsequent acts of aggression, or how different 

patterns of activity in parts of the brain relates to how people are likely to perceive themselves or 

members ofa different racial group (Amodio, 2013 ;  Beer, 201 2 ;  Engelhardt et al . ,  201 1 ) .  

Advances in behavioural genetics - a subfield of  psychology that examines the effects of  genes on  

behaviour - have triggered new research to investigate such matters a s  the extent to which political 

attitudes are at least partially inherited and the roles that genes play in individuals' sexual orientation, 

identity and levels of well-being (Fredrickson et al . ,  2013;  Kim, 2009;  Rhee & Waldman, 201 1 ) .  

Evolutionary psychology, which uses the principles of evolution to understand human behaviour, is 

another growing area that is sparking new research in social psychology. According to this perspective, 

to understand a social psychological issue such as jealousy, we should ask how tendencies and reactions 

underlying jealousy today may have evolved from the natural selection pressures our ancestors faced. 
Evolutionary psychological theories can then be used to explain and predict gender differences in 

jealousy, the situational factors most likely to trigger jealousy, and so on (Buss, 2012 ;  DelPriore et al . ,  

2012 ;  Perilloux et al . ,  2012b; Shackelford et al . ,  2012) .  This perspective is discussed in many places 

throughout the textbook, especially in Part IV (Social relations) . 

Cultural perspectives 
Because of the fantastic advancements in communication technologies and the globalisation of the 

world's economies, it is faster, easier and more necessary than ever for people from vastly different 

cultures to interact with one another. Thus, our need and desire to understand how we are similar to 

and different from one another are greater than ever as well. Social psychology is currently experiencing 

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 

different ways. Broadly speaking, culture may be considered to be 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. Whatever the specific definition, it is clear that how individuals 

perceive and derive meaning from their world is influenced 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 

specificity of their theories and findings by conducting cross-cultural research , in which they examine 

similarities and differences 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. 
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These developments are already profoundly influencing 

our view of human behaviour. For example, cross-cultural 

research has revealed important distinctions between the 

collectivist cultures (which value interdependence and 

social harmony) typically found in  Asia, Africa and Latin 

America, and the individualistic cultures (which value 

independence and self-reliance) typically found in Australia, 

New Zealand and much of North America and Europe. The 

implications of these differences can be seen throughout the 

textbook. Consider, for example, our earlier discussion of 

the integration of 'hot' and 'cold' variables in contemporary 

social psychology, in which we mentioned the conflict 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 differ 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 ) .  In one such study, Carl Falk and colleagues (2009) 

asked Japanese and European-Canadian individuals to 

indicate which of a variety of desirable and undesirable traits 

were characteristic of themselves. Figure 1 .1 illustrates the 

results of the study, demonstrating that European-Canadian 

participants were far more likely to choose desirable than 

undesirable traits, but Japanese participants were much more 

balanced between desirable and undesirable traits. 

FIGURE 1 .1 Self-descriptions across cu ltures 

Japanese or European-Canadian research participants were 

presented with a l ist of desirable (for example,  sincere or 

intel l igent) and undesirable (for example,  cruel or i ndecisive) 

traits and asked which traits were characteristic of themselves. 

The European-Canadian participants (the two bars on the left) 

were much more l ikely to choose desirable than undesirable 

traits, but the Japanese part icipants (the two bars on the right) 
chose a much more balanced mix of traits. 
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I n  this text, we describe studies conducted in dozens 

of countries, representing every populated continent on 

Source, Based on Falk et al. 12009). 

CRITICAL THINKING ACTIVITY • 
Earth. As our knowledge expands, we should be able to see 

much more clearly both the behavioural differences among 

cultures and the similarities we all share. But it is important 

to note that even within a particular society, people are 

often treated differently as a function of social categories 

such as gender, race, physical appearance and economic 

class. They may be raised differently by their parents, 

confronted with different expectations by teachers, exposed 

to different types of advertising and marketing, a nd offered 

different kinds of jobs. In a sense, then , even peop le within 

the same town or region may develop and live in distinct 

subcultures, and these differences can have profound effects 

How wou ld you describe your cultural background? Is it the 

on people's lives. 

same a s  the c u lture in w h i c h  you currently find yourself? 

Reflect on how your own p e rsona l  cultu ra l  orientation m ight 

shape the way you interact with and respond to others, a n d  

even h o w  others respond t o  you .  

Throughout t h i s  textbook, you w i l l  s e e  that m a ny socia l  

psychological processes are i mpacted by c u lture.  I t  is  

i m portant for  you to u nderstand how your  own cu lture m ight 

fit i nto you r  own socia l  psychological experience. 

Some social psychology textbooks devote a separate chapter to culture. We have chosen not to do 

so. Because we believe that cultural influences are inherent in all aspects of social psychology, we have 

chosen instead to integrate discussions of the role of culture in every chapter of the textbook. Further, 
we include features that highlight cross-cultural or multicultural research. 

Behavioural economics, embodied cognition and other 

interdiscipl inary approaches 
One of the authors taught a new course called Interdisciplinary Approaches to Social Psychology and 

the reading list was packed with fascinating studies that were at the intersection of social psychology 
and other disciplines, such as economics, environmental studies, political science and so forth. What 
was especially noteworthy about this was that of the more than 40 readings assigned for the semester, 

almost all of them were published within a year or two of the semester in which the course was 
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behavioural economics 
An i nterd isc ip l inary subfield 

that focuses on how 

psychology - particularly 
soc ia l  and cognitive 

psychology - relates to 

economic decis ion making. 

embodied cognition 
An interdiscip l inary subfield 

that examines the close 

l inks between our m inds 
and the pos itioning, 

experiences and actions of 

our bodies . 

PART 1 I INTRODUCT ION 

taught. And it would have been easy to choose another 40 readings from the same time period that 

would have been similarly interesting and relevant. 

The point of this is that there is a rapidly growing number of social psychologists today who are 
asking questions and using methodologies that cross traditional academic boundaries. We've already 
discussed intersections of social psychology with neuroscience, evolutionary theory and cultural 

psychology. Other topics are beginning to trend in increasing numbers. For example, one relatively 
new area of study that has received a great deal of attention is known as behavioural economics. This 

subfield focuses on how psychology - and particularly social and cognitive psychology - relates to 

economic decision making. Behavioural econom.ics research has revealed that the traditional economic 
models were inadequate because they failed to account for the powerful - and often seemingly 
irrational - role that psychological factors have on people's economic behaviour. For example, Nathan 

Pettit and Niro Sivanathan (201 1 )  found that if people experienced a threat to their self-esteem, such 

as by receiving negative feedback about their cognitive abilities, they became more likely to make 

purchases based on the status of the item and to use credit rather than cash. This reaction could result 
in a short-term burst of satisfaction at the risk oflonger-term debt. 

Another interdisciplinary area of research attracting increasing interest among social psychologists 
today is known as embodied cognition, which focuses on the close links between our minds and the 

positioning, experiences, and actions of our bodies. According to this perspective, people's perceptions 

and judgments reflect and can influence their bodily experiences. For example, studies have found 

that people's feelings of guilt for having done something morally wrong were reduced if they washed 

their hands with soap, and that people found the face of a stranger to be more trustworthy if they were 

induced to pull their arms towards themselves when viewing the stranger's picture (thereby moving 
in a way symbolic of encouraging the stranger to approach) than if they pushed their arms away from 
them (Meier et al . ,  2012 ;  Slepian et al., 201 2 ;  Zhong & Liljenquist, 2006) . 

There is a longer history of social psychology research that intersects with political science, 

but interest continues to expand, and some of it now also includes social-cognitive and social

neuroscience approaches. For example, a number of researchers have found provocative differences 

between liberals and conservatives in how they attend to and process different kinds of social 

information, and even in their patterns of brain activity (Jost & Amodio, 20 12 ) .  Social psychological 

research can help to inform the public about vitally important matters such as whether prejudice 

may play a role in attitudes towards political policies or candidates, or how the reactions of the 
audience at a political debate can be more important in affecting viewers' attitudes about the 

candidates' performance than the actual content of the candidates' speeches (Fein et al . ,  2007; 

Knowles et al . ,  2010 ;  Levin et al . ,  20 12 ) .  

New technologies and the onl ine world 
Advances in technologies that allow researchers to see images of the brain at work through non

invasive procedures have had a profound effect on several areas of psychology, including social 

psychology. A growing number of social psychologists are using techniques such as 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 behaviours. 

Social psychology research today benefits from other technological advances as well, such as new and 
better techniques to measure hormone levels, to code people's everyday dialogue into quantifiable 

units, and to present visual stimuli 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 created the Research Center for Virtual Environments and Behaviour at the University 

of California and are conducting fascinating research on issues such as conformity, group dynamics, 
aggression and altruism, social support and eyewitness testimony (see, for example, Blascovich & 

McCall, 2010 ;  Kane et al . ,  201 2 ) .  Because participants in these experim.ents 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. The 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 
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participa nts from populations that would otherwise never 

have been available. These developments have sparked 

the field's internationalisation, perhaps its most exciting 

course i n  this new century. World War I I  triggered an 

explosion of social psychological research in  the United 

States, and the Internet i s  extending this research to the 

rest of the world. Just within the last few years there has 

been an exponential increase in the number of studies 

that are conducted online, providing access to vastly more 
diverse samples of research participants than had been 

possible even just a decade before.  
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The Internet itselfis also becoming a provocative topic of 

study. As more people interact with each other through social 

networking sites, online dating services and communications 

services such as Skype or FaceTime, there is growing interest 

in studying how attraction, prejudice, group dynamics and a 
host of other social psychological phenomena unfold online 

versus offline. Other important, and potentially troubling, 

questions raised by our increasingly online lives are the 

Together yet apart. Even when i nteracting in a group, many of us 
today are a lso pul led away by our indiv idual  phones, electronic games, 
i Pods, laptops or tablets. How new technologies and l iv ing so much 

of our l ives onl ine affect human interaction is becoming in creasingly 
important to social psychology. 

subject of new research, such as: What factors contribute to or protect against cyberbullying? Can 
too much time on social networking sites lead to depression or loneliness? Does the habit of frequent 

texting or checking to see who has commented on one's most recent shared photo lead to attentional 

and social problems offline? 
We would be presumptuous, and probably naive, to try to predict how new communication 

and new technologies will influence the ways that people will interact in the coming years, but it 

probably is safe to predict that their influence w ill be great. As more and more people fall in love 

online, fall into social isolation or react with anxiety 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. 

RESEARCH METHODS: WHAT AND WHY 

Because we all are interested in predicting and explaining people's behaviours and their thoughts and 

feelings about each other, we all have our own opinions and intuitions about social psychological 

matters. If the discipline of social psychology were built on the personal experiences, observations and 

intuitions of everyone who is interested in social psychological questions, it would be full ofinteresting 

theories and ideas, but it would also be a morass of contradictions, ambiguities and relativism. Instead, 

social psychology is  built on the scientific method. 

Scientific? It's easy to see how chemistry is scientific. When you mix two specific compounds 

in the laboratory, you can predict exactly what will happen. The compounds will act the same way 

every time you mix them if the general conditions in the laboratory are the same. But what happens 

when you mix together two chemists, or any two people, in a social context? Sometimes you get 

great chemistry between them; at other times you get apathy or even repulsion. How, then, can social 
behaviour, which seems so variable, be studied scientifically? 

To many of us in the field, that's the great excitement and challenge of social psychology - the 
fact that it is so dynamic and diverse. Furthermore, in spite of these characteristics, social psychology 
can, and should, be studied according to scientific principles. Social psychologists develop specific, 

quantifiable hypotheses that can be tested empirically. If these hypotheses are wrong, they can 

be proven wrong. In addition, social scientists report the details of how they conduct their tests 
so that others can try to repl icate their findings. They integrate evidence from across time and 

place. And slowly but steadily they build a consistent and ever more precise understanding of 
human nature . How social psychologists investigate social 

psychological questions scientifically is the focus of this 
chapter. Before we explain the methodology they use, we 
first explain why it's i mportant and interesting for you to 

learn about these matters. 

The most exciting phrase to hear in science, the 
one that heralds new discoveries, is not 'Eureka ! '  
(I found it!) but 'That's funny . . .  ' 

Isaac Asimov 
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One im.portant benefit for learning about research methods is that it can make you a better, more 
sophisticated consumer of information. Training in research methods in psychology can improve 
your reasoning about real-life events and problem.s (Lehman et al. ,  1988; Leshowitz et al. , 2002 ; 
VanderStoep & Shaughnessy, 1 997) . We are constantly bombarded with ' facts' from the media, from 

sales pitches, and from other people. Much of this information turns out to be wrong or, at best, 
oversimplified and misleading. We are told about the health benefits of eating certain kinds of food, 

the drawbacks of being digitally dependent, or the social status benefits of driving a certain kind of car 
or wearing a certain kind of shoe. To each of these pronouncements, we should say: 'Prove it.' What 

is the evidence? What alternative explanations might there be? 
For example, a commercial tells us that most doctors prefer a particular brand of aspirin.  So 

should we buy this brand? Think about what it was compared with. Perhaps the doctors didn't 

prefer that brand of aspirin more than other (and cheaper) brands of aspirin, but rather were asked 

to com.pare that brand of aspirin with several non-aspirin products for a particular problem. In that 

event, the doctors may have preferred any brand of aspirin more than non-aspirin products for that 

need. Thinking like a scientist while reading this text will foster a healthy sense of doubt about claims 
such as these. You will be in a better position to critically evaluate the information to which you're 

exposed and separate fact from fiction. 

More immediately, learning about research methods should help you better understand the research 

findings reported in the rest of this book, which will in turn help you on tests and in subsequent 
courses. If you simply read a list of social psychological findings without knowing and understanding the 

evidence that social psychologists have produced to support the findings, you may discover later that the 

task of remembering which were the actual findings and which merely sound plausible can be difficult. 

Being able to understand, and therefore remember, the research evidence on which social psychological 

principles are based should provide you with a deeper comprehension of the material. 

DEVELOPING IDEAS: BEGINNING THE RESEARCH PROCESS 

The research process involves coming up with ideas, refin ing them, testing them and interpreting the 

meaning of the results obtained. This section describes the first stage of research - coming up with 
ideas . It also discusses the role of hypotheses and theories and of basic and applied research. 

Getting ideas and finding out what has been done 
Every social psychology study begins with a question. And the questions come from everywhere. As 

discussed earlier in this chapter, one of the first social psychology experiments published was triggered 
by the question: 'Why do bicyclists race faster in the presence of other bicyclists? '  (Triplett, 1897-98) . 

Or consider a much more recent example. Social psychologist Dylan Selterman has been conducting 

fascinating studies examining the connection between people's dreams about romantic partners and 

their actual patterns of emotions and behaviours in personal relationships (Selterman & Drigotas, 

2009; Selterman et al . ,  2012 ) .  Where did this idea come from? It was inspired in part by the dreams 
some of his ex-girlfriends told him about! 

Questions can come from a variety of sources - from something tragic, such as a controversial 

interracial shooting of an unarmed man; something perplexing, such as the underrepresentation of 

women in maths and science; or something amusing, such as the lyrics of a song suggesting that female 

patrons seem more attractive to the men in a bar as closing time approaches (Good et al . ,  2012 ;  Payne & 

Iannuzzi, 201 2 ;  Pennebaker et al . ,  1979) . 

Ideas also come from reading about research that has already been done. The most important 
research not only answers some pressing questions but also raises new questions, inspiring additional 

research . The most reliable way to get ideas for new research, therefore, is to read about research 

already published. Even if you already have an idea, you'll need to search the social psychological 
literature to find out what's been researched already. How do you find these published studies? 
Textbooks such as this one offer a good starting point. You also can find information about many 

research findings by searching the Internet, of course, but general searches on the Internet can 
be wildly variable in the relevance, quality and accuracy of the information presented (a notable 

exception is Google Scholar, which limits the search to 
'The currency of science is not truth, but doubt.' academic outlets and books) . Instead, scholars in the field 

Dennis Overbye rely on electronic databases of published research, typically 
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available via university library systems. Some of these databases, such as PsycINFO, are specific to 

the psychology literature; others are more general. These databases allow one to i nstantly search 
hundreds of thousands of published articles and books. 

Hypotheses and theories 
An initial idea for research may be so vague that it amounts to little more than a hunch or an 

educated guess. Some ideas vanish with the break of day, but others can be shaped into a hypothesis -

an explicit, testable prediction about the conditions under which an event will occur. Based on 
observation, existing theory or previous research findings, one might test a hypothesis such as 

'Teenage boys are more likely to be aggressive towards others if  they have just played a violent 
video game for an hour than if they played a non-violent video game for an hour'. This i s  a specific 
prediction, and it can be tested empirically. Formulating a hypothesis i s  a critical step towards 

planning and conducting research. I t  allows us to move from the realm of common sense to the 

rigours of the scientific method. 
As hypotheses proliferate and data are collected to test the hypotheses, a more advanced step in 

the research process may take place: the proposal of a theory - an organised set of principles used to 

explain observed phenomena. Social psychologists aspire to do more than collect a list of findings. 

The goal is to explain these findings, to articulate the connections between the variables that are 

studied, and to thereby predict and more completely understand our social worlds. All else being 
equal, the best theories are efficient and precise; they encompass all of the relevant information and 

lead to new hypotheses, further research and better understanding. Good social psychological theories 

inspire subsequent research designed to test various aspects of the theories and the specific hypotheses 
that are derived from them. Whether it truly is accurate or not, a theory has little worth if it cannot 

be tested. One of the chief criticisms of many of Sigmund Freud's theories of personality in the early 
twentieth century, for example, was that they could not be tested sufficiently. 

A theory may make an important contribution to the field even if it turns out to be wrong. The 
research it inspires may prove more valuable than the theory itself, as the results shed light on new 
truths that might not have been discovered without the directions suggested by the theory. Indeed, 

the best theorists want their ideas to be debated and even doubted, in order to i nspire others in the 

field to put their ideas to the test. The goal is for these theories to evolve - to become more and more 

accurate and complete. 

Basic and appl ied research 
ls  testing a theory the purpose of research in social psychology? For some researchers, yes. Basic 

research seeks to increase our understanding of human behaviour and is often designed to test a 
specific hypothesis from a specific theory. Applied research has a different purpose :  to enlarge our 

understanding of naturally occurring events and to contribute to the solution of social problems. 
Despite their differences, basic and applied research are closely connected in social psychology. 

Some researchers switch back and forth between the two - today basic, tomorrow applied. Some 
studies test a theory and examine a real-world phenomenon simultaneously. Keith Payne, Joshua 
Correll and several other social psychologists, for example, have tested theories about automaticity 
and non-conscious stereotyping while studying the real-world problem of police officers mistakenly 
perceiving a weapon in the hands of an unarmed suspect (Ma & Correll, 201 1 ;  Payne & Iannuzzi, 

2012) . Carol Dweck (2012)  has tested theories about the effects of people's beliefs about human 
abilities while addressing important problems such as the underrepresentation of women in maths 
and science. As a pioneer in both basic and applied approaches, Kurt Lewin (1951) set the tone when 
he encouraged basic researchers to be concerned with complex social problems and urged applied 

researchers to recognise that 'there is nothing so practical as a good theory'. 

REFI NING IDEAS: DEFINING AND MEASURING SOCIAL 

PSYCHOLOGICAL VARIABLES 

To test their hypotheses, researchers always must decide how they will define and measure the 

variables in which they are interested. This i s  sometimes a straightforward process. For example, 

if  you are interested in comparing how quickly people run a 100-metre race when alone and 
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hypothesis 
A testable prediction about 

the conditions under which 

an event wil l occur. 

theory 
An organised set of 

principles used to exp la i n  

observed phenomena. 

basic research 
Research whose goal is  to 

increase the u nderstanding 

of human behaviour, often 
by testing hypotheses based 

on a theory. 

applied research 
Research whose goals are to 

enlarge the understa nding 

of naturally occurring events 

and  to find solutions to 

practical problems. 
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CRITICAL THINKING ACTIVITY 
when racing against another person, you're all set if you 
have a stopwatch and runners who can race alone or in 
pairs. On many other occasions, however, the process i s  less 
straightforward. It is in these cases that careful consideration 
must be placed into the process of conceptualising and 
operationalising variables. 

I magine you are i nterested in  studying the effects of mood on 

altru istic (he lpfu l )  behaviour. I t  sounds s imple,  right? 

But wait. You need to step back and ask yourself, 'What 

do I mean by mood? How wou l d  I measure or man ipu late it? 

What do I mean by altru istic behaviour? '  

You wi l l  need to define these concepts, and there may be 

countless ways to do this.  Wh ich ones should you pick? 
From the abstract to the specific: conceptual 

variables and operational defin itions 

operational definition 
The specific procedures for 

man ipu lat ing or measuring 

a conceptual variable. 

construct validity 
The extent to which the 

measures used in  a study 

measure the variables 

they were designed to 

measure a n d  to which 

the manipu lations in  an  

experiment man ip u late 

the variables they were 

designed to man ipu late. 

When a researcher first develops a hypothesis, the variables 
typically are in an abstract, general form. These are conceptual variables. Examples of conceptual 
variables include prejudice, conformity, attraction, love, group pressure and social anxiety. In order to 
test specific hypotheses, we must then transform these conceptual variables into variables that can be 
manipulated or measured in a study. The specific way in which a conceptual variable is manipulated 
or measured is called the operational definition of the variable. For example, 'conformity' in a particular 
study may be defined as the number of times a participant indicated agreement with the obviously 
wrong judgments made by a group of research assistants playing the role of participants (called 
confederates) . Part of the challenge and fun of designing research in social psychology is taking an 
abstract conceptual variable such as love or group pressure and deciding how to operationally define 
it so as to manipulate or measure it. 

Imagine, for example, wanting to conduct a study on the effects of alcohol intoxication on 
aggression. One of the conceptual variables might be whether or not participants are intoxicated. 
There are several ways of measuring this variable, most of which are relatively straightforward . For 
example, one researcher might operationally define intoxication as when a participant has a blood 
alcohol level of0.10 or more, whereas another might define it as when a participant says that he or she 
feels drunk. A second conceptual variable in this study would be aggression. Measuring aggression 
in experiments is particularly difficult because of ethical and practical issues : Researchers can't let 
participants in their studies attack each other. Researchers interested in measuring aggression are thus 
often forced to measure relatively unusual behaviours, such as administering shocks or blasts of noise 
to another person, as part of a specific ta�k .  

Often there i s  no  single best way to  transform a variable from the abstract (conceptual) to  the 
specific (operational) . A great deal of trial and error may be involved. However, sometimes there 
are systematic, statistical ways of checking how valid various manipulations and measures are, and 
researchers spend a great deal of time fine-tuning their operational definitions to best capture the 
conceptual variables they wish to study. 

Researchers evaluate the manipulation and measurement of variables in terms of their construct 

val id ity. Construct validity refers to the extent to which ( 1 )  the manipulations in an experiment 
really manipulate the conceptual variables they were designed to manipulate, and (2) the measures 
used in a study (experimental or otherwise) really measure the conceptual variables they were 
designed to measure. 

Measuring variables: using self-reports, observations and technology 
Social psychologists measure variables in many ways, but most can be placed into one of two categories :  
self-reports and observations. We discuss each of these methods i n  the next sections, along with how 
advances in technology are enabling social psychologists to measure variables in new ways. 

Self-reports 
Collecting self-reports - in which participants disclose their thoughts, feelings, desires and actions -
is a widely used measurement technique in social psychology. Self-reports can consist of individual 
questions or sets of questions that together measure a single conceptual variable. One popular self-report 
measure, the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, consists of a set of questions that measures individuals' 
overall self-esteem. For example, respondents are asked the extent to which they agree with statements 
such as 'I feel that I have a number of good qualities' and 'All in all, I am inclined to feel that I'm a 
failure'. This scale, first developed by Morris Rosenberg in the 1960s, continues to be used today in a 
wide variety of settings in countries across the world because many researchers consider it to have good 
construct validity (Huang & Dong, 2012;  Supple & Plunkett, 201 1 ;  Vasconcelos-Rapaso et al., 2012) . 
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Self-reports give the researcher access to an individual's 

beliefs and perceptions. But self-reports are not always 

accurate and can be misleading. For example, the desire to 

look good to ourselves and others can influence how we 

respond. This is evident in the results of research using the 
bogus pipel ine technique - a procedure in which participants 

are led to believe that their responses will be verified by 

an infallible lie detector ( Jones & Sigall, 1971) . When 
participants believe their lies will be detected, they report 
facts about themselves more accurately and endorse socially 

unacceptable opinions more frequently. The bogus pipeline 

is, in fact, bogus - no such infallible device exists - but 
belief in its powers discourages people from lying (Fisher & 

Brunell, 2014;  Grover & Miller, 201 2 ;  Mann & Kawakami, 

2012 ;  Myers & Zeigler-Hill, 2012) .  

Self-reports are also affected by the way that questions are 

asked, such as how they are worded or in what order or context 

A simple set of el ectrodes can i ncrease the accuracy of self-reports 
when they serve as a bogus pipel ine.  Participants bel ieve that any l ies 
wil l  be detected, and so end up provid ing more honest responses. 

they are asked (Betts & Hartley, 2012;  Schwarz & Oyserman, 2011 ) .  For example, a large majority 
(88%) of participants indicated that they thought condoms were effective in stopping AIDS when 

condoms were said to have a '95 per cent success rate'. However, when condoms were said to have a 

'5 per cent failure rate' (which is merely another way of saying the same thing), less than half (42%) 
of the participants indicated that they thought condoms were effective (Linville et al., 1992) ! There 

are theoretical explanations that can account for the seemingly irrational results reported in these two 

studies, but the point here is that subtle factors can have significant effects on the attitudes and opinions 

that people report. 
Indeed, even the exact same question can elicit very differeflt responses depending on the context 

in which the question occurs. For example, all individuals contacted in one telephone survey were 

asked how important the issue of skin cancer was in their lives, but this question was asked either 
before or after a series of questions about other health concerns. Even though the wording of the 

question was identical, respondents rated skin cancer as significantly more important if the question 

was asked first than if it came after the other health questions (Rimal & Real, 2005) . In another 

example of the impact of previous questions, Kimberly Morrison and Adrienne Chung (201 1 ) found 

that white university students indicated significantly less support for multiculturalism if they had 

earlier marked their race/ethnicity as 'White' on a questionnaire than if the questionnaire used the 

term 'European American' instead. 

Another reason self-reports can be inaccurate is that they often ask participants to report on thoughts 

or behaviours from the past, and people's memory of their thoughts or behaviours is very prone to error, 

particularly if how they feel now about things is different from how they felt in the past. To minimise 

this problem, psychologists have developed ways to reduce the time that elapses between an actual 
experience and the person's report of it. For example, some use interval-contingent self-reports, in which 

respondents report their experiences at regular intervals, usually once a day. Researchers may also collect 
signal-contingent self-reports. Here, respondents report their experiences as soon as possible after being 
signalled to do so, usually by means of a text message or a special app. Finally, some researchers collect 

event-contingent self-reports, in which respondents report on a designated set of events as soon as possible 

after such events have occurred. For example, the Rochester Interaction Record (RIR) is an event

contingent self-report questionnaire used by respondents to record every social interaction lasting 
10 minutes or more that occurs during the course of the study, usually a week or two (Nezlek et al., 2012) . 

Observati ons 
Self-reports are but one tool social psychologists use to measure variables. Researchers also observe 

people's actions. Sometimes these observations are very simple, as when a researcher notes which 
of two items a person selects or how long two people spend talking to one another. At other times, 

however, the observations are more elaborate and require that interrater reliability be established. 

lnterrater rel iability refers to the level of agreement among multiple observers of the same behaviour. 

Only when different observers agree can the data be trusted. 
The advantage of observational methods is that they avoid our sometimes faulty recollections 

and distorted interpretations of our own behaviour. Actions can speak louder than words. 

bogus pipeline technique 
A procedure in  which 

research participants are 

(falsely) led to bel ieve that 
their responses will be 

verified by an infa l l i b le l ie  

detector. 

interrater reliability 
The degree to which 
different observers agree on 

their observations. 
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Of course, if individuals know they are being observed, their behaviours, like. their self-reports, 
may be biased by the desire to present themselves in a favourable light. Therefore, researchers 

sometimes make observations much more subtly. For example, in experiments concerning 
interracial interactions , researchers may record participants' eye contact and seating distance 
to demonstrate biases that would not be revealed using more overt measures (Goff et a l . ,  2008 ; · 

Todd et a l . ,  2 0 1 2 ) . 

Technology 
Of course, social psychologists use more than merely their eyes and ears to observe their subjects. 

Advances in  technology offer researchers exciting new tools that enable them to make extremely 

precise, subtle and complex observations that were beyond the dreams of social psychologists just a 

generation or so ago. Various kinds of equipment are used to measure physiological responses such 

as changes in heart rate, levels of particular hormones and degrees of sexual arousal. Computers 
are used to record the speed with which participants respond to stimuli, such as how quickly they 

can identify the race of people in photographs or the presence of a weapon in the hands of a white 

or black man (Bishara & Payne, 2009 ; Klauer et al . ,  2 0 1 1 ) . Eye-tracking technology is used to 

measure exactly where and for how long participants look 

at particular parts of a stimulus,  such as an advertisement 

or a video (Crosby et a l . ,  2008 ; DeWall et a l . ,  2 0 0 9 ) .  

Eye-tracking technology a l lows researchers t o  exam ine  patterns of 
fixation in real t ime, includ i ng news websites, as pictured here. 

Social psychologists have begun opening a window 

into the live human brain - fortun ately, without having 

to l ift a scalpel. Brain-imaging technologies take and 

combine thousands of images of the brain in action. As 

mentioned earlier in this chapter, many social psychology 

studies today use fMRI (functional magnetic resonance 

imaging) scans to provide researchers with visual images 

of activity in parts of the brain while the research 
subject is thinking, making decisions, responding to 

audio or visual stimuli ,  and so on. These images can 

show researchers what parts of the brain show increased 

activity in  response to a particular stimulus or situation. 
For example, although participants in a study may show 
no signs of any racial or sexist biases on their self-reports 

or through easily observable behaviour in the laboratory, 

these same participants may show increased activity in 

parts of their brain associated with feelings of threat or strong emotion when they see pictures 
of or think about people from a particular racial group or gender (Amodio, 2 0 1 3 ;  Jenkins & 

Mitchell, 2 0 1 1 ;  Van Bavel & Cunningham, 2 0 1 0 ) . 

TESTING IDEAS: RESEARCH DESIGNS 

Social psychologists use several different methods to  test their research hypotheses and theories. 
Although methods vary, the field generally emphasises objective, systematic and quantifiable 

approaches. Social psychologists do not simply seek out evidence that supports their ideas;  rather, they 

test their ideas in ways that could very clearly prove them_ wrong. We can divide these types of tests 

into three categories : descriptive, correlational and experimental. 

Descriptive research: d iscovering trends and tendencies 
One obvious way of testing ideas about people is simply to record how frequently or how typically 
people think, feel or behave in particular ways. The goal of descriptive research in social psychology is, 
as the term implies, to describe people and their thoughts, feelings and behaviours. This method can 

test questions such as :  Do most people support capital punishment? What percentage of people who 

encounter a person lying on the footpath would offer to help that person? What do men and women 

say are the things most likely to n'lake them jealous of their partner? Particular methods of doing 

descriptive research include observing people, studying records of past events and behaviours, and 

surveying people. We discuss each of these methods in this section. 
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Observational  studies 
We can learn about other people simply by observing them, of course, and some social psychological 

questions can be addressed through observational studies. For example, although researchers around 
the world who study bullying among schoolchildren often use self-report measures to ask children 

and teachers about the frequency and severity of bullying, some researchers have gotten a more 
direct look at the problem by spending time in playgrounds and schoolyards carefully watching 
and taking notes on the children's interactions, sometimes using hidden cameras and microphones 
(with the schools and parents' consent) to record incidents of bullying (Frey et a l . ,  2009;  Hawkins 

et al . ,  2001 ) .  

Archival studies 
Archival research involves examining existing records of past events and behaviours, such as newspaper 
articles, medical records, diaries, sporting statistics, personal advertisements, crime statistics or hits 

on a web page . A major advantage of archival measures is that because the researchers are observing 
behaviour secondhand, they can be sure that they did not influence the behaviour by their presence. A 

limitation of this approach is that available records are not always complete or sufficiently detailed, and 

they may have been collected in a non-systematic manner. 

CRITICAL THINKING ACTIVITY 
Archival measures are particularly valuable for examining 

cultural and historical trends. In Chapter 10, for example, 

we report a number of trends concerning the rate of violent 
crime and how it has changed over time, and we report 

differences in homicide rates in countries around the world. 
These data come from archival records, such as the records of 
police stations, governmental bodies and the United Nations. 

Examples of archival research include a study that examined 

whether the wording of job advertisements was biased as a _ 

function of gender stereotypes (Gaucher et al . ,  201 1 ) .  

The advent of the I nternet has brought about a great deal of 

change in availability of archival research .  Consider your own 

'archives' on the I n ternet. How might they be used to answer 

social psychological research questions? Consider the different 

conclusions that might be reached if different sources of your 

archival data were used (for example, Google search history, 

Facebook wall posts or time per day spent online). 

Surveys 
It seems that nobody in politics these days sneezes without first conducting an opinion poll. Surveys 

have become increasingly popular in recent years, and they are conducted on everything from politics 
and attitudes about social issues to the percentages of people who think the best cure for hiccups is to 

drink a glass of water or hold your breath. (Okay, we will tell you :  According to a May 201 2 poll on 
Yahoo.com with almost 60 000 responses, 52% say drink water, 37% say hold your breath - and 

1 2 %  say have someone scare you.) Conducting surveys involves asking people questions about their 

attitudes, beliefs and behaviours. Surveys can be conducted in person, over the phone, by mail or via 

the Internet. Many social psychological questions can be addressed only with surveys because they 

involve variables that are impossible or unethical to observe directly or manipulate, such as people's 

sexual behaviours or their optinusm about the future. 
Although anyone can conduct a survey (and sometimes it seems that everyone does) , there is 

a science to designing, conducting and interpreting the results of surveys. Like other self-report 

measures, surveys can be affected strongly by subtle aspects of the wording and context of questions, 

and good survey researchers are trained to consider tli.ese issues and to test various kinds of wording 
and question ordering before conducting their surveys. 

random sampling 
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One of the most important issues that survey researchers face is how to select the people who 

will take part in the survey. The researchers first must identify the population in which they are 

interested. Is this survey supposed to tell us about the attitudes of Australians in general, shoppers at 

David Jones, or students in an Introduction to Social Psychology course at a particular university? 
From this general population, the researchers select a subset, or sample, of individuals. For a survey 
to be accurate, the sample must be similar to, or representative of, the population on important 

characteristics such as age, sex, race, income, education and cultural background. The best way to 
achieve this representativeness is to use random sampling, a method of selection in which everyone in a 

population has an equal chance of being selected for the sample. Survey researchers use randomising 

procedures, such as randomly distributed numbers generated by computers, to decide how to select 
individuals for their samples. 

To see the importance of random sampling, consider a pair of US presidential elections 
(Rosnow & Rosenthal, 1993) . Just before the 1936 election, a magazine called the Literary Digest 

A method of selecting 

participants for a study so 
that everyone  in a population 
has  an equa l  cha nce of 

be ing i n  the study. 
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predicted th at Alfr ed L an don , th e Republican govern or of 
K an sas, would win by 14 percent age poin ts over Fran klin 
Roosevelt. Th e Digest based it s prediction on a survey of 
more th an two million American s. In fa ct, L an don lost th e 
election by 24 percentage poin ts. Th e magaz in e, wh ich 
h ad been in financial trouble before th e election , declared 
ban krupt cy soon aft erwards. Twen ty years lat er, th e Gall up 
survey' s prediction of D wigh t Eisenh ower's victory in 
19 56 was almost perfect - it was off by less th an 2 % . Th e 
size of it s sample? On ly about 8000 . 

H ow could th e 1936 survey, with its much larger sample 
of t wo million people, be so wrong and th e 1956 survey be so 
righ t? Th e an swer is th at th e 1936 sample was n ot ran domly 
selected. Th e Digest con tact ed people th rough sources such as 
ph one books an d club membersh ip lists. In 1936 , man y people 
could n ot afford to h ave a teleph one or belon g t o  a club. 
Th e people in th e sample, th erefore, tended t o  be wealth ier 
th an much of th e populat ion , and wealth ier people preferred 
L an don. In 1956, by con trast, Gallup pollst ers ran domly 
selected election districts th rough out th e count ry and th en 

Many soc ial  psychological questions are addressed using surveys, 

which can be conducted over the phone, by mai l ,  via the I nternet or 

face to face in field settings. 
ran domly selected h ouseh olds with in th ose districts. Today, 

because of improved samplin g procedures, surveys con duct ed on litt le n1ore th an 1000 respondent s 
can be used to make accurate prediction s about an entire country' s population 

qualitative research 
A research method that seeks 

to identify what someth i ng  

means to  a person. 

quantitative research 
A research method that i s  

concerned with quantifying 

a problem. 

correlational research 

Research designed to 

measure the association 

between variables that a re 

not man ipulated by the 

researcher. 

Qualitative versus quantitative research 
Th ere are t wo types of research th at are conducted in social psych ology- q ualit ative and quan tit ative. 
Th ese meth ods differ in th e way th at th ey collect an d an alyse data, with qual itative research gath erin g 
data in non -numerical fo rm and quantitative research gath ering data in numerical form. Alth ough 
th ey do sh are some meth ods of collectin g data ( surveys, int erviews and observat ion s) th eir emph asis 
on th e type of data collect ion is quite differen t. For exampl e, wh ere a quant it ative research er would 
make use of a structured in terview- or structured observation , a qualitative research er would use 
n on -structured in terviews an d unstructured observation s - a far less rigid approach th at allows 
a person to tell a s tory in terms of wh at is important to th em rath er th an being restricted to 
th e in format ion wh ich th e research er deems to be important. Accordin g t o  Carla Willig (2013) , 
qualitative research ers are con cern ed with mean ing - h ow people experien ce th eir world and h ow 
th ey make sen se of th eir world: 'Th ey are in terest ed in th e quality an d texture of experience rath er 
th an with th e iden tification of cause- effect relation sh ips' ( p. 8) . Q ualitative research ers may make 
use of diary accounts, open -ended quest ionnaires, case studies, fo cus groups, drawings an d oth er 
forms of visual media in th eir pursuit to understand th e ' as lived experience' of a person in relation 
to th e aspect of th e research th ey are in terest ed in. It is a much more time-con sumin g approach to 
research , of course, as th is meth od requires a great deal of attent ion t o  detail durin g dat a collection 
and an alysis, with expert kn owledge of an area bein g used to in terpret an d code th at data int o  
th eoretically meaningful respon ses or th emes. 

Correlational research: looking for associations 
Alth ough th ere is mu ch to learn fr om descriptive research , social psych ologists typically wan t t o  kn ow 
more. Most research h ypoth eses in social psych ology con cern th e relat ion sh ip between variables. For 
example, is th ere a relationsh ip bet ween peopl e's gen der and th eir willin gn ess to ask fo r h elp fr om 
oth ers or between h ow ph ysically attractive people are and h ow much ni. on ey th ey make? 

On e way t o  test such h ypoth eses is with correlat ional research . L ike descript ive research , correlati onal 

research can be con ducted using observat ion al, arch ival or survey meth ods. Un like descriptive research , 
h owever, correlation al approach es measure th e relationship between differen t variables. Th e exten t to 
wh ich variables relate to each oth er, or correlate, can suggest h ow similar or distin ct t wo different 
measures are (for example, h ow related people's self-esteem an d popularity are) an d h ow well on e 
variable can be used to predict anoth er ( fo r  example, h ow well we can predict academic success in 
un iversit y from HSC or NCEA scores) . It is important to n ote th at research ers doing correlation al 
research t ypically dd'n ot man ipulate th e variables th ey study; th ey simply measure th em. 
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Correlation coefficient 
When researchers examine the relationship between variables that vary in 

quantity (such as temperature or degree of self-esteem) , they can measure 

the strength and direction of the relationship between the variables and 

calculate a statistic called a correlation coefficient. Correlation coefficients cah 

range from +1 .0  to -1 .0. The absolute value of the number (the number 
itself, without the positive or negative sign) indicates how strongly the 

two variables are associated. The larger the absolute value of the number, 

the stronger the association between the two variables, and thus the better 

either of the variables is as a predictor of the other. Whether the coefficient 

is positive or negative indicates the direction of the relationship. A positive 
correlation coefficient indicates that as one variable increases, so does the 
other; for example, high school marks correlate positively with university 

marks. The positive direction of this relationship indicates higher high 
school marks are associated with higher university marks and that lower 

high school marks are associated with lower university marks. This 
correlation is not perfect:  some people with impressive high school marks 

have poor university marks and vice versa. Therefore, the correlation is 

less than +1 .0, but it is greater than 0 because there is some association 

between the two. A negative coefficient indicates that the two variables 

go in opposite directions: as one goes up, the other tends to go down. For 

example, number of classes missed and weighted average mark (WAM) are 

likely to be negatively correlated. And a correlation close to 0 indicates that 

there is no consistent relationship at all. These three types of patterns are 

illustrated in Figure 1 .2 .  Because few variables are perfectly related to each 

other, most correlation coefficients do not approach +l .O  or - 1 .0 but have 

more moderate values, such as +0.39 or -0. 57. 

Some correlational studies involve a variable that does not vary i n  

quantity, such as race, gender o r  political affiliation, o r  preferences for 

Thai, Indian or Italian food.  In this case, researchers cannot compute 

Simi larity is correlated with attraction - the more s imi lar 

two people are, the more attractive they are l i kely to 

fi nd each other. But a correlation cannot identify the 

cause of th is attraction.  Chapter 8 ('Attraction and close 

relationsh ips') d iscusses corre lational and experimental 

research on the role of simi larity in  the attraction process. 

a typical correlation coefficient but instead use different kinds of statistical analysis .  The same 

point applies, though, as the researchers can determine if there is a relationship between the two 

variables.  

correlation coefficient 
A statistical measure of the 
strength and  d i rection of 
the association between two 
variables. 

FIGURE 1 .2 Correlations: positive, negative and none 

Correlations reveal a systematic association between two variables. Positive correlations i n d i cate that variables are in  sync: increases in one 

variable are associ ated with increases in the other; and decreases are associated with decreases. Negative correlations ind icate that variables 

go in opposite d irections: increases i n  one varia ble are associated with decreases in  the other. When two variables are not systematica l ly 

associated, there is no correlation .  
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Advantages and disa dvantages of correlational research 
Correlational research has many advantages. It can study the associations of naturally occurring 
variables that cannot be manipulated or induced, such as gender, race, ethnicity and age. It can 
examine phenomena that would be difficult or unethical to create for research purposes, such as love, 
hate and abuse. And it offers researchers a great deal of freedom in where variables are measured. 

Participants can be brought into a laboratory specially constructed for research purposes or they can 

be approached in a real-world setting (often called 'the field')  such as a shopping mall or airport. 

Despite these advantages, however, correlational research has one very serious disadvantage. And 

here it is in bold letters: Correlation is not causation. 

In other words, a correlation cannot demonstrate a cause-and-effect relationship. Instead of revealing 

a specific causal pathway from one variable, A, to another variable, B, a correlation between variables 

A and B contains within it three possible causal effects: A could cause B; B could cause A; or a third 
variable, C, could cause both A and B. For example, imagine learning that the number ofhours per night 

one sleeps is negatively correlated with the number of colds one gets. This means that as the amount of 
sleep increases, colds decrease in frequency. Conversely, as sleep decreases, colds become more frequent. 

CRITICAL THINKING ACTIVITY 

Spend a few m o m ents browsi ng your favourite news source 

for coverage of scientific f ind ings. Is  there evidence of 

the 'corre lation equals causation '  trap? By read ing the 

art ic le carefu l l y, it  can be  c lear  that the  methods used 

were correlat ional  (that is ,  variab les were m easured) but 

the conclusions the j ournal ist makes are causal (that is ,  

presuming at  least one of the var iab les was m a n i p u lated) .  

H ow m ight you rewrite the art ic le  to accurately reflect the 

corre lat ional  nature of the f ind ings? 

FIGURE 1 .3 Exp la in ing correlations: three possib i l ities 

The correlation between one variable (A) and another variable 
(B) could be explained i n  three ways. Variable A could cause changes 
in variable B ,  variable B cou ld cause changes in variable A, or 
a third variable (C) could cause simi lar changes in both A and 
B ,  even if A and B did not inf luence each other. For example, a 
correlation between how much chi ldren play violent video games 
and how aggressively they behave could be explained in the 
following ways: 

1 
2 

3 

Playing violent video games causes aggressive behaviour. 
Ch i ldren who behave aggressively l i ke to play a lot of violent 
video games. 
Ch i ldren who have fami ly troubles, such as parents who are 
not very involved in the chi ldren's development, tend both to 
play a lot of violent video games and to behave aggressively. 

A 

(video games) 

A 

(video games) 

c 

B 

(aggression) 

B 

(aggression) 

(fami ly troubles) 

A 
(video games) 

B 

(aggression) 

One reasonable explanation for this relationship is that lack of 

sleep (variable A) causes people to become more vulnerable to 

colds (variable B) .  Another reasonable explanation, however, 

is that people who have colds can't sleep well, and so colds 
(variable B) cause lack of sleep (variable A) . A third reasonable 

explanation is that some other variable (C) causes both lack 
of sleep and greater frequency of colds. This third variable 

could be stress. Indeed, stress has many effects on people, as is 

discussed in Chapter 13 .  Figure 1 .3 describes another correlation 

that can be explained in many ways : the correlation between 

playing violent video games and aggression. 

We can guarantee you this : There will be many, 
many times in your life when you'll encounter reports in 

the media that suggest cause-and-effect relationships based 

on correlational research. Even the most respectable news 
sources are guilty of this repeatedly. If you look for it, you 
can find numerous examples on a weekly basis. One of the 
great benefits of learning and gaining experience with the 

material in this chapter is that you can see the flaws in media 

reports such as these and are less likely to be taken in by 

them. Again, correlation is not causation. 

Do we learn nothing, then, from correlations? To say 

that would be to take caution too far. Correlations tell 

researchers about the strength and direction of relationships 
between variables, thus helping them understand these 

variables better and allowing them to use one variable to 
predict the other. Correlations can be extremely useful in 

developing new hypotheses to guide future research. And 
by gathering large sets of correlations and using complicated 

statistical techniques to crunch the data, we can develop 

highly accurate predictions of future events. 

Experimental research: looking for cause 

and effect 
Social psychologists often do want to examme cause-and
effect relationships. Although it is informative to know, 

for example, that playing a lot of violent video games is 

correlated with violent behaviour in real life, the inevitable 

next question is whether playing these video games causes 

an increase in violent behaviour. If we want to examine 
cause-and-effect relationships, we need to conduct an 
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experiment. Experiments are the most popular method of testing ideas in  social psychology, and they 

can range from the very simple to the incredibly elaborate. All  of them, however, share two essential 

characteristics. 
1 The researcher has control over the experimental procedures, manipulating the variables of interest 

while ensuring uniformity elsewhere. In other words, all participants in the research are treated 

in exactly the same manner - except for the specific differences the experimenter wants to create. 
2 Participants in  the study are randomly assigned to the different manipulations (called 'conditions') 

included in the experiment. If there are two conditions, who goes where may be determined 

by simply flipping a coin. If there are many conditions, a computer program may be used. But 
however it's done, random assignment means that participants are not assigned to a condition on 

the basis of their personal or behavioural characteristics. Through random assignment, the 

experimenter attempts to ensure a level playing field. On average, the participants random.Ly assigned 

to on.e condition. are no different frorn. those assigned to an.other condition. Differences that appear between 
conditions after an experimental manipulation can therefore be attributed to the impact of that 

manipulation and not to any pre-existing differences between participants. 

Because of experimenter control and random assignment of participants, an experiment is a powerful 

technique for examining cause and effect. Both characteristics serve the same goal: to eliminate the 

influence of any factors other than the experimental manipulation. By ruling out alternative explanations 

for research results, we become more confident that we understand just what has, in fact, caused a certain 

outcome to occur. Table 1 .3 summarises the distinctions between correlational and experimental research. 

TABLE 1 .3 Correlations versus experiments 

What does it involve? 

Correlational research 

Measuring variables and the degree of 
association between them 

Experimental research 

Random assignment to condit ions and 
- control over the events that occu r; 

determi n ing the effects of manipu lations 
of the independent variabl e(s) on 
changes i n  the dependent variable(s) 

----.. 
What is the biggest 
advantage of using th is 
method? 

Enables researchers to study naturally 
occurring variables, inc lud ing variables 
that would be too difficult or uneth ical to 
manipu late 

Random sampl ing versus random assignment 

Enables researchers to determine  cause-
and-effect relationships; that is, whether 
the independent variable can cause a 
change in the dependent variable 

You may recall that we mentioned random. sampling earlier, in connection with surveys. It's important 
to remember the differences between random sampling and random assignment. Table 1 .4 sununarises these 

differences. Random sampling concerns how individuals are selected to be in a study. It is essential for 

generalising the results obtained from a sample to a broader population, and it is therefore very important 

for survey research. Random assignment concerns not who is selected to be in the study but rather how 

TABLE 1 .4 Random sampling versus random assignment 

What does it involve? 

What is  the biggest 
advantage of using this 
procedure? 

Random sampling 

Selecting participants to be in  the study 
so that everyone from a popu lation has 
an equal chance of being a participant 
in  the study 

It enables researchers to col lect data 
from samples that are representative of 
the broader populat ion;  it is i mportant 
for being able to general ise the results to 
the broader population 

Random assignment 

Assign ing participants (who are a l ready 
in the study) to the various conditions of 
the experiment so that each participant 
has an equal chance of being in  any of 
the conditions 

It equal ises the conditions of the 
experiment so that it is very un l i kely 
that the cond itions d iffer in terms of 
pre-existing differences among the 
partici pants; it is essential to determine 
that the i ndependent variable(s) caused 
an effect on the dependent variable(s) 

experiment 
A form of research that 

can demonstrate causal 

relationships because 
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( 1 )  the experimenter has 

control over the events that 

occur and (2) participants 

are randomly assigned to 

conditions. 

random assignment 
A method of assign ing 

participants to the various 

conditions of an experi ment 

so that each participant in 

the experiment has an  equal 

chance of being i n  any of 

the conditions. 
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In  field research, people are observed in real-world settings. Field 

researchers may observe chi ldren i n  a schoolyard, for example, to study 

any of a variety of social psychological issues, such as friendship patterns, 

group dynamics, conformity, helping, aggression and cultural differences. 

FIGURE 1 .4 Effects of violent versus helpful  video games 

Participants in  Greitemeyer et a l .'s experiment played either a 

violent, neutral or helping-oriented video game, and later had the 

chance to del iver annoying blasts of noise to another person as 

this person tried to complete a task. (This 'no ise blast' procedure 

has been a successful measure of aggression in a number  of 

experiments.) This graph shows that the students who played the 

helpful game were the least aggressive, and the students who 

played the violent game were the most aggressive. 
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participants in the study are assigned to different conditions, 

as explained above. Random assignment is essential to 
experiments because it is necessary for determining cause-and

effect relationships; without it, there is always the possibility that 

any differences found between the conditions in a study were 

caused by pre-existing differences among participants. Random 

sampling, by contrast, is not necessary for establishing causality. 

For that reason, and because random sampling is difficult and 

expensive, very few experiments use random sampling. We 

consider the implications of this fact later in the chapter. 

Laboratory and field experiments 
Most experiments in social psychology are conducted in a 

laboratory setting, usually located in a university, so that the 

environment can be controlled and the participants carefully 

studied. Social psychology labs do not necessarily look like 

stereotypical laboratories with liquid bubbling in beakers 

or expensive equipment everywhere (although many social 

psychology labs are indeed very high-tech) . They can resemble 

ordinary living rooms or even games rooms. The key point 

here is that the laboratory setting enables researchers to have 

control over the setting, measure participants' behaviours 

preci sely, and keep conditions identical for participants. 

Field research is conducted in real-world settings outside 

the laboratory. Researchers interested in studying helping 

behaviour, for example, might conduct an experiment in a public 

park. The advantage of field experiments is that people are more 

likely to act naturally in a natural setting than in a laboratory in 

which they know they are being studied. The disadvantage of 

field settings is that the experimenter often has less control and 

cannot ensure that the participants in the various conditions of 

the experiment will be exposed to the same things. 

Because of the important role that experiments play in 

social psychology, let's take a closer look at the elements of 

experiments by focusing on two experiments. 

Experiment 1 :  can v ideo games make you 

more or less aggressive? 
As we will see in Chapter 10, a growing number of studies 

demonstrate that playing violent video games can lead to 

real-life aggression. But can playing video games that feature 

helping others, rather than hurting them, lead to the opposite 

effect; that is, of making people become less aggressive? Tobias 

Greitemeyer and colleagues (2012) conducted a series of 

experiments to address this question. In  one of their experiments 

with university students in Germany, they randomly assigned 

one-third of the students to play a violent video game (lvfortal 
Kombat - a game involving violent fighting) , another third 

to play a neutral video game (pinball) and a third to play a 

helping-oriented game (helping characters escape from. 

burning buildings) . After playing the assigned video game for 

15 minutes, the students were then given the opportunity to 

act aggressively towards another person by blasting them with 

noise while this person tried to complete a task. 
o���������������������� 

Neutral Game Violent Game As Figure 1 .4 shows, the students who had played the Helpful Game 
violent game were more aggressive (that is, selected louder 

Source'4J�sed on Greitemeyer et al., 2012 levels of noise) than the students who had played the neutral 
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game. On the other hand, the students who had played the 
helpful game were less aggressive than the students who had 
played the neutral game. 

Experiment 2: mood a n d  culture 

TABLE 1 .5 Mood and cu lture: the conditions 

I n  Ashton-James et a l  . 's experiment, participants from Western or 

East Asian backgrounds were put in  a positive or negative mood. 

Combin ing these two variables - culture and the manipulation of 

mood - created the four conditions d isplayed here. 

I 
Western East Asian 

Condition 1 Condition 2 
�������--. . .--��������-

Positive Mood 

Negative Mood 

Western/Positive East Asian/Positive 

Condition 3 Conditio n  4 

Western/Negative East Asian/Negative 
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Imagine that someone shows you a handful of pens. Most of 
the pens are of one colour (for example, black) and a minority 
of the pens are of a different colour (for example, blue) . You 
can choose to keep one of the pens. Do you choose a colour 
from the majority or the minority? Believe it or not, there is a 
consistent cultural difference in how people make this choice. 
People from Western cultures, such as Australia, New Zealand 
and the United States, tend to choose the uncommon pen 
colour, whereas people from East Asian cultures, such as Korea, 
Thailand and China, tend to choose the majority pen colour. 

Source, Ashton-James, Maddux, Galinsky & Chartrand (2009). 

This cultural difference was explored in an interesting 
way in an experiment by Claire Ashton-James and colleagues 
(2009) . The researchers hypothesised that being in a positive 
mood makes people more open to new experiences, which 
can result in their acting in ways that are inconsistent with 
how people in their culture typically behave. Would being in a 
good mood, therefore, cause people to become more likely to 
defy their cultural norm, making Westerners more interested 
in the common colour pen and East Asians more interested in 
the uncommon colour pen? The researchers tested this idea 
by presenting participants from either Western (European 
or Euro-Canadian) or East Asian background with the pen 
choice described above. Before looking at the pens, though, 
the participants were randomly assigned to be placed into a 
positive or negative mood. How was mood manipulated? The 
participants in the positive mood condition listened to a very 
pleasant, upbeat piece of classical music (by Mozart) , while 
those in the negative mood condition listened to a much 
more serious, rather depressing piece (by Rachmaninov) . 
Table 1 .5 summarises the design of this experiment. 

Figure 1 .5 depicts the results of this study. The bars in this 
graph depict what percentage of participants in each condition 
chose the uncommon pen. Amc;ing the Western participants, 
as can be seen in the left half of the graph, those put in a 
positive mood were less likely to choose the uncommon pen 
compared with those in the negative mood condition. The 
opposite was true for the East Asian participants : Those put 
in a positive mood were more likely to choose the uncommon 
pen compared with those in the negative mood condition. 
The results, therefore, supported the researchers' predictions: 
positive moods did make individuals more likely to act in 
ways that deviated from the norms of their cultures. 

Independent and dependent variables 

FIGURE 1 .5 Mood and cu lture 

Research participants from Western or East Asian backgrounds 

were put in  a positive or negative mood and then were given a 

choice to keep one of several pens. Most of the pens were in  

one colour, but one or two were in  a different colour. Western 

participants were more l ikely to choose the uncommon colour 

when in  a negative mood than a positive mood, whereas East Asian 

participants showed the opposite pattern. These results supported 

the hypothesis that positive moods can make individuals act in  

ways that are inconsistent with their cultural norms. 
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Source, Based on Ashton-James et al., 2009. 

independent variable 
Now that we've looked at a couple of experiments, let's focus on some of the specific elements. In an 
experiment, researchers manipulate one or more independent variables and examine the effect of these 
manipulations on one or more dependent variables. In the first experiment above, some participants 
were randomly assigned to play a violent video game, others to play a neutral video game, and others 
to play a helping-oriented video game. This was the independent variable. The dependent variable in 
that experiment was how much noise the participants chose to deliver to another person. It was the 
dependent variable because the researchers were interested in seeing if it would depend on (that is, be 
influenced by) the manipulation of the independent variable. 

In a n  experiment, a 

factor that experimenters 

manipu late to see if it affects 

the dependent vari a ble. 

dependent variable 
I n  an experiment, a factor 

that experimenters measure 
to see if it is affected by the 

i ndependent variable. 
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subject variable 
A variable that characterises 
pre-existing d i fferences 

a mong the participants i n  
a study. 

internal validity 
The degree to which there 
can be reasonable certa inty 

that the independent 
variables i n  a n  experiment 

caused the effects obta ined 

on the dependent variables. 

confound 
A factor other than the 

i ndependent variable 
that varies between the 

conditions of an  experi ment, 
thereby ca l l i ng  i nto question 

what cau sed any effects on 
the dependent variable. 

PART 1 I I NTRODUCTION 

Subject variables 
Some experiments include variables that are neither dependent nor truly independent. The gender, 
ethnicity and prior political leanings of the participants may vary, for example, and researchers may 

be interested in examining some of these differences. These variables cannot be manipulated and 

randomly assigned, so they are not true independent variables, and they are not influenced by the 
independent variables, so they are not dependent variables. Variables such as these are called subject 

variables because they characterise pre-existing differences among the subjects, or participants, in the 
experiment. If a study includes subject variables but no true, randomly assigned independent variable, 

it is not a true experiment. But experiments often include subject variables along with independent 

variables so that researchers can test whether the independent variables have the same or different 
effects on different kinds of participants. Ashton-James and colleagues' experin1ent on mood and 

culture described above is an example of an experirn.ent with one true independent variable and one 

subject variable. The randomly assigned independent variable was the manipulation of mood - some 

were placed into a good mood and some into a bad mood. The subject variable was the participants' 

cultural background - some were of Western background and some were of East Asian background. 

The dependent variable in this study was which pen the participants chose to keep. 

Statistical  sign ificance and repl ications 
In the Ashton-James experiment, 60% of the Western participants chose the uncommon colour pen 
when in a negative mood, but only 13% did so when in a positive mood. Is the difference between 

60% and 13% large enough to be meaningful, or could this difference simply be due to chance (that 

is, just random variation, like flipping a coin 10 times and getting heads six times and tails four) ? The 

answer is that you can't tell just by looking at these numbers alone. Results obtained in an experiment 

are examined with statistical analyses that allow the researcher to determine how likely it is that the 

results could have occurred by random chance. The standard convention is that if the results could 

have occurred by chance five or fewer times in 100 possible outcomes, then the result is statistically 
significant and should be taken seriously. 

The fact that results are statistically significant does not mean, however, that they are absolutely 

certain. In essence, statistical significance is an attractive betting proposition. The odds are quite 

good (at least 95 out of 100) that the effects obtained in the study were due to the experimental 

manipulation of the independent variable. But there is still the possibility (as high as 5 out of 100) that 
the findings occurred by chance. 

This is one reason why it is important to try to replicate the results of an experiment - to repeat the 
experiment and see if similar results are found. If similar results are found, the probability that these 

results could have occurred by chance both times is less than 1 out of 400. There has been a growing 

emphasis in psychology (and some other disciplines, such as medicine) on the importance of both 

replicating research findings and developing and using statistical techniques that serve as alternatives 
to the focus on statistical significance. Geoff Cumming ofLa Trobe University and Kevin Bird of the 

University of New South Wales are both advocates of these alternative approaches. We will return to 
this issue in the final section of this chapter. 

Statistical significance is relevant not only for the results of experiments but also for many other 

kinds of data as well, such as correlations. A correlation between two variables may be statistically 

significant or not, depending on the strength of the correlation and the number of participants or 

observations in the data. 

When the results of some research are reported in the media or an advertisement, it's not always 

clear from the reporting whether the results are statistically significant, so it is important to be very 
cautious when learning about them. You can be sure, however, that whenever we report in this 

textbook that there is a difference between conditions of an experiment or that two variables are 

correlated, these results are statistically significant. 

Internal va l i d ity: d id  the independent variable cause the effect? 
When an experiment is properly conducted, its results are said to have i nternal va l id ity. That is, there 

is reasonable certainty that the independent variable did, in fact, cause the effects obtained on the 

dependent variable (Cook & Campbell, 1979) . As noted earlier, both experimenter control and random 

assignment seek to rule out alternative explanations of the research results, thereby strengthening the 
internal validity of the research. If some other factor varies consistently along with the manipulation, 

this other factor is called a confound . A confound is a serious threat to internal validity and, therefore, 



C H A PTER 1 I W H AT IS SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY? 

makes the issue of cause and effect in the experiment uncertain .  For example, if the students who 
played the violent video game in Greitemeyer's study always did so in a very hot room, and the 
students who played the helping-oriented game did so in a cool room, then this would be a confound, 
and it would be impossible to know if the different games or the different temperatures caused the 
effect on aggressive behaviour. Fortunately, Greitemeyer and colleagues knew to avoid this problem. 

Experiments sometimes include control groups for purposes of internal validity. Typically, a control 
group consists of participants who experience all of the procedures except the experimental treatment. 
I n  Greitemeyer's study, for example, the participants in the condition in which the video game content 
was neutral could be considered a control group, which provided a baseline against which to compare 
the behaviour of participants who played a violent or helping-oriented game. 

Outside the laboratory, creating control groups in natural settings that examine real-life events 
raises many practical and ethical problems. For example, researchers testing new medical treatments 
for deadly diseases face a terrible dilemma. Individuals randomly assigned to the control group receive 
the standard treatment, but they are excluded for the duration of the study from what could turn 
out to be a life-saving new intervention. Yet without such a comparison, it is extremely difficult to 
determine which new treatments are effective and which are useless. 

In assessing internal validity, researchers need to consider their own role as well. Unwittingly, 
they can sometimes sabotage their own research. For example, imagine you are a researcher and 
you know which participants are in  which conditions of your experiment. You will no doubt have 
expectations (and possibly even strong hopes) about how your participants will respond differently 
between conditions. Because of these expectations, and without realising it, you may treat the 
participants a little differently between conditions. It turns out that even very subtle differences in an 
experimenter's behaviour can influence participants' behaviour (Rosenthal, 1976) . Therefore, because 
of these experimenter expectancy effects, the results you find in your experiment may be produced by 
your own actions rather than by the independent variable ! 

The best way to protect an experiment from these effects is to keep experimenters uninformed 
about assignments to conditions. This often is called being 'blind to the conditions' in a study. If 
the experimenters do not know the condition to which a participant has been assigned, they cannot 
treat participants differently as a function of their condition. In their experi1nent, Greitemeyer and 
colleagues wisely decided to use one experimenter in the first part of the study (when the participants 
played the video games) and a different experimenter for the second part (when the participants chose 
the noise level to use on another person) . The second experimenter did not know which video game 
the participants had played and therefore could not bias the results through experimenter expectancy 
effects. 

Of course, there may be times when keeping experimenters uninformed is impossible or 
impractical. In such cases, the opportunity for experimenter expectancy effects to occur can at least 
be reduced somewhat by minimising the interaction between experimenters and participants. For 

example, rather than receiving instructions directly from an experimenter, participants can be asked 
to read the instructions on a computer screen. 

External va l id ity: do the results general ise? 
In addition to guarding internal validity, researchers are concerned about external val idity - the extent 
to which the results obtained under one set of circumstances would also occur in a different set 
of circumstances (Berkowitz & Donnerstein, 1982) . When an experiment has external validity, its 
findings can be assumed to generalise to other people and to other situations. Both the participants in 
the experiment and the setting in which it takes place affect external validity. 

To help increase external validity, social psychologists would love to conduct their experiments 
with huge samples of participants that are representative of the general population. Usually, however, 
they must rely on convenience samples drawn from populations that are readily available to them, 
which explains why so much of social psychological research is conducted on university students. 
There are very practical reasons for the use of convenience samples. Representative samples are fine 
for surveys that require short answers to a short list of questions. But what about complex, time
consuming experiments? The costs and logistical problems associated with this would be staggering. 
Advocates of convenience samples contend that the more basic the principle, the less it matters who 

participates in the research. For example, people from different cultures, regions and ages might 
differ in the form of aggression they typically exhibit when angry, but the situational factors that cause 
people to be more likely to aggress - in whatever way that aggression is expressed - may be similar for 
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experimenter expectancy 
effects 
The effects produced when 

an experimenter's 

expectations about the 

results of a n  experiment 

affect his or her behaviour 

towards a participant 

and thereby i nfluence the 

participant's responses. 

external validity 
The degree to which 

there can be reasonable 

confidence that the results 

of a study wou Id be 

obtained for other people 

a nd in other situations. 
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most individuals across time and place. Yet in spite of these 
arguments, having the most diverse, representative samples of 
research participants as  possible is ideal. The growing interest 
in cross-cultural research in the field is certainly one step in 
the right direction. 

Another promising development is the rapidly increasing 
use of the Internet to collect data, which allows for far more 
diverse sets of participants. There are numerous challenges 
associated with this approach as well, however, such as having 
less control over what participants are seeing or doing as they 
participate in the study from afar. Fortunately, recent research 
testing the data collected via of one of most popular online 
services, called Mechanical Turk, suggests that the data are at 
least as reliable as data collected through traditional methods 
and offer a much greater diversity of participants (Buhrmester 
et al., 201 1 ;  Mason & Suri, 2012 ;  Paolacci & Chandler, 2014) . 

Many individuals earn money at home by participating in onl ine 

research projects through a service provided by Amazon cal led 

Mechanical Turk. Online services l ike this now al low social 

psychologists to reach out to vastly more d iverse samples of people 

from around the world to participate in their studies. 

The external validity of an experiment may also depend in 
part on how realistic the study is for the participants. But what 
is meant by 'realistic' is not as straightforward as one might 
think. Two types of realism can be distinguished: mundane 
and experimental (Aronson & Carlsmith, 1968 ) .  Mundane 

realism refers to the extent to which the research setting 
resembles the real-world setting of interest. In order to study 

mundane realism 
The degree to which the 

experimental situation 

resembles places and 

events i n  the real world. 

experimental realism 
The degree to which 

experimental procedures 

are involving to partic ipants 

and lead them to behave 

naturally and spontaneously. 

deception 
I n  the context of research, a 

method that provides false 

information to participants. 

confederate 
An accomplice of an 

experimenter who, in  deal ing 

with the real participants 

in  an  experiment, acts as if 

she i s  also a participant. 

interpersonal attraction, Theodore Newcomb (1961) set up an entire university dormitory - a striking 
example of mundane realism. Advocates of mundane realism contend that if research procedures are 
more realistic, research findings are more likely to reveal what really goes on. By contrast, experimental 

realism refers to the degree to which the experimental setting and procedures are real and involving to 
the participant, regardless of whether they resemble real life or not. According to those who favour 
experimental realism, if the experimental situation is compelling and real to the participants while they 
are participating in the study, their behaviour in the laboratory - even if the laboratory is in the basement 
of the psychology building - will be as natural and spontaneous as their behaviour in the real world. The 
majority of social psychologists who conduct experiments emphasise experimental realism. 

Deception in experiments 
Researchers who strive to create a highly involving experience for participants often rely on deception -
providing participants with false information about experimental procedures. To this end, social 
psychologists sometimes employ confederates, or people who act as though they are participants in  the 
experiment but are really working for the experimenter. For example, in Solomon Asch's (1956) classic 
research on conformity, research participants made judgments about the lengths of lines while in the 
midst of a number of confederates - who were pretending to be ordinary participants - who at various 
times all gave wrong answers. The researchers wanted to see if the real participants would conform 
to the confederates and give the obviously wrong answer that the confederates had given. Although it 
was a very odd setting, the situation was a very real one to the participants (and therefore was high in 
experimental realism) , and many of the participants clearly struggled with the decision about whether 
or not to conform. We will revisit Asch's study in Chapter 6 :  Conformity, compliance and obedience. 

Deception not only strengthens experimental realism but also provides other benefits. It allows 
the experimenter to create situations in the laboratory that would be difficult to find in a natural 
setting, such as a regulated, safe environment in which to study a potentially harmful behaviour such 
as aggression or discrimination. Studies have shown that participants are rarely bothered by deception 
arid often particularly enjoy studies that use it (Smith & Richardson, 1983) . Nevertheless, the use of 
deception creates some serious ethical concerns, leading to debate about whether and how it should 
be used (Hertwig & Ortmann, 2008; Kimmel, 2012) . Fortunately, as we will see a bit later in the 
chapter, procedures have been put in place to try to ensure the ethical integrity of research today. 

Meta-analysis: combin ing results across studies 
We have seen that social psychologists conduct original descriptive, correlational and experimental 
studies to test thei i;.,hypotheses. Another way to test hypotheses in social psychology is to use a set of 
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. ..  
statistical pr ocedur es to examine, in a new way, r elevan t r esear ch that has alr eady been conducted. 
This technique is called meta-analysis. B y  ' meta-analysing' the r esults of a number of studies that have 
been conducted in differ ent places and by differ ent r esear cher s, r esear cher s can measur e  pr ecisely 
how str ong and r eliable par ticular effects ar e. F or example, studies published concer ning the effects of 
alcohol on aggr ession may sometimes contr adict each other .  Sometimes alcohol incr eases aggr ession; 
sometimes it doesn' t. B y  combining the data fr om al l the studies that ar e r elevant to this hypothesis 
and conducting a meta- analysis, a r esear cher can deter mine what effect alcohol typically has, how 
str ong that effect typically is, and per haps under what specific conditions that effect is most l ikely to 
occur .  This technique is being used with incr easing frequency in social psychology today, and we 
r eport the r esults of many meta-analyses in this textbook. 

Culture and research methods 
The study by Ashton-J ames and others  on the effects of mood on Western and East Asian pan icipants' 
pen choices is but one example of the gr owing inter est in studying cul tur e  in social psychology. One 
of the advantages of this appr oach is that it pr ovides better tests of the exter nal validity of r esear ch that 
has been conducted in any one setting. B y  examining whether the r esults of an exper iment gener alise 
to a ver y differ ent cultur e, social psychologists can begin to answer questions about the univer sality 
or cultur al specificity of their r esear ch. I t  is impor tant to keep in mind that when a finding in one 
cul tur e  does not gener alise well to another cultur e, this should be seen not simply as a fa ilur e  to 
r eplicate but al so as an oppor tunity to lear n  about potentially inter esting and impor tant cultur al 
differ ences, and about how and why these differ ences affect the issue being studied. 

As impor tant and exciting as these cultur al 

TABLE 1 .6 Lost in translation 
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meta-analysis 
A set of statistical 

procedures used to review 
a body of evidence by 

com bining the results 

of individual studies 

to measure the overa l l  

rel iabi l ity and strength of 

part icu lar  effects. 

investigations ar e, however ,  they offer special challenges 
to r esear cher s. F or example, cultur al differ ences have 
been found in how affected people ar e by the context 
of questions as they complete a sur vey, or about the 
assumptions r espondents make about what the r esear chers 
have in mind for a given question (Schwarz et al. , 2010) . 
I t  also can be difficult for r esear cher s to tr anslate mater ials 
from one language into another .  Al though it is r elatively 
easy to cr eate liter al tr anslations, it can be sur pr isingly 
challenging to cr eate tr ansl ations that have the same 
meaning to people from var ious cultur es. Table 1 .6 pr esents 
examples - from signs displayed ar ound the wor ld - of what 
can go wr ong when simple sentences ar e poor ly tr anslated. 

• 'Drop your trousers here for best results. ' (A dry cleaner 

in Thailand) 

An eve n  mor e  subtl e point about language is that 
multilingual people may think or act differ ently as a 
function of which language is being used in a par ticul ar 
setting. A study by Naira n Ramir ez -Esparz a and colleagues 
(2008) illustr ates this point. They fo und that how agr eeabl e  
a sample of bilingual Mexican Amer ican par ticipants 
appear ed to be - either on a self-r epor t  questionnair e or in 
their behaviour in an inter view - var ied significan tly as a 
function of whether the study was conducted in Spanish or 
in English. 

ETHICS AND VALUES IN SOCIAL 

PSYCHOLOGY 

Regar dless of wher e r esear ch is conducted and what method 
is used, ethical issues must always be consider ed. Resear cher s 
in all fields have a mor al and legal r esponsibility to abide by 
ethical pr inciples. I n  social psychology, the use of deception 
has caused some concer n  about ethics, as we indicated earl ier . 
I n  addition, sever al studies have pr ovoked fier ce debate about 
whether the pr ocedur es used in the studies went beyond 

• 'You are invited to take advantage of the chambermaid. ' 

(A hotel in Japan) 

• 'Ladies are requested not to have children in the bar .' 

(A cocktail lounge in Mexico) 

• 'Take one of our horse-driven city tours - we guarantee 

no miscarriages.' (A tourist agency in the former 

Czechoslovakia) 

• 'We take your bags and send them in all directions. ' 

(An airline in Denmark) 

Source, Triandis (1994). 

The setting in which ch i ldren attend school can vary dra m atical ly 

across cultures. Here students sit outside in a c lass in  lmbabura,  

Ecuador. Recognis ing cu ltural variation has become i ncreasingly 

important in  socia l  psychology today, and social  psychologists are 

conducting their research across a wider range of cultures and 

contexts than ever before. 



32 

informed consent 
An ind ivid u al's del iberate, 

voluntary decision to 

participate in research, 

based on the researcher's 

description of what wi l l  

be requ ired d u ring such 

participation. 

debriefing 
A disclosure, made to 

partic ipants after research 

procedures a re completed, 

i n  which the researcher 

expla ins the purpose of 

the research, attempts 

to resolve any negative 

feel ings, and emphasises 

the scientific contribution 

made by the participants' 

involvement. 

PART 1 I I N TRODUCTION 

the bounds of ethical acceptability. The most famous of these controversial studies was designed 
by Stanley Milgram in the early 1960s. Milgram (1963) designed a series of studies to address the 
question: 'Would people obey orders to harm an innocent person?'  To test this question, he put 
volunteers into a situation in which an experimenter commanded them to administer painful electric 
shocks to someone they thought was another volunteer participant. (In fact, the other person was 
a confederate who was not actually receiving any shocks.) The experiment had extremely h igh 
experimental realism - many of the participants experienced a great deal of anxiety and stress as they 
debated whether they should disobey the experimenter or continue to inflict pain on another person. 
The details and results of this experiment are discussed in Chapter 6 ( 'Conformity, compliance and 
obedience' ) ,  but suffice it to say that the results of the study made people realise how prevalent and 
powerful obedience can be. 

Milgram's research was inspired by the obedience displayed by Nazi officers in World War II. No 
one disputes the importance of his research question. What has been debated, however, is whether 
the significance of the research topic justified exposing participants to possibly harmful psychological 
consequences. Even though no one in Milgram's studies actually received the electric shocks, the 
participants were quite stressed during the study because they thought they were banning another person, 
until the experimenter finally told them the truth at the conclusion of the experiment. Under today's 
provisions for the protection of human participants, Milgram's classic experiments probably could not be 
conducted in their original form. (In an interesting twist, even though conducting an experiment like 
Milgram's might be impossible now, in popular culture today individuals endure far greater stress and 
even humiliation in numerous unscripted television shows for the entertainment of viewers at home.) 

Several studies in the history of social psychology have sparked ethical debate or controversy, 
including a famous study in which Philip Zimbardo and others simulated a prison environment in 
the basement of Stanford University's psychology department building to study how ordinary people 
can be affected in extraordinary ways by the roles they are assigned in a prison environment (Haney 
et al . ,  1973) . This study is discussed in detail in Chapter 14. Although the controversial studies such 
as M ilgram's and Zimbardo's have received the most public attention, today virtually every social 
psychology study is evaluated for its ethics by other people before the study can be conducted. In the 
following sections, we describe current policies and procedures as well as continuing concerns about 
ethics and values in social psycholo�ical research. 

Eth ics review bodies and informed consent: protecting research participants 
Nearly all universities and research organisations have human research ethics committees or 
institutional review boards that are designed to review and ensure the protection ofhuman participants 
in research. Such bodies are a key safeguard for research, taking on the responsibility of reviewing 
research proposals to ensure that the welfare of participants is adequately protected. 

Besides submitting their research to such ethical bodies, researchers must also abide by their 
profession's code of ethics. The Australian Psychological Society and the New Zealand Psychological 
Society publish codes of ethics, though these are catered fairly specifically to clinical practice. The 
American Psychological Association (APA) , publishes the Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code 

of Conduct (2002, 2010) ,  which addresses academic research questions more broadly. These codes 
consider a wide range of ethical issues, including those related to research procedures and practices. 
Such codes stipulate that researchers are obliged to guard the rights and welfare of all those who 
participate in their studies. 

One such obligation is to obtain informed consent. Individuals must be asked whether they wish to 
participate in the research project and must be given enough information to make an informed decision. 
Participants must also know that they are free to withdraw from participation in the research at any 
point. Note that the APA code recognises that research ' involving only anonymous questionnaires, 
naturalistic observations, or certain kinds of archival research ' may not require informed consent. 

Debriefing: tel l i ng a l l  
Just a s  participants should receive informed consent before they begin their participation i n  a study, they 
should also receive a debriefing at the end of it, especially if deception was used. Debriefing is a process of 
disclosure in which researchers fully inform their participants about the nature of the research in which 
they have participated. During a debriefing, the researcher goes over all procedures, explaining exactly 
what happened ancl._why. The researcher discusses the purpose of the research, reveals any deceptions 
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and makes ev ery effort to help the p articip ant feel good about hav ing p articip ated. A skil fu l  debrief ing 
takes time and requires close attention to the indiv idual p articip ant. I ndeed, we hav e known students 
who became so fascinated by what they learned during a debriefing that it sp arked their interest in social 
p sychol ogy, and eventually they became social p sychologists themselves! 

Values and science: points of view and new controversies 
Ethical p rincip les are based on moral v alues. These values set standards for and imp ose limits on the 
conduct of research, but do v alues affect science in other ways as well? Although many p eop le hold 
science to a standard of comp lete objectiv ity, science can p robably nev er be comp letely unbiased and 
objectiv e  because it is a human enterp rise. Scientists choose what to study and how to study it; their 
choices are affected by p ersonal values as well as by p rofessional rewards. I ndeed, some tru nk t hat 
v alues should fuel scientific research and that scientists would be not only naiv e  but also irresp onsible 
to try to keep v alues out of the p icture. Most social p sychologists, howev er, striv e to use the scientific 
methods described in this chap ter to fr ee themselv es of their p reconcep tions and, thereby, to see 
reality more clearly and objectiv ely, ev en if nev er p erfectly. 

One v alue on which the entire field agrees is that researchers must conduct and rep ort their research 
with comp lete honesty. I t  is ther efore both shocking and deep ly disturbing when a case of academic 
fr aud is rev ealed. One such examp le rocked the field towards the end of 201 1 , when a Dutch social 
p sychologist was caught - and soon confessed to - hav ing committed a massiv e amount of dishonesty, 
inv olv ing the fabrication of data p ublished in doz ens of studies fo r about a decade (Stroebe et al. , 
2012) . The news of this scandal, together with a few other ev ents during this p eriod of time, caused 
some social p sychologists to question the field' s p ractices. One such event was the p ublication of a set 
of studies that claimed to find ev idence for the seemingly outrageous idea that a future outcome can 
influence a p ast action (Bern , 201 1) . Not surp risingly, this p ublication set off a firestorm of criticism and 
controv ersy. Also around this time, social p sychologist Jonathan H aidt made news by criticising the lack 
of div ersity of p olitical ideologies rep resented by social p sychologists today and suggesting that this could 
bias research (I nbar & L ammers, 2012) . This, too, triggered a good deal of criticism and controv ersy. 

With al l this in the air, a wav e of suggestions for how the field shoul d better p rotect itself against 
intentional or unintentional bias or dishonesty emerged. These suggestions included utilising more 
advanced and p recise statistical methods to better and more fairly test researchers' ideas, demanding 
researchers to be more op en for p ublic scrutiny of their materials and data, and instituting much 
more emp hasis on rep licating each other' s research (Bartlett, 2012 ;  Funder et al . ,  2014; John et al . ,  
2012 ;  Young, 2012) . I t  i s  imp ortant to note that these concerns are by no means sp ecific to social 
p sychology. I n  fact, sev eral sp ecial sections of Perspectives on Psychological Science, an academic journal 
that p ublishes rev iews across a range of areas of p sychology, hav e  been dedicated to questions of data 
p ractice, rep lication and reduction of bias. I n  fact, high-p rofile cases of fr aud, for examp le, sp an all 
fields, including p hysics, medicine, history, literature and journalism (Coscarelli, 2012; Deer, 201 1 ;  
Rayner, 2010; Sov acool, 2008) . I t  is also im.p ortant to note that the strong reaction by the social 
p sychology community to these issues is a testament to how much it cares about its integrity and the 
imp ortance fo r community members to work diligently to reassert and p rotect that integrity in the 
years to con1 e . 

Your i ntroduction to the field of social psychology is now com plete. I n  this first chapter, you have gone step by 
step through a def in ition of social psychology, a review of its history and discussion of its future, an overview of 
its research methods and a consideration of eth ics and values. As you study the material presented i n  the com ing 
chapters, we invite you to share our enth usias m .  You can look forward to i nformation that overturns common 
sense assumptions, to lively debate and heated controversy, and to a better u nderstand i ng of yourself and other 
people.  Welcome to the world accord ing to social psychology. We hope you enjoy it! 
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REVIEW 

WHAT IS SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY? 

Defining social psychology 

• Social psychology is the scientific study of how indi viduals 

th ink ,  feel and behave in  a social  context. 

+ Like other sciences, soc ial  psychology re l ies on the systematic 

a pproach of the scientific method. 

+ Distinctive characteristics of social  psychology include a focus 

on the indiv idual  as well as a broad perspective on a variety of 

socia l contexts and behaviours. 

Social psychological questions and applications 

+ Social psychologists study a large variety of fascinating questions 

about people and their social worlds. The scope and relevance of 

these questions to so many important aspects of our lives make 

social psyc hology appl icable to many careers and interests. 

Social psychology and related fields: distinctions and intersections 

• Social psychology is rel ated to a number of d ifferent areas 

of study, inc lud ing sociology, c l i n ical  psycho logy, perso nal ity 

psychology and cognitive psychology. 

• Social psychology te nds to focus on i ndiv iduals ,  whereas 

sociology tends to focus on groups. 

Social psychology and common sense 

• Many soc ia l  psychological theories and findi ngs appear to 

be l ike common sense. The problems with common sense, 

however, is that it may offer confl icting exp lanations, provides 

no way to test which is correct and is often oversimpl ified and 

therefore m isleading. 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY 

The birth and infancy of social psychology: 1880s to 1 920s 

+ Early research by Trip lett and R ingelmann estab l ished an 

end uring topic i n  social psyc hology: how the presence of others 

affects an ind iv idua l 's performance. 

+ The first soc ia l  psychology textbooks in 1908 and 1 924 began 

to shape the emerging f ie ld.  

A call to action: 1 930s to 1 950s 

+ Social psycho logy began to flourish because the world needed 

an explanation for the violence of war and solutions to it. 

+ The 1940s and 1950s saw a burst of activity in  social 

psycho logy, inc lud ing by researchers Sherif and Lewin ,  that 

firmly estab l ished it as a major socia l  science. 

Confidence and crisis: 1 960s to mid-1 970s 

+ Stan ley M i lgram's experiments demonstrated ind iv idua ls' 

vul nerab i l ity to the destructive commands of authority. 

+ Whi le socia l  psychology was expand i ng in many new 

d i rections, there was also i ntense debate about the eth ics of 

research proced u res,  the val id ity of research results, and the 

ge nera l isabi l i ty of conclusions drawn from research.  

An era of p luralism: mid-1 970s to 1 990s 

+ During the 1 970s, socia l  psychology began to take a 

p lural istic approach to its research methods, the i ntegration of 

perspectives into a subfie lds such as social cognit ion, and the 

deve lopment of internat ional  and mu lticultu.c�I perspectives. 

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY IN A NEW CENTURY: 
WHAT IS TRENDING TODAY? 

+ Several exciting themes and perspectives are helping to shape 

the begi nn ing of social  psychology's second century. 

Integration of emotion, motivation and cognition 

+ Researchers are becoming more interested i n  how emotion , 

motivation and cogn ition can operate together i n  influencing 

indiv idual s' thoughts, fee l ings and behaviours. 

+ I nd iv iduals sometimes are faced with a confl ict: wanting to be 

right and wanting to feel good about oneself. 

Biological and evolutionary perspectives 

+ Biological perspectives, inc luding perspectives based on 

neuroscience, genetics and evol utionary pr incip les, are being 

applied to the study of social  psychological issues such as 

ge nder differences, re lationships and aggression.  

Cultural perspectives 

+ I ncreasing numbers of social  psychologists are eva l uating the 

un iversal generality or cu ltural specificity of their theories 

and f ind ings by examin ing s imi larities and d ifferences across 

cu ltures as we l l  as between racial  and ethnic groups within 

cu ltures. 

Behavioural economics, embodied cognition and other 

interdiscipl inary approaches 

+ The em erging subfield of behavioural economics stud ies how 

psychology - particu lar ly socia l  and cognitive psychology -

relates to economic decision making. 

+ Research on embodied cognition focuses on the connections 

between the mind and the body, such as  in how body gestures 

or movements can influence and be i nf luenced by our thoughts 

and fee l i ngs. 

+ Social psychological research that i ntersects with pol it ical  

science can offer valuable i nsights into a variety of im portant 

contemporary issues. 

New technologies and the online world 

+ Advances i n  technol ogy, such as improved bra in- imaging 

tech niques,  have given rise to ground breaking research in 

social psychology. 

+ Virtual reality technology enables researchers to test questions 

that otherwise would be im practica l ,  impossib l e  or unethical .  

+ The I nternet has fostered commun ication and col laboration 

among researchers arou nd the wor ld ,  enabled researchers 

to study participants from diverse popul ations, and inspired 

researchers to investigate whether various social  psychological 

phenomena are similar or d ifferent o n l i ne versus offl ine .  

RESEARCH METHODS :  WHAT AND WHY 

+ Studying research methods in psychology improves people's 

reaso n ing about rea l- l ife events and information presented by 

the media and other sources. 

+ Understanding the scientific evidence on which socia l  

psychological theories and fi ndings are based wi l l  he lp  you to 

better understand the research that is reported throughout this 

book, wh ich i n  turn wi l l  help you learn the material more deeply. 

} 
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DEVELOPING IDEAS: BEGINNING 
THE RESEARCH PROCESS 

Getting ideas and finding out what has been done 

+ I deas for research i n  socia l  psychology come from everywhere: 

personal experiences and observations, events in  the news and 

other research.  

+ Before pursuing a research idea, it is im portant to estab l ish 

what research has a l ready been done on that idea and related 

topics. Electronic databases are inva l uable in  th is effort. 

Hypotheses and theories 

• Form u lating a hypothesis is a crit ical step towards p lanning 

and conducting research. 

• Theories in socia l  psychology attempt to expla in and pred ict 

socia l  psychological phenomena. The best theories are precise, 

expla in a l l  the relevant information,  and ge nerate research that 

can support or  d isconfirm them. They should be revised and 

i mproved as a resu lt of the research they i nspire .  

Basic a n d  appl ied research 

• The goal of basic research is to in crease understanding of 

human behaviour. 

• The goal of app l ied research is to increase understa nding 

of real-world events and contri bute to the sol ution of soc ia l  

problems. 

REFINING IDEAS: DEFINING AND MEASURING 
SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL VARIABLES 

From the abstract to the specific: conceptual variables 

and operational definitions 

• Researchers often must tra nsform abstract, conceptual 

variab les into specific operational defi n it ions that ind icate 

exactly how the variables are to be manipu lated or measured. 

• Construct va l id ity is the extent to which the operational 

defi nitions successful ly manipu late or  measure the conceptua l 

variables to which they correspond.  

Measuring variables: using self-reports, observations 

and technology 

• I n  self-reports, participants ind icate their thoughts, fee l i ngs, 

desires and actions. 

• Self-reports can be d istorted by efforts to make a good 

impression as wel l  as by the effects of the word ing and context 

of questions. 

+ Observations are another way for soc ial  psychologists to 

measure variables. 

+ l nterrater rel iab i l ity, or the level of agreement among m u lt ip le 

observers of the same behaviour, is im portant when measuring 

variables using observation. 

+ New and improved technologies enable researchers to measure 

physiological responses, reaction times, eye movements and 

activity i n  regions of the bra in .  

TESTING IDEAS : RESEARCH DESIGNS 
+ Most socia l  psychol ogists test their  ideas by using objective, 

systematic and quantifiable methods. 

Descriptive research: discovering trends and tendencies 

+ I n  descriptive research, social psychologists record how frequently 

or typica l ly  people th ink ,  feel or behave in part icu lar ways. 

+ I n  observatib�al  research,  researchers observe indiv iduals 

systematical ly, often in  natural settings. 

+ I n  archival research,  researchers examine existing records and 

documents such as newspaper articles, d iaries and publ ished 

statistics. 

+ Surveys involve asking people q uestions about their attitudes, 

bel iefs and behaviours. 

+ Su rvey researchers identify the popu lation to which they 

want the results of the survey to genera l ise, and they select a 

sample of people from that popu l ation to take the survey. 

+ There are two types of research that are conducted in  

psychology - qua l itative and quantitative. Quantitative research 

is concerned with q uantifying things whereas qua l itative 

research is concerned with understanding meaning. 

Correlational research: looking for associations 

+ Correlational  research exam ines the association between 

variables. 

• A correlation coefficient is a measure of the strength and 

d i rection of the association between two variables. 

+ Positive correlations ind icate that as scores on one varia ble 

increase, scores on the other variab le  increase, and that as 

scores on one variable decrease, scores on the other decrease. 

+ Negative correlations ind icate that as scores on one va riable 

in crease, scores on the other decrease. 

• Correlation does not ind i cate causation; the fact that two 

variables are correlated does not necessarily mean that one 

causes the other. 

Experiments: looking for cause and effect 

+ Experiments req u i re (1 )  control by the experimenter over 

events in the study, and (2) random assignment of partici pants 

to con ditions. 

+ Random samp l ing concerns how people are selected to be in a 

study, whereas random assignment concerns how people who are 

in the study are assigned to the d ifferent conditions of the study. 

+ Experiments are often cond ucted in a laboratory so that the 

researchers can have control over the context and can measure 

var iab les precisely. 

+ Fie ld experiments are cond ucted in real-world settings outside 

the laboratory. 

+ Resu lts that are statistica l ly significant could have occurred by 

chance 5 or fewer times i n  100 possible outcomes. 

• The rapid ly increasing use of the I nternet to collect data a l lows 

for far more d iverse sets of partici pants in  socia l  psychological 

research today. 

Meta-analysis: combining results across studies 

+ Meta-analysis uses statistical techn iques to integrate the 

quantitative results of different studies.  

ETHICS AND VALUES IN SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY 

+ Eth ica l  issues are particular ly i mportant in soc ial  psycho logy 

because of the use of deception in some research .  

Ethics review bodies a n d  informed consent: protecting 

research participants 

• Ethics review bodies are responsi b le  for reviewing research 

proposals to ensure that the welfare of participants is 

adeq uately protected .  
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• Professional association codes of eth ics  req u i re psychologists 

to secure informed consent from research participants. 

Debriefing: tell ing all 
• Dur ing a debriefing at the end of a study the researchers 

d i sc lose the facts about the study and make sure that the 

part ic i pant does not experience any d i stress. This is especia l ly  

im portant if deception was used . 

Va lues and science: poi nts of view and new controversies 
+ Moral values set standards for and im pose l i m its 

on the conduct of research. 

ONLINE STUDY RE SOURCES 
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appl ied research (17) 
basic research (17) 
behavioural  economics (14) 
behavioural genetics ( 12) 
bogus p ipel ine technique ( 19) 
confederate (30) 
confound (28) 
construct val id ity ( 18) 
correlation coefficient (23) 
correlational  research (22) 
cross-cu ltural research ( 1 2) 
culture (12)  
debrief ing (32) 
deception (30) 
dependent variable (27) 
embodi ed cognition (14) 
evolutionary psychology ( 1 2) 
experi ment (25) 
experimental real ism (30) 
experimenter expectancy effects (29) 

REVIEW QUIZ 

Social psychology is primari ly concerned with t h e  ways i n  which:  

a group factors contr ib ute to the fu nctio n i ng of soc ia l  

i nst itutions. 

2 

b unconscious forces i nfluence conscious motivat ions and 

desires. 

c specific personal ity characteristics pred i ct behaviour 

across situations. 

d i n d iv idua ls  t h i n k ,  fee l ,  and beh ave with regard to others. 

Social psychologists use the scientific method when they study 

human behaviour in order to: 

a al low other soc ia l  psychologists to attempt to rep l i cate the 

fi n d i ngs. 

b ensure that the right people get cred it for the research . .... 

• Var ious views exist on the relation between values and 

science. Few bel ieve that there can be a comp letely value

free science, but some advocate try ing to m i n im ise the 

i nfl uence of va l u es on science, whereas others argue that 

values shou ld  be recognised and encou raged as an i m portant 

factor in science. 

+ Controversies i n  social psychology have l ed to a variety of 

suggestions for how the f ie ld should better protect itself 

against i ntentional  or  un intentional bias or  dish onesty, 

i n c l u d i ng more openness to scrutiny, use of d ifferent stat istical 

analyses and greater emp hasis on repl ication. 

study tools for this chapter. The Course Mate website conta i ns 

glossar ies,  f lashcards, q u izzes, videos and more. 

external va l id ity (29) 
hypothesis ( 17 )  
i ndependent variable (27) 
i nformed consent (32) 
i nteract ionist perspective (9) 
i nternal val id ity (28) 
i nterrater rel i a b i l ity (19) 
meta-ana lysis (3 1)  
m u lt icu ltural research ( 1 2) 
mu ndane rea l ism (30) 
operational defin it ion (18) 
qual itative research (22) 
q uantitative research (22) 
random assignment (25) 
random sam p l i n g  (21)  
social cognit ion ( 1 1) 
social neuroscience ( 12) 
social psychology (4) 
s u bject variable (28) 
theory (17)  

c ensure that the i r  research is i n  l i n e  with eth ica l  

sta n dards. 

d encourage soc i a l  psycho logists to cond uct more bas ic,  

rather than appl ied,  research .  

3 Social psychology differs from common sense in that: 

a common sense tends to produce more accu rate knowledge 

about h u m an behaviour than soc i a l  psyc hol ogy. 

b common sense captures the fu l l  complexity of h u ma n  

behaviou r. 

c soc ia l  psychology is far more i nt u i t ive than common 

sense. 

d soc i a l  psychology rel ies on the scientific method to test 

its theories . 

) 
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4 Among the fo l lowing socia l  psychologists, who was one of the 
origi nal  fou nders of socia l  psychology? 
a Norman Tri p lett 
b Stan ley M i lgram 
c M ichael Norton 
d P h i l i p  Z i m bardo 

5 Which of the fdl�owing is a new techno logy used i n  
contemporary social  psychological research? 
a Positron emission tomography 
b Functional magnetic resonance i maging 
c Virtual real ity 
d Al I of these 

SEARCH ME ! PSYCHOLOGY ACTIVITIES 

A F R E E  12-month su bscription to Search me! Psychology is 
inc luded with each new copy of Social Psychology. Login to Search 
me! through http://login .cengage.com using the access code that 
comes with this book. Fast and convenient, this resource provides 
you with 24-hour access to ful l-text articles from hu ndreds 
of scholarly and popular journals,  eBooks, magazines and 
newspapers. 

Complete the fol l owing activities using Search me! 

Activity 1: Qualitative methods 

Search for the article ' H igh risk dr inki ng among non-affi l iated 
col lege students' (Smith,  Fin neran & Droppa, 2014). In th is  article 
the authors take a sem i-structured i nterview approach to e l ic it rich 
i nformation a bout the problems associated with dr in king practices 
in  un iversity students. Pay particu lar  attention to the method 
and the ana lysis of the data used . Compare this article and the 

WEB LINKS 

Australian Psychological Society: Ethics 

www.psychology.org.au/about/ethics 

A l i n k  to the Austra l ian Psychological Society's Code of Ethics, 

with deta i ls  of the eth ica l  code of conduct appl icable to practice in  
Austra l ia and a number of  other documents of  relevance. 

New Zealand Psychological Society: Publications and media 

www.psychology.org.nz/publications-media/#. U5PKj i_5Px8 

A l i nk to the New Zealand Psychological Society's Code of Ethics. 

A s imi lar  site with documents relevant to practice i n  New Zealand.  

Reproducibility project: Psychology 

https://osf.i o/ezcuj 

The website for the Reproduc ib i l ity Project, a crowdsourced 
empir ical  effort to estimate the reprod ucib i l ity of a sample of 

methods used with the article titled ' L ifting the domestic violence 
cloak of si lence: Resi l ient Austra l ian  women's reflected memories 
of their ch i ldhood experiences of witnessing domestic violence' 
(O'Brien, Cohen, Pooley & Taylor, 2013). This research takes a 
case study approach to data col lection.  
Activity 2:  The qual itative-quantitative divide 

Access the article ' Deconstructing the qual itative-quantitative 
d ivide in  health research' (Baum, 1993). The article d iscusses 
the debates about methodologies used to col lect data in health 
research .  Reflect o n  how this might translate into col lecting data in 
socia l  psycho logical research and estab l ish common themes with 
the content in  this chapter. 
Activity 3: Research with cultural minorities 

Access the article ' Beyond research on cu ltural m i norities: 
Chal lenges and i m p l ications of research as situated cu ltural 
practice' (Arzubiaga, Artiles, K i ng & Harris- M urri , 2008). The 
authors examine the cultural natu re of research and the theoretical 
and methodological l imits of traditional practice of research .  

studies from scientific l iterature. The project is a large-scale,  open 
col laboration currently i nvolving more than 150 scientists from 
around the world .  

Social psychology i n  Australia: Past and present 

http://e-book.lib.sjtu.edu.cn/iupsys/Origins/Adair/adai r06.html 

A l i n k  to a thorough overview of the h i story of socia l  psychology 
i n  Austra l ia by N orman T. Feather of F l i nders Un iversity, South 
Austra l ia .  

Society of Australasian Social Psychologists 

www.sasp.org.au 

The website for the Society of Austra lasian Social Psychologists. It 
conta ins l i n ks to funding opportunities and events of relevance to 
socia l  psychology. 




