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Chapter 12: 
Social Psychology

PSY 110: General Psychology

Social Psychology

� Social psychology is concerned with the way 
individuals’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are 
influenced by the actual, imagined, or implied 
presence of others
� Person perception
� Attribution processes
� Self
� Altruism
� Aggression
� Interpersonal attraction
� Attitudes
� Behavior in groups
� Conformity and obedience

Person Perception:
Forming Impressions of Others

� Person perception is the process of forming 
impressions of others

� Effects of physical appearance
� We assume that attractive people are more sociable, 

friendly, poised, warm, and well adjusted (…but the reality 
is that there is little relationship)

� Attractive people are overrepresented in the media (and 
are presented in a positive light)

� Attractive people are considered to be more competent 
than less attractive people…which leads to attractive 
people getting better jobs and earning higher salaries
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Person Perception:
Forming Impressions of Others

� Schemas are cognitive structures that guide 
information processing
� Social schemas are organized clusters of ideas about 

categories of social events and people
� Ex. What is supposed to happen on a first date?

� Stereotypes are widely held beliefs that people 
have certain characteristics because of their 
membership in a particular group
� Some of the most common are based on sex, age, & race 
� Overgeneralized and resistant to new information
� Allow for efficient processing but with a cost in accuracy
� Related to prejudice and discrimination

Person Perception:
Forming Impressions of Others

� Subjectivity in person perception
� We tend to interpret ambiguous behavior as being 

consistent with our expectations
� Ex. We might perceive a woman who objects during a 

meeting as “aggressive”, whereas a man engaging in 
the same behavior is “assertive”

� Evolutionary perspectives
� Many of our biases were adaptive in the past
� Our tendency to immediately classify individuals as 

members of our ingroup (i.e., one of “us”) or an outgroup
(i.e., one of “them”) allowed us to separate friends from 
enemies very quickly

Attribution Processes:                      
Explaining Behavior

� Attributions are inferences about the causes of 
events, others’ behavior,                                       
and our own behavior
� Internal attributions

ascribe the cause of                                            
behavior to personal                                            
dispositions, traits,                                           
abilities, and feelings

� External attributions
ascribe the cause of                                            
behavior to situational                                         
demands and                                                  
environmental constraints
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Attribution Processes:                      
Explaining Behavior

� Biases in attributions
� Fundamental attribution error refers to observers’

bias in favor of internal attributions in explaining 
others’ behavior

� Ex. Why was Bob late to class today?

� Defensive attribution is a tendency to blame 
victims for their misfortune, so that one feels less 
likely to be victimized in a similar way

� Related to “belief in a just world”

� Self-serving bias is the tendency to attribute one’s 
successes to personal factors and one’s failures to 
situational factors

Self as a Social Object

� Self-esteem is the degree to which we have a positive or 
negative attitude about ourselves

� Positive illusions (e.g., we think we are better than we really 
are)

� Self-serving bias is the tendency to take credit for success and 
deny responsibility for failure
� “I earned an ‘A’ on my PSY 110 exam” vs. “Dr. Zeigler-Hill gave me an 

‘F’ on my PSY 110 exam”
� Self-objectification is the tendency to see oneself as an object 

in the eyes of others
� Women performed more poorly on a math test after trying on a swimsuit 

than after trying on a sweater
� Stereotype threat is the self-fulfilling fear of being judged on the 

basis of a negative stereotype about one’s group
� Social comparisons: upward vs. downward

Altruism

� Altruism is an unselfish interest in helping someone else
� Is altruism a puzzle to be solved or a natural expression of 

human nature?
� Evolutionary theories often suggest that organisms should be 

selfish…but there are many instances where individuals behave 
somewhat unselfishly

� Egoism is when people give to someone else in order to ensure 
reciprocity, gain self-esteem, create/maintain a certain image, or avoid 
negative consequences for failing to help (e.g., guilt)

� Empathy is when we understand the emotional state of 
someone else
� Empathy has been linked with altruism

� Bystander effect is the tendency for an individual who observes 
an emergency to help less when other people are present
� Murder of Kitty Genovese (1963); rape in St. Paul caught on camera with 

10 witnesses (2007); rape in Richmond, CA with more than a dozen
witnesses (2009) 
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Defining Aggression

� �$�J�J�U�H�V�V�L�R�Q
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� �1�R�W���D�J�J�U�H�V�V�L�R�Q�����$���G�R�F�W�R�U���J�L�Y�H�V���D���S�D�L�Q�I�X�O���V�K�R�W

Types of Aggression

� Hostile aggression 
� Hot, impulsive
� Often in direct response to something
� Desire is to hurt someone 

� e.g., crimes of passion, spreading vicious rumors about ex after
being dumped, punching someone who bumps into you

� Instrumental aggression 
� Cold, premeditated
� A means to an end

� Often to attain some kind of goal (e.g., money, justice)
• e.g., murder-for-hire, spanking a child to prevent 

future bad behavior

Views of Aggression

� Biological Influences
� Evolutionary view
� Genetic basis
� Neurobiological factors (e.g., testosterone)

� Psychological Factors
� Frustration
� Aversive conditions (e.g., temperature, smoke)
� Observational learning (e.g., watching others behave 

aggressively)
� Self-esteem

� Sociocultural Factors
� Cultural variations and the culture of honor
� Media violence
� Gender
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Close Relationships: Liking and Loving

� Key factors in attraction
� Physical attractiveness is extremely important in the 

early stages of a relationship
� Matching hypothesis proposes that men and women 

of approximately equal physical attractiveness are likely 
to select each other as partners

� Similarity : couples tend to be similar in age, race, 
religion, social class, education, intelligence, physical 
attractiveness, values, and attitudes

� Reciprocity involves liking those who show that they like 
you

� Romantic ideals concern how closely our romantic 
partners match our ideals

� We tend to evaluate our partners more positively than 
they view themselves

Close Relationships: Liking and Loving

� Sternberg (1988): 3 components of love
� Passion is a complete absorption in 

another that includes sexual feelings and 
intense emotion

� Intimacy refers to warmth, closeness, and 
sharing in a relationship

� Commitment is an intention to maintain a 
relationship in spite of the difficulties and 
costs that may arise
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Sternberg’s View of Love Over Time

Hazan & Shaver (1987): Similarities between infant 
attachment styles and romantic relationships

Hazan & Shaver (1987): Similarities between infant 
attachment styles and romantic relationships
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Hazan & Shaver (1987): Similarities between infant 
attachment styles and romantic relationships

Close Relationships: Liking and Loving

� Evolutionary perspectives
� Men value youth and beauty

� Women value ambition, social status, and financial 
potential

� Tactics used by men: display resources, display 
sophistication, display strength/athleticism, show 
off

� Tactics used by women: wear makeup, keep clean 
and groomed, wear stylish clothes, wear jewelry, 
wear sexy clothing

Attitudes and Attitude Change:
Three Components of Attitudes
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Attitudes and Attitude Change:
Three Components of Attitudes

Attitudes and Attitude Change:
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Attitudes and Attitude Change:
Three Components of Attitudes
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Attitudes and Attitude Change:              
Factors in changing attitudes

Attitudes and Attitude Change:              
Factors in changing attitudes

Attitudes and Attitude Change:              
Factors in changing attitudes



10

Attitudes and Attitude Change:              
Factors in changing attitudes

Attitudes and Attitude Change:            
Theories of Attitude Change

� Learning theory
� Evaluative conditioning consists of efforts to 

transfer the emotion attached to a UCS to a new 
CS

� Ex. Hiring a celebrity to advertise your product
� A form of classical conditioning

� Operant conditioning : our attitudes are generally 
strengthened when others agree with us

� Observational learning : we learn attitudes from 
watching the behavior of other individuals

Attitudes and Attitude Change:            
Theories of Attitude Change

� Dissonance theory
� Festinger &                                                     

Carlsmith (1959)

� Dissonance 
promotes attitude 
change in order to 
be consistent



11

Attitudes and Attitude Change:            
Theories of Attitude Change

Self-perception theory (Bem, 1967)

Attitudes and Attitude Change:            
Theories of Attitude Change

Self-perception theory (Bem, 1967)

Attitudes and Attitude Change:            
Theories of Attitude Change

Elaboration Likelihood Model                      
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1986)
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Attitudes and Attitude Change:            
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Attitudes and Attitude Change:            
Theories of Attitude Change

Elaboration Likelihood Model                      
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1986)

Attitudes and Attitude Change:            
Theories of Attitude Change

Elaboration Likelihood Model                      
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1986)

Behavior in Groups:
The Influence of Other People

� The bystander effect refers to the decreased 
likelihood that we will help others during an 
emergency
� Diffusion of responsibility

� Individual productivity usually decreases in 
larger groups
� Reduced efficiency and loss of coordination

� Social loafing is a reduction in effort by individuals 
when they work in groups as compared to when 
they work by themselves
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Behavior in Groups:
The Influence of Other People

� Decision making in groups
� Group polarization occurs when group discussion 

strengthens a group’s dominant point of view and 
produces a shift toward a more extreme decision in 
that direction

� Groupthink occurs when members of a cohesive 
group emphasize agreement at the expense of 
critical thinking in arriving at a decision
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Which line matches the standard line?

Which line matches the standard line?

Asch’s Conformity Studies

� When answering alone, 99% were correct
� What if others gave the wrong answer…would 

people agree with the group or give the obvious 
correct answer?

� 6 confederates and 1 participant
� Participant answered 6th of the 7 ‘participants’
� Confederates all gave the same wrong answer 

� 37% of the responses were conforming
� About 75% of participants conformed at least once

� There was no ‘extra’ incentive to conform
� Unlike real life, the stimulus was unambiguous



16

Factors Related to Conformity

� Group size: Conformity increases as the size increases up 
to about 5 people
� Milgram’s study which had people looking up at the sky

� Unanimity: When participants had an ‘ally,’ conformity 
decreased considerably
� Dropped to about 9% in Asch’s studies

� Cohesion: The more closely a group is bound together, the 
more conforming its members tend to be
� Eating disorders tend to “spread” within sororities

� Status: Higher-status people have more impact
� Public response: We conform more when we respond in 

front of others rather than answering privately

Milgram’s Obedience Experiments

� Will people follow orders even if the order violates their 
ethical standards?

� Ostensibly a study about punishment and learning
� Teacher and learner

� Teacher is the participant
� Learner is a confederate

� Teacher gives learner increasingly intense shocks if learner 
answers incorrectly
� From 15 volts (slight shock) to 450 volts (XXX)

� When will people stop giving shocks?
� College students said they would stop by 135v
� Professionals estimated that less than 1 in 1000 would go to 450v
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Learner’s Schedule of Protests in Milgram’s ‘Heart 
Disturbance’ Experiments

75v: Ugh!
90v: Ugh!
105v: Ugh! (louder)
120v: Ugh! Hey, this really hurts.
135v: Ugh! 
150v: Ugh! Experimenter! That’s all. Get me out of 

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

165v: Ugh! Let me out! (Shouting)
180v: Ugh! I can’t stand the pain. Let me out of here! 

(Shouting)
195v: Ugh! Let me out of here. Let me out of here. My 

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

210v: Ugh! Experimenter! Get me out of here. I’ve 
had enough. I won’t be in the experiment any 
more.

225v: Ugh!
240v: Ugh!
255v: Ugh! Get me out of here.
270v: (Agonized scream) Let me out of here. Let 

me out of here. Let me out of here. Let me out. 
Do you hear? Let me out of here.

285v: (Agonized scream)
300v: (Agonized scream) I absolutely refuse to 

answer any more. Get me out of here. You 
can’t hold me here. Get me out. Get me out of 
here.

315v: (Intensely agonized scream) I told you I 
refuse to answer. I’m no longer part of this 
experiment.

330v: (Intense and prolonged agonized scream) 
Let me out of here. Let me out of here. My 
heart’s bothering me. Let me out. I tell you. 
(Hysterically) Let me out of here. Let me out of 
here. You have no right to hold me here. Let 
me out! Let me out! Let me out!…

Please continue…

� If the teacher asks to stop or inquires what 
to do, the experimenter calmly tells him to 
go on:
� “Please continue”
� “The experiment requires that you continue”

� “It is absolutely essential that you continue”
� “You have no other choice; you must go on”

� These simple statements were enough to 
make most participants obedient
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Results
65% of participants went all the way to 450 volts

Milgram’s Obedience Experiments
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