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PSY 450 
SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

Chapter 1: The Mission and the Method

PSY 450
Social Psychology

Outline

• What is Social Psychology?

• Interaction of the Person and the Situation

• A Brief History of Social Psychology

• Contemporary Themes in Social 
Psychology

• Research Methods in Social Psychology
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What is Social Psychology?
• Social Psychology aims for a broad 

understanding of how human beings think, act, 
and feel

• It is the scientific study of how people think 
about, influence, and relate to one another
• Focus is on the individual within the environment 

(e.g., groups of people or social contexts)

• An attempt to understand and explain how the 
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of individuals 
are influenced by the actual, imagined, or 
implied presence of others (Allport)

Contradictions

• There are contradictions all around us
• Desire for peace…

• Violence erupts at peace rally

• 11 days of world peace since the end of World 
War II

Interaction of the Person             
and the Situation

• How does the situation influence our 
behavior?

•Lynndie England at the Abu 
Ghraib prison

•Do these actions reflect 

•Something about her?  

•Something about the situation 
she was in?  

•Some combination of the two?
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• Our inner motivations interact with the outside 
situation 

• We respond to immediate context
• The Holocaust 

• German people are not inherently evil
• These regular people followed orders to slaughter 

millions of innocent people
• Would you be cruel if ordered?

• The events of 9/11 
• New Yorkers are sometimes characterized as rude and 

uncaring 
• Displayed an abundance of helpfulness and generosity

Interaction of the Person             
and the Situation

• The person and the situation are both 
important

• Social psychology can help us to 
understand the complexity of human 
behavior

• Social Psychology is often criticized for 
simply confirming “common sense”

Interaction of the Person             
and the Situation

QUIZ
Answer the following 10 questions by writing “T” for True 

or “F” for False

1. Opposites attract
2. Absence makes the heart grow fonder
3. The greater the reward, the more one will enjoy the task
4. Groups usually make more moderate decisions than a single individual
5. People pull harder in a tug-of-war when part of a team than when by themselves
6. We are less likely to help a person in distress when we are alone than when others 

are present
7. To change their behavior, people must first change their attitudes
8. If you pick up a baby whenever it cries, you will reinforce its crying
9. Most people would disobey an authority figure if ordered to harm someone
10. Silver medalists are happier than bronze medalists

What were your answers? Why?
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Is Social Psychology Just  
“Common Sense”?

• Hindsight Bias 
• “I-knew-it-all-along phenomenon”

• The results of most psychological research 
may seem like common sense after you know 
the result!

• Many of the findings we will discuss this 
semester may seem obvious after they 
are discussed

A Brief History of Social Psychology
• Earliest Social Psychology Experiments

• Norman Triplett in 1898
• Noticed that cyclists who were competing performed 

better than those who were not
• Decided to test hypothesis that the presence of others 

would enhance performance
• Tested idea using a “Competition Machine”
• Children wound fishing reel alone and side-by-side
• They worked faster when working alongside other 

children

• The presence of others enhanced performance

A Brief History of Social Psychology
• Max Ringelmann in the 1880s

• Conducted rope-pulling experiments

• Men pulled alone or as part of a group

• Measured amount of effort

• As group size increased, individual effort decreased

• The presence of others hurt performance

• Which is it? Do others help or hurt performance?

• Social psychology is full of these apparent 
contradictions
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A Brief History of Social Psychology
• Introduction of Social Psychology Textbooks 

in 1908
• Edward Ross (sociologist)
• William McDougall (psychologist)

• Influences in Early 20th Century
• Gordon Allport

• It’s all about attitudes
• Kurt Lewin

• Behavior represents an interaction of the 
person with the situation

A Brief History of Social Psychology
• Influences in 1950s and 1960s

• Behaviorism

• Focus on learning

• No study of inner states

• Rigorous scientific methods

• Freudian psychoanalysis

• Focus on inner processes 

• Social Psychology combined scientific methods with study 
of inner processes

Research Reflects the Times
• 1940s: Fascism in Europe led to prejudice research
• 1950s: Intolerance of differing views led to conformity 

research
• 1960s: Riots and crime increase led to aggression 

research
• 1970s: Feminist movement led to gender and sexism 

research
• 1980s: Arms race led to conflict and peacekeeping 

research
• 1990s and 2000s: Multiculturalism led to study of 

diversity in culture, race, and sexual orientation
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Contemporary Themes in        
Social Psychology

• Social Cognition
• How do people think about other people and the 

social world?

• Biology and the Brain
• How do neural mechanisms relate to behavior?

• Focus on Self
• How do people feel about themselves?

• Focus on Conflict
• How do differing cultural and ethnic groups coexist?

• What are some other relevant topics of our 
time?

What Do Social Psychologists Do?

• Social Psychologists seek to understand how human 
beings think, act, and feel

• ABC Triad

• Affect (How people feel inside)

• Behavior (What people do)

• Cognition (What people think about)

• Personal and Situational Influences on ABC

• Use of the Scientific Method

Social Psychology’s Place in the World
• Within the Social Sciences…

• Anthropology

• Economics

• History

• Political Science

• Sociology

• Within Psychology…
• Biological Psychology

• Clinical Psychology

• Cognitive Psychology

• Developmental Psychology

• Personality Psychology
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Why Do People Study             
Social Psychology?

• Curiosity About People

• Experimental Philosophy

• Making the World Better
• Applied Research

• Caveat: One risk is that values may 
creep into interpretation of research

How Do Social Psychologists 
Answer Their Own Questions?
• The problem with accumulated common 

wisdom
• Adages are often contradictory

• e.g., “Birds of a feather flock together” and “Opposites 
attract”

• You can probably think of examples to support each 
adage despite the fact they contradict each other!

• Poor method of discovering the truth
• May be a starting point for questions

Research Methods
• Social psychologists draw from their 

observations of others
• Propose theories that organize observations

• Theory – An integrated set of principles that explain 
and predict observed events

• Formulate testable hypotheses and predictions
• Hypothesis – A testable proposition that describes 

a relationship that may exist between events

• Explore ways to apply findings 
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Scientific Method

• Steps of the scientific Method
1. State problem

2. Formulate testable hypothesis

3. Design study and collect data

4. Test the hypothesis with the data

5. Communicate study results

Scientific Theories
• Constructs linked in some logical way

• Linked through observable variables

• Variables are operationally defined

• A good theory…
1. Summarizes a wide range of observations
2. Makes clear predictions
3. Can be confirmed or modified
4. Generates new exploration
5. Suggests practical applications

Two General Categories of Studies 

• Experimental: Manipulating some 
factor to see its effect on another 
factor

• Correlational: Are two or more factors 
naturally associated?

• Both have advantages and 
disadvantages
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Experimental Studies
• Experimental Research

• Laboratory simulations of everyday processes
• When feasible and ethical

• Purpose: To determine causation
• Manipulation of independent variable

• Independent variable – The experimental factor that a 
researcher manipulates

• Assumed to lead to changes in the dependent variable

• Measurement of dependent variable
• Dependent variable – The variable being measured; 

“depends” on the effect of the independent variable

Experimental Studies
• Researcher controls procedures

• Manipulation of one or more independent variables while holding all else 
constant

• High internal validity
• Cannot possibly control all variables

• Participants are randomly assigned
• The process of assigning participants to the conditions of an experiment such 

that all participants have the same chance of being in a given condition
• Helps to eliminate extraneous factors
• Allows for statements of cause and effect

• Quasi-experiment
• No random assignment (e.g., individual difference variables, life circumstances)
• Example: Exposure to natural disasters such as Hurricane Katrina

Laboratory and Field Experiments
• Laboratory Experiments

• Experimental realism
• The extent to which study participants get so caught up in 

the procedures that they forget they are in an experiment
• Ethical concerns

• Mundane realism
• Whether the setting physically resembles the real world

• Field Experiments
• Real-world setting
• High external validity – Results can be generalized
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Example of an Experiment

Nonexperimental Studies
• Correlation as a research methodology

• Purpose: To detect natural associations
• Methods

• Observational studies
• Surveys, questionnaires, or interviews
• Two variables are measured 

• Nothing is manipulated!

• Correlation as a statistical technique
• Relationship between two variables 
• Correlation coefficient

• Weakness – does not prove causation

Correlational Approach
• Advantages

• Can examine factors that cannot be manipulated 
(e.g., race, gender, social status) or factors that 
cannot be ethically manipulated (e.g., exposing a 
group of people to illegal drugs)

• Real-world settings

• Disadvantages
• Ambiguity of Results

• Correlation does not imply causation!!!
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Murder Rates

Self-Esteem

Ice Cream Sales

Achievement

The Correlation Coefficient: r

• r = the degree of linear relationship 
between 2 variables

• Ranges from -1 to +1

Survey Research

• Representative samples
• Random sampling – Survey procedure in which 

every person in the population has an equal chance 
of inclusion

• Helps us generalize to the population
• Potential Pitfalls

• Unrepresentative samples
• Order of questions
• Response options
• Wording of questions
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Correlational vs. Experimental Research
• Which is better?

• They work together!
• Correlational Research

• Can examine real-world phenomena in a 
naturalistic way

• Cannot infer causation
• Experimental Research

• Cannot practically or ethically study some important 
variables

• Can infer causation

The Nature of Social Psychological Science

• Science and Public Policy
• Must be cautious

• Results based on a simplified reality
• Results tell us what to expect when all else is equal –

Never the case in real life!

• Self-Correcting Nature of Science

• Reliance on Student Samples…Not a random sample!

• Cultural Relativity
• Western cultures dominate social psychology research

• Cultural differences may be substantial and important

Assignment

• Form groups of 4-6 individuals
• Design a correlational study which 

examines the relationship between 
television viewing and academic 
achievement

• Design an experiment which examines 
whether television viewing causes poor 
academic achievement


