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PREFACE

“No wise fish would go anywhere without a porpoise!” claims Alice’s Adventures in

Wonderland’s Mock Turtle. “Why, if a fish came to ME, and told me he was going on a

journey, I should say ‘With what porpoise?’” So, you may wonder, what’s our “porpoise”

in writing this social psychology textbook when there are many others? The answer is

simple—we undertook this journey because we wanted to provide undergraduates the

opportunity to share in our excitement about and our appreciation for the richness,

variety, and interconnectedness of human social behavior in a more meaningful, unified,

and logical way. The behaviors examined by social psychologists affect all of us every

day in real life, so we wanted to equip our students to interpret and connect what they

learn about in our text, applying it to the rest of their lives. While many books portray

social behavior as a list of interesting but unrelated phenomena that are explained by

numerous theories that are presented once (and then forgotten), we wanted to do

something different. Our goal is to show students how all the topics that fall into the

realm of “social psychology” are indeed related to one another in relevant and important

ways. To do so, we decided to present social behavior and the science that studies it in

a conceptually and thematically integrated approach. We want to show students the

wonderfully diverse what of social behavior—but we also want to highlight the impres-

sive (and sometimes surprising) orderliness and organization of the how and why of it.

THREE TYPES OF INTEGRATION

11.. IInntteeggrraattiioonn ooff ddiivveerrssee ttooppiiccss uussiinngg uunniiffyyiinngg pprriinncciipplleess: Eight basic principles of social

behavior, introduced in Chapter 1, emerge and re-emerge throughout the text.

1. People construct their own social reality.

2. Social environments pervasively influence people.

3. Motivational principle #1: People strive for mastery.

4. Motivational principle #2: People seek connectedness.

5. Motivational principle #3: People value “me and mine.”

6. Processing principle #1: Conservatism; established views are slow to change.

7. Processing principle #2: Accessibility; the most readily available information has

the most impact.

8. Processing principle #3: Superficial or deep processing: People can process

information to a greater or lesser extent.



22.. IInntteeggrraattiioonn ooff tthhee ssoocciiaall aanndd tthhee ccooggnniittiivvee:: Social psychology branched off from other

areas of psychology based on social psychologists’ firm conviction that people’s

behavior depends on the cognitive processes through which they perceive and

interpret social situations. But social psychologists are also aware that social motives,

interpersonal relationships, and emotional attachments to group membership guide

and direct everything people do. The intertwining of social processes with cognitive

processes is the essential tension of human social behavior, and so we have made 

it a central theme of our book. To address the ways in which social behavior is similar

or different across cultures, ethnicities, and nationalities, we have included many

contributions from research beyond North America and Europe and included new

Social Psychology and Culture boxes to highlight cultural differences and similarities.

33.. IInntteeggrraattiioonn ooff tthhee sscciieennccee ooff ppssyycchhoollooggyy aanndd iittss aapppplliiccaattiioonnss iinn rreeaall lliiffee: Historically,

social psychology has simultaneously focused its efforts on advancing theories to

explain behavior while addressing important social problems. In our book, we

demonstrate how research helps scientists explain phenomena that impact our

everyday lives. For example, we include:

■ a discussion of polygraph usage next to a section on nonverbal cues to

deception;

■ an overview of jury decision-making in the chapter on group influence;

■ a discussion of how stereotypes can create self-fulfilling prophecies in the

classroom;

■ an account of why advertising might have especially strong effects on children.

TEXT ORGANIZATION AND PEDAGOGY

As people who care deeply about our field, we take pride in demonstrating social psy-

chology’s growth as a science and the accumulation of knowledge about social behavior.

By showing students social psychology as an integrated whole, rather than as a list of

topics that happen to share a label, our approach makes our field both easier to under-

stand and more applicable to their daily lives. As the same principles emerge over and

over among diverse topic areas, they serve as a useful organizing framework and a context

for particular findings and theories.
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After an introductory chapter and one focused on research methods, the main part

of the book is organized into three broad topic areas: social perception (Chapters 3–6),

social influence (Chapters 7–10), and social relations (Chapters 11–14). The section on

social perception emphasizes the role of cognitive and motivational processes, but it also

reinforces the idea that all such processes are socially influenced—even such basic and

personal ideas as what we think about ourselves. The social influence chapters focus on

the role of social processes, but stress that the effects of social processes are filtered through

cognitive and motivational processes. For example, the amount of effort devoted to pro-

cessing a persuasive argument may differ depending on whether it is delivered by a friend,

a sales person, or a politician. The section on social relations illustrates the way social and

cognitive processes are inextricably intertwined as they shape the ways we get to know and

like other people, cooperate in groups, and help (or harm) others. While we have chosen

to present the topics in this order, we recognize that this is not necessarily the way everyone

would prefer to teach the course. Our integrated approach makes it easy for instructors

to teach chapters in different sequences (some possibilities are described in the Instructor’s

Manual), since we apply the same themes consistently throughout the chapters.

You may observe that we have no separate chapters on law, business, or education.

This is because, as part of our integration, examples of applications to real-world topics

are woven throughout our text to reinforce the fact that what social psychologists study

applies to the world beyond their labs. Further, we operate with a broad definition of

what is “applied,” considering not only major societal institutions like law and business,

but also such topics as personal relationships and divorce, media violence and aggression,

social support and health, cooperation in solving environmental problems, norms on

eating and health, conflicts in international relations, and the effectiveness of advertising.

These applications are easily spotted throughout the text as boxes labeled Social

Psychology in Practice.

Throughout the text, we remind students of concepts and principles we’ve addressed

and how they apply in other contexts—and even preview when a theory has applications

that they’ll read about in future chapters. At the end of each chapter, we devote space

to Concluding Comments, which are our broader reflections on some of the larger issues

raised by the chapters, on interrelations among the chapters, or on special aspects about

how the principles play themselves out in that chapter.

xxvi iP R E F A C E



Social psychology is a continuously evolving science. To highlight some new and

important studies, we’ve included new Hot Topics in Social Psychology boxes.

To support students as they read through the text, we have incorporated several

features with them in mind. Every chapter begins with a Chapter Overview so that they

know what to expect to learn about in the chapter. Then, at the start of each new section

within the chapter, we include a Section Preview (in blue text) to help them understand

the materials the first time they read them. This allows students to distinguish the main

concepts in each section from the less important sup-

porting details. In addition, all key terms are included in

a marginal glossary, so students can easily find them. The

key terms are also located in a glossary at the end of the

text. Lastly, Chapter Summaries at the end of each chapter

highlight the key terms and concepts discussed in the

chapter while the Chapter Themes box outlines the key

themes discussed in the chapter.
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In line with our emphasis on the principles that underlie the diversity of behavior,

explanations are often visually supported by graphs and flow-charts and study findings

are visually summarized in easy-to-understand charts and graphs.

ONLINE RESOURCES ACCOMPANYING THE TEXT

As innovations in teaching and technology continue to change the way courses are being

taught in classrooms around the world, our online resources have been designed to

support you and your students as you use our book. The companion website for the

text is located at http://www.psypress.com/cw/smith. There, both instructors and

students will find a wealth of resources to help with the teaching and learning of the

materials covered in the book.

For Instructors:

■ Instructor’s Manual (revised by Sara Crump of Baker University)

■ Ideas for in-class activities

■ Editable test bank of questions

■ PowerPoint lecture slides with images from text

■ Sample Syllabi

■ Annotated web links to videos

For Students:

■ Practice quizzes

■ Chapter summaries

■ Research activities

■ Annotated web links to additional resources
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TO THE STUDENT: AN INTRODUCTION AND TIPS FOR 
SUCCESS IN YOUR COURSE

Have you ever wondered why some people seem willing to help a person in distress while

others might blatantly ignore a person’s cries for help? Or why another person’s opinion

can have such a huge impact on how you feel about yourself? Social psychology is a

fascinating field that directly impacts your everyday existence. Our goal is to help you

better understand your own and others’ social behaviors—to get beyond the what, to

the how and why. We do this by using an integrated approach in which we apply the same

overarching principles that we introduce in Chapter 1 to all the topics that fall under

the umbrella of the science of social psychology. By understanding just a few basic

principles and seeing how they apply in different contexts, we hope you’ll see how all

social behavior is interrelated, and how social behaviors are all pieces of the same larger

puzzle rather than a variety of separate puzzles. Therefore, we don’t expect you to mem-

orize lots of unrelated ideas; rather, we hope that our integrated approach helps you

see, understand, remember, and apply these principles in your own life.

Some Study Tips

Our combined years of experience teaching (and studying) bring some insights that we’d

like to share with you. We have included a number of features within the text to support

learning and best practices for studying (such as Chapter Overviews, Section Previews,

and Chapter Summaries), and here is some additional advice that will help you study

more effectively and be better active readers.

■ Start by reading the chapter title and Chapter Overview. Then read the introductory

paragraph and browse through the images in the chapter. This will give you a general

sense of the chapter’s content.

■ Within a chapter, work on one section at a time—this isn’t a novel, so you shouldn’t

read it like one. Pay attention to the Section Previews before you read each section.

This should help make the key material in that section easier to understand and

prevent you from getting bogged down in details.

■ Keep an eye out for those basic principles we introduce in Chapter 1 of the text.

This will help you connect materials throughout the chapter and make the story of

social psychology more coherent across what might sometimes seem like unrelated

topics. We will always use the same key words or phrases whenever an example of

the principles in action arises.

■ We include marginal references that refer you back to previous chapters or ahead

to future chapters so you can see how concepts and principles relate to topics

elsewhere in the text. This will help you see similarities between topics and chapters

so you can link the new material to things you may have already learned about—

or remind you to keep an eye out for a certain concept later in the text as you know

you’ll encounter it elsewhere.

■ Key terms are always in blue boldface type and the definitions appear in the mar-

gins as well as all together at the end of the text for easy reference. As scientists,
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psychologists use technical terms for precision in writing. Don’t try to memorize

the definitions on first reading; it is more important to first understand the gist of

what you are reading. After you have finished reading through the chapter, read

through the definitions again and then try to learn them and review them for your

exam.

■ Once you’ve finished reading the chapter’s main sections, read the Concluding

Comments, Chapter Themes, and Summary. If anything seems unfamiliar to you, go

back to that section and re-read it.

Last, but not least, enjoy yourself! Ask questions! Think about all the social behaviors

we still don’t understand and how researchers might go about examining and explaining

those behaviors. And then think about all you have learned in this book and how you

can apply it to your everyday life—at school, at work, at home, and in your relationships.
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I
n the fall of 1951, Princeton University’s undefeated football team played Dartmouth

College in a particularly hard-fought game. The teams were long-term rivals, and

the game started rough and went downhill from there. Penalties punctuated the game,

and fights left players on both sides with serious injuries before Princeton finally won.

One month later, two social psychologists asked Princeton and Dartmouth undergradu-

ates to view a film of the game (Hastorf & Cantril, 1954). The responses were astonishing.

Princeton fans and Dartmouth supporters reported seeing events so differently that they

might have been watching different games. Princeton students saw a constant barrage

of Dartmouth violence and poor sportsmanship, with Princeton players occasionally

retaliating in self-defense. Dartmouth students rated the teams as equally aggressive but

saw their battered team’s infractions as understandable responses to brutal Princeton

attacks. One Dartmouth alumnus who watched the film saw so few Dartmouth violations

that he concluded he must have been sent an edited copy of the film.

Perhaps these findings are not really so astonishing if you consider that fans of

opposing teams hardly ever agree on the impartiality of the umpiring. Similarly, partisan

observers of political debates almost always proclaim their own candidate “the winner,”

and proud parents at the school music contest often disagree with the judges’ decision.

Yet consider the profound questions that these findings raise. If the world is objectively

“out there” for all to see, how can observers reach such different conclusions about what

seems to be the same event? Why do we so often end up seeing exactly what we expected

to see, and how then can we decide what “really” happened? Can the same innocent

feelings of belonging that make us see our team, our candidate, or our child in such

positive terms also produce biased judgments, unfair decisions, and unequal treatment

of others?

Thirty years after Hastorf and Cantril’s study, researchers at Vanderbilt University

asked two groups of students to consider the difficult issue of whether convicted crim-

inals should be given probation as an alternative to imprisonment (Axsom, Yates, &

Chaiken, 1987). One group of students had a special reason to be concerned with the

issue: They had been led to believe that the probation policy might soon be introduced

in their area. For the other group, the issue was merely academic—the policy was not
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being considered for their community. The researchers told the students that, to help

them make up their minds, they would hear a tape of a local candidate speaking in favor

of the issue at a political rally. What the students did not know was that the researchers

had actually prepared four quite different tapes. On one tape, the candidate put forward

compelling evidence in support of probation while an enthusiastic audience warmly

applauded his words. On a second, the same effective presentation elicited scattered

hisses, boos, and heckling from the audience. A third tape had the candidate giving ram-

bling, specious, and disjointed arguments, which were met with enthusiastic applause

from the audience. And on the fourth tape, the weak arguments were greeted by boos

and hissing.

When the researchers polled the students whose interest in the probation issue was

merely academic, the impact of the audience’s taped response was clear. Students in this

group who heard the audience greet the candidate’s position with enthusiasm adopted

the position themselves, and those who heard the audience voice disdain rejected the

candidate’s position. A completely different pattern of responses emerged among students

who expected the issue to affect their community. These students focused on the content

of the speech. They were swayed if they heard the candidate give cogent arguments but

remained unpersuaded if the arguments were weak—regardless of the applause or hisses

of the taped audience. Why were the reactions of other people so compelling to some

students and so unimportant to others? Why did some participants “go with the flow”

while others considered the issues carefully? Did some students care less than others

about being right, or were all of the students trying to take different paths to the “truth?”

Like the Vanderbilt students, we are all bombarded daily by attempts to persuade us:

advertising campaigns, paid political messages, even the cajoling of friends and family.

Consider the last time you were persuaded by one of these attempts. What approach

was used by the person who persuaded you? Did that person present you with the hard

facts, or did he or she play on your emotions? If you were told that “everyone else” had

already joined the parade, would you be more likely to go along or more likely to rebel?

Or would it depend on the issue?

Questions like those raised by these studies lure social psychologists into their labs

every day in search of reliable answers. Social psychology offers a special perspective on

human behavior, because the social aspects of human behavior—the ways that people’s

thoughts and actions are affected by other people—can be both powerful and puzzling.

Our goal in this book is to give you some insight into how people act, and why they act

the way they do, by introducing you to some of the many questions social psychologists

ask about social behavior, the ways they go about answering those questions, and the

answers they have found. We know that you will find these questions intriguing and hope

that the often surprising conclusions will make you want to delve more deeply into these

compelling issues.

Our first step will be to provide a definition of social psychology: to chart out the

territory we will be covering and to give you a glimpse of what makes the terrain so

fascinating. We next describe how social psychology developed its special perspective on

human behavior. Like other fields of human inquiry, contemporary social psychology

is a product of its own history and of the history of the societies in which it developed.

With a quick survey of the past behind us, we then map out the territory ahead. The

final part of the chapter provides a sneak preview of the material we cover in the rest of
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this book. To help you find your way with confidence, we point out some signposts and

landmarks to look for along the route.

A DEFINITION OF SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

SSoocciiaall ppssyycchhoollooggyy is the scientific study of the effects of social and cognitive processes

on the way individuals perceive, influence, and relate to others. Notice that social

psychology is defined as a science, that social psychologists are as keenly interested in

underlying social and cognitive processes as they are in overt behavior, and that the

central concern of social psychology is how people understand and interact with others.

Let us consider each of these components in turn.

The Scientific Study . . .

Social psychologists, like other scientists, gather knowledge systematically by means of

scientific methods. These methods help to produce knowledge that is less subject to the

biases and distortions that often characterize common-sense knowledge.

Of course, you have been studying social behavior all your life. Everyone uses common

sense and “street smarts” to make sense of the social world they inhabit because we all

want to make good friends, reach mutually satisfying decisions, raise children properly,

hire the best personnel, and live in peace and security rather than in conflict and fear.

How does the social psychologist’s approach differ from our everyday approaches? The

answer is found in methods, not goals. Although scientific researchers and common-

sense observers share many goals—both wish to understand, predict, and influence

people’s thoughts and behavior—their methods for achieving those goals differ greatly.

As common-sense observers, people often reach conclusions about social behavior

based on limited samples from their own or others’ experiences. Therefore common-

sense knowledge is sometimes inconsistent, even contradictory. You may have heard,

for example, that “opposites attract,” and also the reverse, that “birds of a feather flock

together.” As scientists, on the other hand, social psychologists study social behavior

systematically, seeking to avoid the misconceptions and distortions that so often afflict

our common-sense knowledge. Of course, even scientific knowledge is not infallible. The

history of science shows that some findings from individual studies cannot be confirmed

by further observation, and many conclusions proposed as scientific truths are eventually

overturned by new insights. But as you will see in Chapter 2, scientific conclusions are

sounder and more resistant to challenge than common-sense knowledge because they

are based on systematic methods of gathering information and are constructed with an

awareness of the possibility of error.
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. . . of the Effects of Social and Cognitive Processes . . .

The presence of other people, the knowledge and opinions they pass on to us, and 

our feelings about the groups to which we belong all deeply influence us through 

social processes, whether we are with other people or alone. Our perceptions, 

memories, emotions, and motives also exert a pervasive influence on us through cognitive

processes. Effects of social and cognitive processes are not separate but inextricably

intertwined.

A first date, a classroom presentation, a job interview, a problem-solving session with

co-workers: What do these situations have in common? Each is a situation in which

others observe us or interact with us, influencing our thoughts, feelings, and behavior.

We try to make a good impression, to live up to the standards of the people we care about,

to cooperate or compete with others as appropriate. These examples show the operation

of social processes. SSoocciiaall pprroocceesssseess are the ways in which our thoughts, feelings, and

actions are influenced by the people around us, the groups to which we belong, our

personal relationships, the teachings of our parents and culture, and the pressures we

experience from others.

CCooggnniittiivvee pprroocceesssseess, on the other hand, are the ways in which our memories, per-

ceptions, thoughts, emotions, and motives guide our understanding of the world and our

actions. Note that emotion and motivation are intrinsic parts of every cognitive process,

just as are memory and thought. Modern social psychology rejects the misleading

opposition—dating back to ancient Greek philosophers—between pure, “rational”

thought and irrational emotions. Cognitive processes affect every aspect of our lives,

because the content of our thoughts, the goals toward which we strive, and the feelings

we have about people and activities—all the ways we act and react in the social world—

are based on what we believe the world is like.

Though we have defined them separately, in reality, social and cognitive processes

are inextricably intertwined. To illustrate their intimate connections, consider these two

points.

First, social processes affect us even when others are not physically present: We are

social creatures even when alone. Faced with an important decision, we often stop to

think about the possible reactions of absent friends, relatives, or fellow group members,

and these thoughts can also influence us. Even during many of our most private activ-

ities—writing a term paper, practicing a musical instrument, exercising, or showering—

we are motivated by our concern for what others think of us. Think about the last time

you rode an elevator in which you were the only passenger. We bet you stood facing the

doors, just as you would have if other people had been physically present. Because our

group memberships become part of who we are, they influence us even when other group

members are absent. Whether other supporters are present or not, we rise to the defense

of our party’s political platform and feel elated about our sports team’s victory. We react

in this way because our party or our team has become a basic part of our identity. In

cases like these, by considering the group in the individual, social psychologists examine

how people are affected by their knowledge of what is expected of them, that is, by their

knowledge about the beliefs, attitudes, and actions that are considered appropriate for

members of their group.
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Second, the social processes that affect us even

when others are physically present depend on how

we interpret those others and their actions, and

therefore on the operation of cognitive processes. The

impact of other people’s arguments or comments 

in a group discussion depends on how we think and

feel about those people and their statements: Is 

the argument strong and compelling, or shaky and

questionable? Is the person who makes a particular

comment genuinely trying to help the group arrive

at the right answer or just seeking to dominate others

by belittling their ideas? By studying the individual in

the group, researchers gain insights into how people

are affected by others who are physically present,

whether they offer friendly hugs or scornful glares,

provide trustworthy information or try to deceive,

lead by example or wait for someone to follow. But

in all these cases, the way others affect us depends

on our own thoughts and feelings.

Whether we are alone or together with others,

then, both social and cognitive processes operate

together to affect everything we think, feel, and do.

. . . on the Way Individuals Perceive, Influence, and Relate 
to Others

Social psychology focuses on the effects of social and cognitive processes on the way

individuals perceive, influence, and relate to others. Understanding these processes can

help us comprehend why people act the way they do and may also help solve important

social problems.

Social psychology seeks to understand the social behavior of individuals, a focus that

distinguishes it from sociology, political science, and other social sciences. The cognitive

and social processes we have just described affect individuals as they perceive, influence,

and relate to others. Consequently, these processes shape all forms of social behavior,

including some that are significant concerns in today’s world. Here are some examples

of social behaviors that are important concerns and some questions social psychologists

might ask about them.

■ WWhhyy ddoo mmaannyy mmaarrrriiaaggeess eenndd iinn ddiivvoorrccee?? A social psychologist might study divorce as

an outcome of the social and cognitive processes of conflict in marriages. The

research might focus on questions like the following: How do couples interpret

events that put the relationship under stress? What alternatives to the relationship

do they believe they have? What types of actions in the course of an argument

determine whether one partner storms angrily out of the house or allow the couple
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to kiss and make up after a fight? Whereas sociologists might study the effects of

unemployment on divorce rates in a society, social psychologists might instead

examine the ways that being unemployed causes conflict and divorce, by affecting

how the partners think about their relationship or how they try to influence one

another.

■ HHooww ddoo ssaalleessppeeooppllee sseellll pprroodduuccttss?? Have you ever found yourself leaving a store carrying

an item that was different from what you entered the store to buy, wondering how

you were manipulated into purchasing it? A social psychologist would be interested

in knowing the social and cognitive processes that induced you to make the

purchase. For example, how can a sales pitch expertly play on the consumer’s needs,

desires, or feelings of guilt or obligation? Did the salesperson subtly hint that the

product you asked about was unfashionable or outdated, while pushing a newer

(and more expensive) item instead? In contrast, an economist might study whether

TV advertisements or in-store promotions produce more total sales.

■ WWhhaatt ccaauusseess oouuttbbrreeaakkss ooff eetthhnniicc vviioolleennccee?? An historian or journalist might document

the unique events that sparked a particular conflict. To the social psychologist,

however, intergroup hostility stems from fundamental aspects of the ways people

think about and interact with members of different groups. These include both

competition for concrete resources (like jobs and political clout) and people’s

attitudes, emotions, and actions toward their own and other social groups. Social

psychologists would ask whether the ways people categorize individuals into

groups, the stereotypes they form about others, their preferences for people “just like

them,” or their feelings of power or powerlessness contribute to intergroup hostility.

Thus, social psychology seeks an understanding of the reasons people act the way they

do in social situations. Such an understanding helps us explain events in our own lives:

that disastrous first date, the successful job interview, the loneliness of being the new

kid on the block, the hesitation we feel before making a major decision. It also helps us

comprehend the factors that contribute to the complex events of our times: crime and

violence, ethnic unrest and civil war, the spread of pandemic diseases, the destruction

of the global environment. And if we understand how people are influenced by social

and cognitive processes, we can begin developing solutions for such pressing social

problems (Walton, 2014). For example, knowing that stereotypes and prejudice about

members of other religious groups may have contributed to violent conflict in the Middle

East or Northern Ireland suggests that changing those beliefs might help to prevent

recurrences. In fact, social-psychological research has been instrumental in exposing

workplace discrimination (Fiske, Bersoff, Borgida, Deaux, & Heilman, 1991) and inves-

tigating why innocent people sometimes confess to crimes they did not commit (Kassin

& Gudjonsson, 2004). It has suggested policies to increase people’s feelings of security

and self-worth in their close relationships (Marigold, Holmes, & Ross, 2010) and to

improve classroom environments and performance for minority students (Walton &

Cohen, 2011). It has also been influential in developing programs to reduce tensions 

in situations of intense intergroup conflict (Gross, Halperin, & Porat, 2013). Thus the

social-psychological perspective invites us not only to understand but also to act on that

understanding.
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HISTORICAL TRENDS AND CURRENT THEMES IN SOCIAL
PSYCHOLOGY

How did social psychology come to develop its particular point of view? Like any field

of knowledge, social psychology is a product of its past. The current focus of its research

reflects historical events of the 20th and 21st centuries, changing societal concerns, and

developments in other scientific fields, as well as changes in the techniques social

psychologists have used in their research. This brief survey of the field’s history will

place the field in context and serve as a partial explanation for where social psychology

stands today.

Social Psychology Becomes an Empirical Science

Soon after the emergence of scientific psychology in the late 19th century, researchers

began considering questions about social influences on human thought and action.

From the time of the ancient Greeks, the study of the human condition was considered

to be the domain of philosophy. Like social psychologists today, early philosophers

recognized the impact that other people can have on individual behavior. Plato, for

example, speculated about the “crowd mind,” arguing that even the wisest individuals,

if assembled into a crowd, might be transformed into an irrational mob. Through the

ages, philosophers continued to theorize about the workings of the human mind—and

they still do—but the development of social psychology had to await the emergence of

its parent discipline, the science of psychology. This new field was born in the late 19th

century, when a few researchers in Germany, impressed by laboratory methods being

used by physiologists, began to employ experimental techniques to understand mental

processes like sensation, memory, and judgment.

The experimental investigation of social-psychological issues began soon afterward,

as researchers in North America, Britain, and France began systematically measuring 

how behavior is influenced by the presence of others. A study published in 1898 by an

American researcher, Norman Triplett, is sometimes cited as the first research study in

social psychology (G. W. Allport, 1954a). Triplett, having noticed that swimmers and

cyclists performed better when competing against their rivals than when practicing by

themselves, wondered whether the presence of other people has a generally beneficial

effect on performance. To find out, he asked school children to wind fishing line onto

reels as quickly as possible, with and without others present. Sure enough, the children’s

performance improved in the presence of others. This interesting finding, however,

appeared to contradict a conclusion that Max Ringelmann, a French agricultural engi-

neer, had reached in an even earlier study conducted in the 1880s. Ringelmann found

that when people worked together to pull on a rope or push on a cart, they put less

effort into the task than when they worked alone (Ringelmann, 1913). The study of group

effects on performance still continues today, and we now know that Ringelmann’s and

Triplett’s results are not necessarily inconsistent. As you will see in Chapter 11, the

presence of others often facilitates performance when individual contributions are easily

identified, but it reduces performance when people are “lost in a crowd.”

7H I S T O R I C A L  T R E N D S  A N D  C U R R E N T  T H E M E S  I N  S O C I A L  P S Y C H O L O G Y



For the first social psychologists, this puzzle was just one among many questions

about how people influence one another. Early researchers also tackled questions about

how facial expressions and body movements reveal people’s feelings, how people

conform to the suggestions of others, and the role that experimenters might play in

influencing the outcomes of research (Haines & Vaughan, 1979). The first two textbooks

bearing the name Social Psychology both appeared in 1908. One of these, by psychol-

ogist William McDougall, argued that all social behavior stems from innate tendencies

or instincts, an idea that was popular throughout psychology at the time. The other, by

sociologist E. A. Ross, took up the theme that was soon to become social psychology’s

central concern: that people are heavily influenced by others, whether those others are

physically present or not.

Social Psychology Splits from General Psychology Over What
Causes Behavior

Throughout much of the 20th century, North American psychology was dominated by

behaviorism, but social psychologists maintained an emphasis on the important effects

of thoughts and feelings on behavior.

Although it arrived on the coattails of general psychology, social psychology soon

developed an identity distinct from that of its parent discipline. Early in the 20th century,

North American psychology as a whole became dominated by the behaviorist viewpoint.

This perspective, exemplified by the work of John B. Watson and B. F. Skinner, denied

the scientific validity of explanations for behavior that invoke mental events like

thoughts, feelings, and emotions. For radical behaviorists, a legitimate science of human

activity could be based only on the study of observable behavior as influenced by

observable environmental stimuli.

Most social psychologists, however, resisted the behaviorist view that thoughts and

feelings had no place in scientific explanations. They accepted the behaviorists’ argument

that the ultimate goal of science is to explain behavior, but their studies showed that

behavior could not be explained without taking into account people’s thoughts and

feelings. Social psychologists learned that individuals often hold divergent views of, 

and react in different ways to, the same object or idea, be it a football game, a political

candidate, or capitalism. Such findings could be explained only by differences in individ-

uals’ attitudes, personality traits, impressions of others, group identifications, emotions,

goals, and so forth (F. H. Allport, 1924). Behaviorists were certainly right in their belief

that external stimuli can influence behavior. However, social psychologists maintained

that the effect of any stimulus depends on how individuals and groups interpret it. Right

from the start, then, social psychology was distinctive in its conviction that under-

standing and measuring people’s perceptions, beliefs, and feelings are essential to

understanding their overt behavior (E. E. Jones, 1985).
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The Rise of Nazism Shapes the Development of Social Psychology

In the 1930s and 1940s, many European social psychologists fled to North America, where

they had a major influence on the field’s direction. Significant questions generated by

the rise of Nazism and the Second World War shaped research interests during this period.

It has been said that the one person who has had the most impact on the development

of social psychology in North America is Adolf Hitler (Cartwright, 1979). Ironic though

this observation is, it contains important elements of truth. In fact, both the events that

precipitated the Second World War and the war itself had a dramatic and lasting impact

on social psychology.

As Nazi domination spread across Europe in the 1930s, a number of psychologists

fled their homelands to continue distinguished scientific careers in North America. One

result was that the major growth in social psychology was concentrated in North America

for the next few decades. In addition, this influx of European researchers consolidated

social psychology’s special emphasis on how people interpret the world and how they are

influenced by others. Most European researchers were trained not in the behaviorist

tradition that was prominent in North America but in Gestalt theory, which sought to

understand the rules underlying the organization of perception. This school of thought

took for granted the role cognitive processes play in our interpretations of the social

world. Around the same time, researchers became increasingly impressed by anthro-

pologists’ accounts of the pervasiveness of cultural influences on people’s thoughts and

behavior. It fell to social psychologists to identify the mechanisms by which such

influences occurred, and they soon developed techniques to perform realistic studies of

complex social influences in the laboratory. Muzafer Sherif’s (1936) elegant experiments,

for example, showed that a social group can influence even a person’s perception and

interpretation of physical reality, as you will see in Chapter 9.

But the war’s effect on social psychology went beyond bringing a new group of skilled

researchers to North America. Revelations of Nazi genocide led a horrified world to ask

questions about the roots of prejudice (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford,

1950). How could people feel and act on such murderous hatred for Jews, homosexuals,

and members of other groups? These questions still resonate today as the world con-

templates ethnic conflicts in Rwanda, Iraq, Sri Lanka, and Syria, and “gay bashing” on

streets around the world.

Conditions created by the Second World War also drew social psychologists to the

search for solutions to immediate practical problems. With food in short supply and

rationing in full swing, the U.S. government asked social psychologists how to convince

civilians to change their eating habits: to eat less steak and more kidneys and liver, to

drink more milk, and to feed their babies cod-liver oil and orange juice (Lewin, 1947).

Social psychologists were also called on to help the military maintain troop morale,

improve the performance of aircraft and tank crews (Stouffer, 1949), and teach troops

to resist enemy propaganda—and even to brush their teeth regularly (Hovland, Janis,

& Kelley, 1953).

Social psychologists flocked to applied research willingly, realizing that they would

be able to develop and test general theories of behavior even as they solved practical

problems. As we will see in Chapter 10, Kurt Lewin (1947) found that active participation
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