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C H A P T E R  O U T L I N E

Most textbooks introduce social psychology with examples of everyday experiences of 
social behaviour or even with a formal definition. We thought that a better way of familiar-
izing you with our discipline was to present some examples of classic studies. These should 
give you an impression of the research questions social psychologists address and of the 
methods they use to tackle these questions. Only then do we give a formal definition of 
social psychology and discuss the differences between social psychology and related 
areas. The second part of the chapter is devoted to the history of social psychology, which 
we trace from its starting years around 1900 until today. As our American colleagues like to 
point out, much of this history took place in the United States. However, as we Europeans 
like to point out, this development was strongly influenced by European researchers, even 
before the establishment of social psychology in Europe during the past four decades.

ROUTE MAP OF THE CHAPTER
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3CHAPTER 1  Introducing Social Psychology

INTRODUCTION

Some classic studies

How do social psychologists go about addressing research  
questions?

A proper textbook of social psychology should begin with the discussion of accepted 
definitions of the discipline. The reason we deviate from this safe course of action is 
that, when we ourselves began studying social psychology, we found these defini-
tions rather incomprehensible. However, once we had finished the social psychology 
course and knew something about the subject, we could finally appreciate why social 
psychologists defined their discipline the way they did. Because presenting the defini-
tions at the end of the book did not make much sense either, we decided on a com-
promise. We will first give you some examples of classic social psychology research 
to show you how social psychologists go about their studies. Then, in the next sec-
tion, we present and discuss some definitions.

In 1954, Muzafer Sherif, who was then Professor of Social Psychology at the 
University of Oklahoma (United States), conducted one of a series of classic studies 
with 11‐ to 12‐year‐old boys, who had been sent to a remote summer camp at Robbers 
Cave State Park, Oklahoma. None of the boys knew each other before the study. 
They were divided into two groups, who stayed in cabins far apart from each other 
and did not know of each other’s existence. For one week, each of the groups enjoyed 
the typical summer camp life, engaging in fun activities like camping out, transport-
ing canoes over rough terrain to the water, and playing various games. They had a 
great time. It is therefore not surprising that at the end of the week, group members 
had grown very fond of one another and the groups had developed strong group 
identities. Each chose a name for itself (the ‘Rattlers’ and the ‘Eagles’), which they 
proudly displayed on shirts and flags.

At the end of the week, each of the groups was told that there was another group 
in the vicinity. As though acceding to the boys’ requests, the staff arranged tourna-
ments of games (e.g., touch football, baseball, tug of war) between the groups. The 
winning team would receive a cup, and members of the winning team would each be 
given a new penknife. The tournament started in the spirit of good sportsmanship, 
but as it progressed, hostilities between the groups began to develop. ‘Soon members 
of each group began to call their rivals “stinkers”, “sneaks” and “cheats” … Near the 
end of this stage, the members of each group found the other group and its members 
so distasteful that they expressed strong preferences to have no further contact with 
them at all’ (Sherif, 1967, p. 82). A recent book by Perry (2018) presents some fascinat-
ing background information on that study.

What was the point of all of this? What can tales about boys in a summer camp tell 
us about real life? The answer is, a great deal. These Robbers Cave studies actually 
mark a turning point in the study of prejudice (i.e., dislike for members of an out-
group), because they challenged the then dominant view of prejudice as either an 
outflow of a prejudiced personality disposition (authoritarian personality; see 
Chapter 14) or as the result of displaced frustration (scapegoat theory). There was no 
indication that these boys had prejudiced personalities or needed scapegoats to dis-
place their aggression. And yet, they developed strong dislikes for the members of the 
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4 AN INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

other group (the ‘stinkers’ and ‘sneaks’), because they were competing with them for 
some valued good that only one of the two groups could attain. Sherif interpreted 
these findings as support for his realistic conflict theory, which assumed that inter-
group hostility and intergroup prejudice are usually the result of a conflict of interest 
between groups over valued commodities or opportunities. Goals were the central 
concept in Sherif’s theory: he argued that when two groups were competing for the 
same goal, which only one could achieve, there would be intergroup hostility.

Not surprising, you might say. After all, this is the reason 
why football supporters beat each other up every so often 
before and after games between their clubs. And yet, this is not 
the full story. Nearly two decades later, Henri Tajfel, then 
Professor of Social Psychology at Bristol University (United 
Kingdom), and colleagues conducted a series of studies that 
called into question the assumption that competitive goals are 
a necessary condition for the development of intergroup hos-
tility (Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, & Flament, 1971). Participants in 
these studies were 14‐ to 15‐year‐old schoolboys, who all knew 
each other well and came to the psychology laboratory in 
groups of eight to participate in an experiment (see Chapter 2) 
on visual perception. Their task was to estimate the number of 
dots that were flashed onto a screen. After completion of this 
task, they were told that they would also participate in a sec-
ond experiment and, for the ease of coding, would be divided 
on the basis of the dot estimates they had just made. Half the 
boys were then (randomly) assigned to the ‘under‐estimators’ 
group, the other half to the ‘over‐estimators’ group. (In later 
studies, boys were often divided on the basis of their alleged 
preference for paintings by Klee or Kandinsky, an equally irrel-
evant criterion for boys of that age.) The boys then had to 
assign rewards to other individuals in real money. They did 
not know the identity of the other individuals, but only their 
code numbers and their group membership.

This experimental procedure became known as the mini-
mal group paradigm. These groups were minimal, because 
they were created using arbitrary criteria, involved no interac-
tion between members of the two groups, and group mem-
bers had no knowledge of who belonged to the group. And yet 
Tajfel could show that members of these groups displayed 
intergroup discrimination. When asked to divide money 
between a member of their own group and a member of the 
other group, most boys gave consistently more money to 
members of their own group than to members of the other 
group (see Chapter 14). These studies were again quite inno-

vative, because they showed that intergroup conflict was not an essential cause of 
intergroup discrimination (or at least ingroup favouritism). Apparently, the mere fact 
of division into groups was sufficient to trigger discriminatory behaviour.

You might now believe that you have some idea of what social psychology is all 
about and how social psychologists conduct their research. You might also think that 
the approach of Sherif was more in line with what you had expected, but that the 

authoritarian per-
sonality  personality 
syndrome characterized 
by a simplistic cognitive 
style, a rigid regard for 
social conventions, and 
submission to authority 
figures (associated with 
prejudice towards minor-
ity groups and suscepti-
bility to Fascism).

scapegoat theory  a 
theory which holds 
that prejudice is due 
to aggression that is 
displaced towards mem-
bers of an outgroup 
(scapegoats), because 
the group or set of cir-
cumstances that was the 
source of frustration is 
not within reach.

realistic conflict the-
ory  a theory developed 
by Sherif which holds 
that conflict and compe-
tition between groups 
over valued resources 
can create intergroup 
hostility and prejudice.

experiment  a method 
in which the researcher 
deliberately introduces 
some change into a 
setting to examine the 
consequences of that 
change.

c01.indd   4 04-05-2020   15:29:52



Chapter No.: 1  Title Name: <TITLENAME>� c01.indd
Comp. by: <USER>  Date: 04 May 2020  Time: 03:28:55 pm  Stage: <STAGE>  WorkFlow:<WORKFLOW>� Page Number: 5

5CHAPTER 1  Introducing Social Psychology

studies by Tajfel, despite their artificiality, led to some interest-
ing results. However, you will be somewhat premature in 
your confidence. A clearer and more appropriate picture of the 
field of social psychology will emerge after considering some 
additional studies, described below.

In 1994, Neil Macrae (then at Cardiff University) and col-
leagues studied people’s ability to suppress their prejudicial 
thoughts (Macrae, Bodenhausen, Milne, & Jetten, 1994). After 
all, there is a great deal of evidence that people acquire their 
prejudices quite early and may not be able to get rid of them 
later in life, even if these prejudicial thoughts have become 
inconsistent with their egalitarian values (Wilson, Lindsey, & 
Schooler, 2000). Thus, if people cannot forget their prejudicial thoughts, it would be 
good if, at least, they could inhibit them and prevent them from affecting their 
actions. As the studies by Macrae et al. (1994; see Chapter 4) show, this may be more 
difficult than one would think.

Participants in these studies were students. When they arrived at the laboratory, 
they were told that they were to participate in an investigation of people’s ability to 
construct life event details from visual information. They were then presented with a 
colour photograph of a skinhead and were asked to write a short essay about a typical 
day in the life of this skinhead (Figure  1.1). Skinheads were chosen here not only 
because there is widespread prejudice against them, but also because, unlike preju-
dice towards other minority groups, expressing prejudice towards skinheads is not 
(yet) politically incorrect. Half of the participants were asked to suppress their preju-
dice against skinheads in writing this essay. They were told to try to write their essay 
without being influenced by their stereotypes about skinheads – that is, the beliefs 
they might have about the characteristics of skinheads in general. The other half (i.e., 
the control group) were not given this instruction.

After the participants had finished the first essay, they were given a photo of another 
skinhead and asked to write another essay about this second skinhead. This time, how-
ever, they were not given any instructions about suppressing stereotypes. Both essays 
were then rated by independent raters, who did not know whether a given essay had 

minimal group 
paradigm  a set of 
experimental procedures 
designed to create 
groups based on essen-
tially arbitrary criteria 
(with no interaction 
within or between them, 
and with no knowledge 
of who else belongs 
to each group) whose 
members show inter-
group discrimination.

FIGURE 1.1  How easy is it for people to suppress their prejudice towards skinheads?
Source: © Brooks Walker. Used under licence from Getty Images.
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6 AN INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

been written by a participant from either the experimental or 
the control group and who evaluated the extent to which writ-
ers expressed stereotypes about skinheads. With regard to the 
first essay, results were not very surprising. As one would 
expect of ‘good’ (i.e., obedient) participants, individuals who 
had been instructed to suppress their stereotypes in their first 
essay did so quite successfully. Their essays were much less 
stereotypic than the essays of the control group. However, the 
analysis of their second essays provided a striking finding: 
there was a rebound effect (see Chapter 4). The second essay of 
these ‘suppressors’ was more stereotypic than that of the con-
trol group. Thus, when people no longer tried to suppress their 
stereotypes, they showed a higher level of stereotypical think-
ing than if they had never tried to suppress their thoughts in the 
first place.

We hope that reading about these studies has stimulated your interest in social 
psychology. If it has, you can read more about the first two studies in Chapter 14 
(Prejudice and Intergroup Relations). The last two studies are discussed in Chapter 4 
(Social Cognition). Given that the research we have discussed so far is quite varied in 
its research questions, scope and methods, we now turn to a more general discussion 
of the nature of social psychology.

A DEFINITION OF SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

The core characteristics of social psychology

How do social psychologists define their discipline?

When social psychologists are called upon to define their discipline, they usually refer 
to the definition given by Gordon Allport (1954a) in his classic chapter on the history of 
social psychology, published in the second edition of the Handbook of Social Psychology: 
‘Social psychology is the attempt to understand and explain how the thoughts, feelings, 
and behaviours of individuals are influenced by the actual, imagined, or implied pres-
ence of other human beings’ (p. 5). With ‘imagined presence’ Allport referred to the 
influence of reference persons (e.g., our parents) whose expectations might influence 
our behaviour. With the ‘implied presence’ he acknowledged the fact that much of our 
behaviour is shaped by social roles and cultural norms. This is quite a good definition, 
which can accommodate the studies that we have described earlier.

One characteristic of social psychology, which Allport implied but did not men-
tion specifically, is the use of scientific methods. The scientific method of choice used 
in the studies we have just described was the experiment. We will discuss this method 
only briefly, because you will learn more about the experimental method in the 
chapter on methods (Chapter 2). Experiments are a method in which the researcher 
deliberately introduces some change into a setting to examine the consequences of 
that change. The typical procedure used in experiments is that conditions in which a 
change has been introduced (i.e., an independent variable manipulated) are compared to 
conditions in which this has not been the case, the so‐called control group. By randomly 

ming  activating one 
stimulus (e.g., bird) facili-
tates the subsequent 
processing of another 
related stimulus (e.g., 
wing, feather).

rebound effect  where 
suppression attempts 
fail; used here to demon-
strate how a suppressed 
stereotype returns to 
have an even greater 
impact upon one’s 
judgements about a 
person from a stereo-
typed group.
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7CHAPTER 1  Introducing Social Psychology

assigning participants to either the experimental or control group, the researcher can 
be reasonably certain that any difference between the two groups was due to the 
manipulation of the independent variable.

Thus, Macrae and colleagues asked half their participants to suppress their stereo-
type of skinheads, and compared their thoughts and behaviour to those of a control 
group of individuals who had not been asked to suppress their stereotype. The study 
by Sherif is somewhat deficient in this respect, because he did not really have a proper 
control group. He compared the impact of the introduction of intergroup competi-
tion on group members’ behaviour over time. The control conditions in the Tajfel 
experiment are difficult to explain without a more detailed description of the study. 
You may remember that Tajfel and colleagues assessed how the boys would divide 
money between a member of their own group and a member of the other group. As 
a control for ingroup bias, they simply reversed the alleged group membership of the 
two individuals between whom the money had to be divided.

Another methodological difference between the study by Sherif and those of the 
other researchers is that Sherif’s study was a field experiment rather than a labora-
tory experiment: he used a natural setting (summer camp) to test his hypotheses. 
The other studies were all laboratory experiments which used settings that were spe-
cially created by the experimenter. For example, Macrae and colleagues led their par-
ticipants to believe that they were in a study of people’s ability to construct life event 
details from visual information. This is also an example of a darker aspect of social 
psychology, namely, that we often have to use deception to test our predictions. But 
if the participants in the study by Macrae and colleagues (1994) had known the real 
purpose of the study, this would have influenced their thoughts and behaviour and 
the results of such a study would have been meaningless. (We therefore often disre-
gard the data of participants who guess the purpose of our experiments.) Field and 
laboratory experiments are not the only scientific methods used by social psycholo-
gists to test their hypotheses. You can read about other methods in Chapter  2 
(Research Methods in Social Psychology).

Obviously, the use of scientific methods is not a characteris-
tic that allows one to distinguish social psychology from other 
social sciences, as by definition all social sciences use methods 
they consider scientific, and for many of them, experiments are 
the method of choice. A more distinctive characteristic intro-
duced by Allport is the fact that social psychology is concerned 
with social influence, and that it studies the impact of others on 
individuals’ thoughts, feelings and behaviours. All the studies 
we described earlier tried to understand and explain how the 
thoughts, feelings and behaviours of their participants were 
influenced by the presence of other human beings. In the case 
of the study by Sherif, these human beings were mainly the 
members of the other group with whom the boys competed, 
although the members of their own groups also influenced the 
behaviour of these boys. In contrast to the Sherif study, where 
the others were actually present, the presence of others was imagined rather than real 
in the Tajfel study (recall that Allport’s careful definition allowed for the impact of the 
imagined presence of others). Finally, in the studies by Macrae, it was not really the 
presence of others that influenced participants’ thoughts or behaviour, but the suppression 
or activation of their beliefs about other groups.

field experiment  a true 
randomized experiment 
conducted in a natural 
setting.

laboratory 
experiment  a study, 
conducted in the 
laboratory, in which the 
researcher deliberately 
introduces some change 
into a setting, while 
holding all other factors 
constant, to examine the 
consequences of that 
change.
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8 AN INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

The studies by Macrae are also good examples of an aspect of social psychological 
research that is less clearly emphasized in Allport’s definition, namely, the fact that 
we are interested not only in the impact others have on our thoughts, feelings and 
behaviour, but also in the cognitive processes by which our thoughts, emotions and 
goals guide our understanding of the world around us and our actions. You can read 
more about this in Chapter 4 (Social Cognition).

A final characteristic of social psychology emphasized in Allport’s definition is that 
social psychologists study the impact that the implied or actual presence of others has 
on the thoughts, feelings and behaviours of individuals. Thus, even when we study 
social groups, we examine the impact groups have on the individual group members. 
For example, in the classic study of conformity with group majorities, Asch (1956) 
examined the impact of the majority opinion on the judgements of individual partici-
pants (see Chapter 8). Similarly, Tajfel and colleagues (1971) studied the impact of the 
mere categorization of others into ingroup and outgroup on the way individuals dis-
tributed money between them. This emphasis on the individual is actually a very 
important point that had already been made by the elder brother of Gordon Allport, 
Floyd Allport, in his classic textbook of social psychology: ‘There is no psychology of 
groups which is not essentially and entirely a psychology of individuals. Social psy-
chology must not be placed in contradistinction to the psychology of the individual; 
it is a part of the psychology of the individual, whose behaviour it studies in relation 
to that sector of his environment comprised by his fellows’ (F. Allport, 1924, p. 4). 
The emphasis on the individual does not deny the importance of the social context as 
a determinant of individual behaviour, but it rejects the existence of a group con-
sciousness or a collective mind as separate from the minds of the individuals who 
comprise the group.

THE UNIQUE PERSPECTIVE OF SOCIAL 
PSYCHOLOGY

The study of the individual and the social

What differentiates social psychology from related disciplines such as 
personality psychology and sociology?

In addition to using examples of studies as well as a definition to illuminate the nature 
of social psychology, it might be helpful to contrast social psychological research with 
research in related disciplines. As in the previous section, we will use the example of 
an experimental study to clarify these differences. This study was conducted at a 
small elite college in the United States and was announced as an experiment on per-
ception. The experimental sessions were held in a small classroom and eight partici-
pants attended each of the sessions. The participants, who were seated in two rows of 
four, were presented with sets of four lines of different length, a standard line and 
three comparison lines. Their task consisted of the comparison of the standard line 
with the three other lines, one of which was equal to the standard line. The compari-
son lines were numbered from 1 to 3, and the participants stated their judgements by 
calling out one of the numbers (see Figure 1.2).
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9CHAPTER 1  Introducing Social Psychology

Obviously, this was a simple experiment in visual discrimination in which the 
experimenter probably wanted to find out how accurately participants could differen-
tiate between lines of different lengths and where the threshold lay at which people 
would begin to make mistakes. However, there is one feature of the experiment that 
does not fit with standard procedures in perception experiments – namely that par-
ticipants judged these lines in groups. This would not have been a problem had the 
experimenter ensured that judgements were written down, to exclude the possibility 
that participants would be aware of each other’s judgements. But in the present 
experiment, participants were asked to call out their judgements to the experimenter. 
This appears to be a serious methodological fault. Any determination of a difference 
threshold based on such data would be flawed, because participants might have been 
influenced by the earlier judgements that they overheard. Let us assume that the first 
participant calling out his judgements committed an error. The second participant, 
who might normally have given a correct response, might now have become uncer-
tain and given the same erroneous response as the first participant. In this way, an 
experiment on perception might, in fact, have become a study of social influence.

Since we are concerned here with social psychology, it will not come as a surprise 
that the experimenter, a Professor of Social Psychology at Swarthmore College, 
Pennsylvania, was not really interested in measuring perceptual thresholds, but in the 
extent to which individuals would be influenced by a discrepant majority judgement. 
In fact, only one of the eight participants in each session was a ‘naïve’ participant; all 
the others were confederates of the experimenter and were instructed to give unani-
mous but wrong judgements on 12 out of the 18 trials. These judgements were so 
easy that participants who judged the stimuli in individual sessions made practically 
no incorrect judgements. And yet, when participants were exposed to the incorrect 
judgements of a unanimous majority, 36.8 per cent of their judgements were incor-
rect (Asch, 1955).

With this experimental setting, Asch created a situation that is familiar to most of 
us from everyday life. We have probably all had the experience of members of our 
group disagreeing with us on some issue, then having to decide whether we should 
go with the group or stick to our own position at the risk of becoming disliked or of 
looking foolish. Naturally, we do not usually disagree about the length of lines, but 
about some issue of greater importance, and often the disagreeing majority is not 
unanimous. However, the setting that was developed by Asch would allow us to 
manipulate all these variables, and most of them have indeed been investigated in 
subsequent research (for a review, see Allen, 1966). Our decision to stick to our guns or 
go with the group will depend very much on how confident we are of the correctness 

Standard
Line

1 2 3
Comparison

Lines

FIGURE 1.2  Example of the stimulus pattern used in the conformity studies of Asch (1955)
Source: Original data from Asch (1955), Scientific American, 193, 31–35.

c01.indd   9 04-05-2020   15:30:33



Chapter No.: 1  Title Name: <TITLENAME>� c01.indd
Comp. by: <USER>  Date: 04 May 2020  Time: 03:28:55 pm  Stage: <STAGE>  WorkFlow:<WORKFLOW>� Page Number: 10

10 AN INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

of our own opinion, on how important a correct decision is for us and for the group, 
and on how well we know the other group members. We are probably also more 
willing to conform to a majority if we are confronted with a majority that is unani-
mous rather than divided. If we return to Gordon Allport’s definition of social psy-
chology, it is easy to see that the Asch experiment fits all of the characteristics: Asch 
used a laboratory experiment to study the social influence that a (false) majority 
judgement would have on the thoughts and behaviours (i.e., judgements) of 
individuals.

The Asch experiment also allows us to demonstrate the difference between social 
psychology and ‘asocial’ general psychology. If Asch had been interested in studying 
perceptual thresholds, he would have varied the difference in the lengths of his stand-
ard and comparison stimuli systematically, to assess the extent to which such varia-
tions affected perceptual judgements. The (perceptual) judgements would have 
remained the same, but they would now be investigated in relation to variations in 
the physical aspects of the stimuli, while keeping the social context constant. In con-
trast, Asch kept the physical stimulus constellation relatively constant and was inter-
ested in the effect that varying the social context (i.e., majority size and unanimity) 
had on perceptual judgements.

The Asch situation is also useful for demonstrating the difference between social 
and personality psychology. As a social psychologist, Asch was interested in the 
impact that characteristics of the social situation had on the thoughts and behaviours 
of his participants. Does the rate of conformity increase if we increase the number of 
majority members who give erroneous judgements? Does the conformity rate 
decrease if participants are allowed to give their judgements anonymously? Asch’s 
approach is typical of social psychological research, which usually manipulates impor-
tant aspects of the social context in order to assess the impact these changes have on 
the thoughts, feelings and behaviour of the target person.

Personality psychologists, on the other hand, might be less interested in the impact 
of the social context on behaviour and, instead, ask themselves why some partici-
pants are influenced by the erroneous judgements of the majority while others 
remain unaffected. Thus, the personality psychologist would be interested in the per-
sonality traits that are responsible for the fact that different individuals act differently 
in what is essentially the same social situation. The personality psychologist might 
test whether intelligent individuals are less likely than unintelligent ones to conform 
to majorities, or whether conformity is more prevalent among authoritarian rather 
than non‐authoritarian personalities (see the discussion of the authoritarian personal-
ity in Chapter 14; Adorno, Frenkel‐Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950).

Personality psychologists would not, however, only address the question of 
individual differences as determinants of conformity; they would also want to 
know how these individual differences came about. Is it possible to relate differ-
ences in authoritarianism to differences in the way parents brought up their chil-
dren, and what aspects of a person’s upbringing determine his or her self‐esteem? 
Thus, one could try to separate the disciplines of social and personality psychol-
ogy as follows: individual behaviour is determined by three factors: (1) the bio-
logical constitution of individuals; (2) their acquired traits; and (3) the social and 
physical context. Whereas personality psychologists are mainly interested in 
studying how particular traits are acquired and how these traits influence the 
individual’s behaviour, social psychologists study the impact of the social situa-
tion on individual behaviour.
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11CHAPTER 1  Introducing Social Psychology

Unfortunately, such a distinction would oversimplify the differences between 
social and personality psychology (for more details, see Krahé, 1992) because one of 
the central concepts of social psychology, namely social attitudes, is defined by many 
social psychologists (e.g., Eagly & Chaiken, 1993) as a tendency (i.e., individual dispo-
sition) to evaluate an attitude object positively or negatively (see Chapter 6). Even 
though social psychologists are mainly interested in studying how attitudes change in 
response to social influence attempts (see Chapters 7 and 8), they also use attitudes to 
predict individual behaviour (see Chapter 6). Furthermore, within social psychology, 
researchers have often been interested in studying individual difference variables, 
such as the degree to which individuals are prone to prejudice and susceptible to 
Fascist ideologies (‘authoritarianism’; Adorno et  al., 1950; see Chapter  14), or the 
degree to which individuals are oriented to situational cues or reactions of others 
(‘self‐monitoring’; Snyder, 1974).

Since there is a great deal of agreement that individual behaviour is influenced by 
personality traits (see Chapter 9 on aggression) as well as the social context, the two 
fields of personality psychology and social psychology are, in fact, difficult to sepa-
rate. It is therefore not surprising that the leading social psychological journal is the 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, and that most American social psycholo-
gists are members of the Society of Personality and Social Psychology. However, 
there are subtle differences in focus. Social psychologists are typically interested in 
personality variables as moderators. They look for the extent to which the impact of an 
independent variable on a dependent variable is qualified by, or depends on, the level 
of an individual’s score on a personality measure. For example, there is a higher cor-
relation between attitudes and behaviour for ‘low’ than for ‘high’ self‐monitors 
(Snyder & Kendzierski, 1982). Many of the chapters in this volume refer to such per-
sonality influences on social behaviour. Social psychologists also tend to emphasize 
that the impact of personality variables on social behaviour is weaker in ‘strong’ com-
pared to ‘weak’ social situations (Mischel, 1977). Thus, social psychologists empha-
size the power of strong social situations to relegate personality influences to the 
background. This occurs, for example, in experiments investigating helping in emer-
gencies (Latané & Darley, 1976; see Chapter 10) and obeying an authority figure’s 
orders to behave in immoral ways (Milgram, 1974; see Chapter 8).

After the difficulties we experienced in distinguishing social psychology from per-
sonality psychology, distinguishing it from neighbouring social sciences such as soci-
ology might seem easy. It would appear that sociology differs from social psychology 
both in the issues it studies and in the level of analysis at which it addresses these 
issues. Unfortunately, things are again not that simple. First, there is quite a bit of 
overlap between the issues studied by social psychologists and those that interest 
sociologists. Thus, social groups and group norms are topics that are of equal interest 
to sociologists and social psychologists (see Chapter  12). The sociologist George 
Homans wrote one of the classic monographs on social groups (Homans, 1950) and 
the sociologists Hechter and Opp (2001) edited a volume that summarizes the impor-
tant work of sociologists in the area of social norms.

Although there are sociological approaches that, influenced by the work of Talcott 
Parsons and Emile Durkheim, emphasize that sociological facts should not be 
explained through psychological processes (Vanberg, 1975), most sociologists would 
no longer accept this position. In fact, sociologists have made major contributions to 
the development of individualistic social psychological theories. Thus, the sociolo-
gists Homans (1961) and Blau (1964) have written monographs on exchange theory, 
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12 AN INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

a theory that has become central in social psychology through the classic Social 
Psychology of Groups written by the social psychologists Thibaut and Kelley (1959), but 
is now more frequently referred to as interdependence theory. The central tenet of 
this theory is that individuals interact with those others who provide the greatest 
rewards for the least costs (see Chapter 11). Thus, most sociologists agree with social 
psychologists in espousing what has been called methodological individualism, 
namely the assumption that even collective behaviour is essentially behaviour of the 
individuals who form the collective and therefore has to be explained in terms of 
rewards and costs of this behaviour to the individual (e.g., Klandermans, 1997).

Even though there is a great deal of overlap between sociology and social psychol-
ogy, there are also major differences in the way these areas approach social behaviour. 
Sociologists are more likely to trace social behaviour upwards to structural variables 
such as norms, roles or social class, whereas social psychologists will trace it down-
wards to the individual’s goals, motives and cognitions. For example, both sociologists 
and social psychologists are interested in aggression and violence. Social psychologists 
have studied the cognitive and affective processes through which anger can, given the 
right contextual cues, explode in aggressive behaviour – that is, behaviour performed 
with the express intention of hurting another person (Chapter 9). Sociologists, on the 
other hand, have been more interested in why levels of aggression are higher in some 
societies or groups than in others. Why is the murder rate in the United States so much 
higher than in Canada, even though guns are widely available in both countries? Since 

a possible difference could be the type of guns that are available 
in the two countries, with hunting rifles being more prevalent 
in Canada and hand guns or assault weapons more frequently 
held in the United States, the potential answer might lie in the 
aggressive images that will be activated by different types of 
weapons, leading us back to individual psychological processes. 
Thus, even though sociologists are more likely to link individ-
ual behaviour to social structural variables, while social psy-
chologists are more likely to study individual processes, a 
combination of the two approaches might often provide a fuller 
explanation than either discipline can offer on its own.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF SOCIAL  
PSYCHOLOGY

The beginning

Who conducted the first experiment and who wrote the first textbook?

Authors who write about the history of a scientific discipline usually like to report 
dates that mark the origin of that discipline. Often these are the years in which the 
first textbooks or handbooks bearing the name of the discipline were published. In 
social psychology, 1908 is usually noted as the year when the first two textbooks of 
social psychology were published, one by a sociologist (Ross, 1908), the other by a 
psychologist (McDougall, 1908). However, since both texts cover very little material 

methodological 
individualism  the 
assumption that col-
lective action must be 
explained by showing 
how it results from 
individual decisions and 
behaviour; collective 
behaviour is seen as 
essentially behaviour of 
the individuals who form 
the collective.

c01.indd   12 04-05-2020   15:30:33



Chapter No.: 1  Title Name: <TITLENAME>� c01.indd
Comp. by: <USER>  Date: 04 May 2020  Time: 03:28:55 pm  Stage: <STAGE>  WorkFlow:<WORKFLOW>� Page Number: 13

13CHAPTER 1  Introducing Social Psychology

that we would consider social psychological these days, 1908 may not be the best 
choice for the birth year of social psychology.

One could also argue that using the date of the first textbook to mark the 
beginning of a discipline is questionable anyway, because it would be difficult to 
write a textbook about a discipline that did not already exist. There must first be 
relevant theorizing and research available with which to fill the pages of a text-
book. It is probably for this reason that another date has become quite promi-
nent in chapters on the history of social psychology, namely the date of 
(presumably) the first social psychological experiment, a study published in 1898 
by Norman Triplett.

Triplett appeared to have been a fan of bicycle races. He was interested in the 
phenomenon whereby racing cyclists go faster when racing with others or when 
being paced than when riding alone, racing against the clock. Illustrating the 
research tool of ‘archival analysis’ (see Chapter 2), Triplett (1898) used records of 
the average speed of cyclists under these different conditions; he could indeed 
demonstrate that cyclists ride faster in competition or with pacers than when rid-
ing alone. However, as Triplett recognized, the shortcoming of this kind of quasi‐
experimental evidence is that different racers participate in different kinds of 
races and select those in which they do particularly well. 
The differences in speed between cyclists racing against 
the clock or racing in competition could therefore have 
been due to self‐selection. To rule out this explanation, 
Triplett (1898) conducted an experiment in which school-
children performed a simple task (turning a fishing reel) 
either alone or in competition with another participant 
(see Research Close‐Up 1.1). The experiment is usually 
cited as demonstrating the effects of what later became 
known as social facilitation, the phenomenon whereby the performance of sim-
ple tasks is facilitated by the presence of an audience or of others working on the 
same task (see Chapter 8). However, if you read the Research Close‐Up, you will 
realize that his data do not warrant such a strong conclusion.

Although the study by Triplett (1898; reprinted in Smith & Haslam, 2012) had 
the elegance and clarity that became the hallmark of experimentation in social 
psychology, its historical significance has been challenged by scholars who 
doubted whether it really was the first social psychological experiment. For exam-
ple, Haines and Vaughan (1979) have argued that there were other experiments 
before 1898 deserving to be called social psychological, such as studies on sug-
gestibility by Binet and Henri (1894; see Stroebe, 2012). But social psychological 
experiments may have been performed even earlier by the French agricultural 
engineer Max Ringelmann, who between 1882 and 1887 conducted investigations 
into the maximum performance of workers pulling a load under different condi-
tions (Kravitz & Martin, 1986). Although the comparison of individual and group 
performance was of only secondary interest to Ringelmann, he found the first 
evidence of productivity loss in groups, a phenomenon that was later named 
social loafing (see Chapter 13). Ringelmann found that eight men who pull at a 
rope together achieve only about 50 per cent of the pulling power that could be 
expected on the basis of their pulling measured individually. However, since 
Ringelmann only published this research in 1913, Triplett predates him, certainly 
as far as publication is concerned.

social facilitation  an 
improvement in the 
performance of well‐
learned/easy tasks and 
a worsening of perfor-
mance of poorly learned/
difficult tasks due to the 
presence of members of 
the same species.
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14 AN INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

research close‐up 1.1

TRIPLETT’S CLASSIC STUDY OF SOCIAL 
FACILITATION EFFECTS

Triplett, N. (1898). The dynamogenic factors in pacemaking and competition. American 
Journal of Psychology, 9, 507–533.

Introduction

Triplett suggested several theoretical explanations for the superiority of cyclists who 
are paced or ride in a competition over those who ride alone. For example, there could 
be aerodynamic or psychological advantages for a racer who was paced or racing in 
a competition. However, Triplett was most interested in what he called ‘dynamogenic 
factors’, namely that ‘the presence of another rider is a stimulus to the racer in arousing 
the competitive instinct; that another can thus be the means of releasing or freeing 
nervous energy from him that he cannot of himself release’ (p. 516). His concept of 
nervous energy appears to be similar to the modern concept of arousal.

Method

Participants
Forty schoolchildren (14 boys, 26 girls) from 8 to 17 years participated in the study.

Design and procedure
The apparatus consisted of two fishing reels fixed to a wooden frame and placed 
sufficiently far apart so that two people could turn them side by side. A cord was 
looped from each of the fishing reels through corresponding wheels fixed to the 
opposite end of the frame, creating two closed circuits (like the circuit formed by 
the chain on a bicycle). A small white flag was sewn to each of the cords. By winding 
the fishing reel the flag traversed the course from the fishing reel to the wheel at the 
opposite end and back again. A trial consisted of four circuits of the course and the 
time taken for this performance was measured by stopwatch. After an initial prac-
tice session to become proficient with the apparatus, each participant performed 
six test trials. Triplett created a somewhat complicated but quite ingenious design, 
with the sequence of alone and competition trials differing for Groups A and B in a 
systematic way (see Table 1.1).

TABLE 1.1  Sequence of alone and competition trials for Groups A and B in Triplett’s design.

Trials: 1 2 3 4 5 6

Group A Alone Competition Alone Competition Alone Competition

Group B Alone Alone Competition Alone Competition Alone
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15CHAPTER 1  Introducing Social Psychology

The rationale behind these two sequences was that it eliminated practice as well as 
fatigue effects. Both effects are related to the number of trials performed by a participant 
(i.e., trial order). One would expect that during the first few trials performance improves due 
to practice. In later trials fatigue might set in and begin to slow down participants. Triplett 
controlled for both of these effects from trial 2 onwards by having the task performed under 
both conditions during each of the trials. As Strube (2005) who reanalysed Triplett’s data 
pointed out, the first trial allows the assessment of individual differences in winding skill and 
provides a potential control for those differences in the statistical analyses. Trials 2 to 6 allow 
two basic kinds of comparisons, namely between groups and within subjects. Trial 2 is par-
ticularly important because both groups have equal practice but neither had previous expe-
rience with a coactor. Once participants had competed against a coactor, this experience 
might have influenced their performance in later alone conditions.

Results

Triplett categorized his participants into three groups on the basis of their performance 
during the various trials: those who were stimulated positively by competition and per-
formed faster (N = 20), those who were ‘overstimulated’ and performed more slowly (N = 10) 
and those who were not affected (N = 10). From visual inspection of his data, Triplett concluded 
that his findings showed ‘that the bodily presence of another contestant participating 
simultaneously in the race serves to liberate latent energy not ordinarily available’ (p. 533). 
This conclusion formed the basis of the myth reported in most textbooks that his study 
provided the first evidence for social facilitation. These days conclusions based on visual 
inspection of data are no longer accepted and journal editors require that researchers con-
duct (often extensive) statistical analysis of their results, and test how likely the results are 
to be due to chance. When Strube (2005) reanalysed Triplett’s data more than a century 
after the publication of the original study using modern statistics, he found very little sup-
port for the original conclusion. Only one of several analyses resulted in a significant effect. 
This effect disappeared, however, when Strube eliminated the data of two left‐handed par-
ticipants, for whom the task would have been more difficult, as they were instructed to turn 
the wheel with their right hand. As you will learn in Chapter 8, the presence of others facili-
tates performance only for easy tasks, but inhibits performance with difficult tasks. 
Elimination of the left‐handed participants should therefore have strengthened rather 
than weakened the social facilitation effects. Strube concluded that ‘the analysis of Triplett’s 
data … indicate[s] barely a statistical hint of the social facilitation of performance to which 
his experiment has been credited’ (2005, p. 280). This is quite different from the conclu-
sions usually drawn in textbooks of social psychology.

Discussion

If significance tests had already been available and required by 
journal editors in 1898, Triplett’s study might never have been 
published and historians of social psychology would have had to 
look elsewhere for the first experiment (Stroebe, 2012; Strube, 
2005). It is nevertheless puzzling that Triplett failed to find clear 
evidence of social facilitation. After all, turning a fishing reel is a 
simple mechanical task and competition should clearly have 
facilitated performance.

social loafing  a moti-
vation loss in groups 
that occurs when group 
members reduce their 
effort due to the fact that 
individual contributions 
to group performance 
are not identifiable.
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It is interesting to note that these early experiments were studies of an applied 
nature in areas that later became known as sports psychology and psychology of 
work performance. There were other studies of this nature available in other 
applied areas (e.g., Mayer, 1903; Moede, 1920) and it needed somebody to recog-
nize that the study of the impact of the social context on performance was really 
a discipline by itself, namely, social psychology. It may then be justifiable to 
choose the date of the first textbook or handbook about a discipline as its ‘origin’ 
insofar as a discipline is characterized not only by its content, but also by its dis-
ciplinary identity. Thus, it is not sufficient that research that is vaguely social 
psychological has been conducted in the area of sports psychology or even agri-
culture. There needs to be somebody who pulls all this research together and 
declares the emergence of a new area (in which, incidentally, this applied research 
then becomes fundamental).

In our view, this was first achieved by Floyd Allport (1924), who in his text-
book made several major contributions towards defining the field of  social psy-
chology. He declared the study of  social behaviour as the subject of  social 
psychology. He defined social behaviour as ‘behavior in which the responses 
either serve as social stimuli or are evoked by social stimuli’ (p. 148). As men-
tioned above, he postulated that social psychology ‘is part of  the psychology of  
the individual, whose behavior it studies in relation to that sector of  the environ-
ment comprised by his fellows’ (p. 4). He had noted earlier, in the same volume, 
‘For … only within the individual can we find the behavioral mechanisms and the 
consciousness which are fundamental in the interactions between individuals’ (p. 
vi). Another contribution, which may be less embraced today, was his emphasis 
on the experimental method. Although the experimental method is still one of  
the major research tools of  social psychologists, other research methods have 
become equally accepted these days. However, in Allport’s time, the emphasis on 
experiments was probably essential for establishing the scientific respectability of  
social psychology. It would also have helped to distinguish it further from sociol-
ogy, a discipline that still prefers surveys and field studies to conducting experi-
ments. It is interesting, though, that with the exception of  his chapter on the 
‘Response to social stimulation in groups’, Allport (1924) did not review a great 
deal of  experimental evidence of  a social psychological nature.

Allport’s conception of social psychology derived from his research on social 
facilitation (see Chapter 8). His experimental paradigm, which had the defining char-
acteristics that he attributed to all social psychology research, had been developed 
‘in Germany by August Mayer, Meumann, Moede and others … prior to 1915’; 
Allport, 1919, p. 304). This strong German influence on his dissertation research is 
no coincidence, given that his dissertation supervisor was Hugo Münsterberg, a 
German psychologist who was then head of the psychology department at Harvard. 
Allport (1924, p. vii) acknowledges Münsterberg’s influence in the preface to his 
book, where he writes, ‘For the origins of my interest in social psychology I am 
indebted to the memory of Hugo Münsterberg. It was he who suggested the setting 
for my first experiment and who foresaw many of the possibilities which have been 
developed in this book.’
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The early years

What were the key contributions to social psychology during the first 
half of the twentieth century?

It would be an exaggeration to claim that the publication of Floyd Allport’s textbook 
stimulated an exponential growth in social psychological research immediately. In 
fact, not that many milestones are to be reported for the period before World War II. 
A rather doubtful one is the publication of the first Handbook of Social Psychology by 
Carl Murchison (1935). We call it doubtful because this handbook covers many topics 
that nobody would consider social psychological today, such as ‘Population behavior 
of bacteria’ or the ‘Social history of the yellow man’. There are really only three chap-
ters included in this volume that are truly social psychological in the sense that they 
would still be included in social psychology handbooks today: the chapter by Gordon 
Allport on attitudes, that by Dashiell on ‘Experimental studies of the influence of 
social situation on the behaviour of individual human adults’ and Cox Miles’s chapter 
on gender differences. But there are also other chapters that could be part of a social 
psychology curriculum, even though they are not included in most modern hand-
books. For example, there is a chapter on language by Esper, on age in human society 
by Miles, on material culture by Wissler and on the physical environment by Shelford.

Three other significant events during this early period were the publication by 
Thurstone (1928) of a paper with the provocative title ‘Attitudes can be measured’, 
The Psychology of Social Norms by Sherif in 1936 and Newcomb’s (1943) Personality and 
Social Change, a study of attitude formation in the student community of Bennington 
College. Thurstone’s article was remarkable because he described the first psycho-
metrically sound method for the measurement of attitudes. Sherif ’s study became a 
classic because he devised an experimental paradigm that allowed him to study the 
development of group norms in a laboratory situation (see Chapter 8). Participants in 
his study were repeatedly exposed to a stationary light source in a darkened room. 
Sherif made use of the fact that participants perceive this light source as moving 
(autokinetic effect) and that, if asked to judge the movement over repeated trials, 
they establish relatively stable individual norms. By putting individuals who had 
developed widely differing individual estimates into a group situation, Sherif could 
demonstrate that individuals in groups develop a joint and stable group norm, which 
they then maintain even when they continue to make their estimates again in indi-
vidual situations.

autokinetic effect perceptual illusion, whereby, in the absence of reference points, 
a stationary light appears to move.

Finally, Newcomb’s Bennington study became a classic because it is an ingenious 
longitudinal field study of social influence on a college campus. It maps out the way 
in which the political attitudes of students, all women who came from conservative 
homes, changed over time towards the liberal attitudes that were predominant on 
this college campus. Thus, it illustrates how individual beliefs and attitudes can be 
shaped by the group context, and thus supports one of the basic assumptions of social 
psychology. The study is particularly interesting because these students were fol-
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18 AN INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

lowed up for 50 years, allowing researchers to demonstrate the stability of their atti-
tude change over a lifetime (Alwin, Cohen, & Newcomb, 1991).

Bennington study a longitudinal field study of social influence showing how 
political attitudes of initially conservative female students changed over time towards 
the liberal attitudes that were predominant on this college campus.

The years of expansion

How did Adolf Hitler inadvertently further the development of social 
psychology in the United States?

Somewhat tongue in cheek, Cartwright once wrote that the one person who most 
furthered the development of social psychology in North America was Adolf Hitler 
(Cartwright, 1979). This observation is correct insofar as Hitler’s actions had an 
important impact on the development of social psychology in the United States. 
World War II greatly stimulated interest in social psychological research. The 
Information and Education Branch of the US Army initiated surveys and experiments 
to assess the impact of army propaganda films on the morale of their soldiers. One 
social psychologist who became heavily involved in this work was Carl Hovland. 
Originally a learning theorist, Hovland became fascinated by the experimental study 

FIGURE 1.3  How did Hitler’s actions affect the development of social psychology?
Source: © Dariush M. Used under licence from Shutterstock.
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of the determinants of attitude change. The work he directed during his army years 
on experiments in mass communication was eventually published as one of the vol-
umes of the American Soldier series under the editorship of the sociologist Stouffer 
(Hovland, Lumsdaine, & Sheffield, 1949).

A final way in which Hitler influenced the development of social psychology is by 
stimulating interest in topics such as obedience and authoritarianism. Why did the 
German people accept such an authoritarian regime, and why did so many of them 
carry out commands they must have perceived as immoral even at the time? These 
questions stimulated some of the most influential research in social psychology: 
researchers studied the authoritarian personality (Adorno et al., 1950), the determi-
nants of conformity (Asch, 1955) and obedience (Milgram, 1963). Lewin’s interest in 
the effects of authoritarian and democratic leadership styles can be seen as an attempt 
to demonstrate the superiority of the democratic style, an attempt that was only 
partly effective because in his research autocratically led groups outperformed the 
democratic groups with regard to quantity of production, although democratic lead-
ership produced more creative groups whose performance did not deteriorate so dra-
matically when the leader was removed (White & Lippitt, 1968).

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY IN EUROPE

How did social psychology develop in Europe?
Until the end of World War II, the development of social psychology as a discipline 
was restricted to the United States. However, even before the influx of academic 
refugees in the 1930s, there had been a great deal of European influence on this devel-
opment. For example, as mentioned earlier, F. Allport’s (1924) work on social facilita-
tion had been stimulated by one of his academic teachers at Harvard, the German, 
Hugo Münsterberg, who in turn was familiar with similar work that had been done 
in Germany by Moede (1920). The experimental work of Bartlett (1932) in the United 
Kingdom on remembering can be viewed as a major precursor of contemporary 
research on social cognition. And finally, the theorizing underlying Sherif’s (1936) 
studies of norm development is heavily influenced by Gestalt psychology.

However, even though there were individuals in Europe who conducted research 
that could be considered social psychological, there was no unitary social psychology. 
This situation continued into the 1960s, even though social psychology groups had 
been established at a number of European universities. But while there was social 
psychology in Europe, there was no European social psychology: there was no European 
collaboration, and most European researchers had not met each other, nor were they 
even aware of each other’s work.

Obviously, a European network was not necessary for the development of a 
strong social psychology in some of the European countries where effective social 
psychology research groups already existed (e.g., Belgium, the United Kingdom, the 
Netherlands and Germany). However, in some other countries it would probably 
have taken many decades for social psychology to develop. Furthermore, since most 
of the European researchers met each other, if at all, only at conferences held in the 
United States, without the foundation of a European association European social psy-
chology would probably have remained a minor appendix of North American social 
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psychology rather than developing its own theoretical perspective. Thus, the founda-
tion of the European Association of Experimental Social Psychology was critical.

•	 Given the dominance of North American social psychology at that time, even 
in Europe, it is no coincidence that it was again an American, John Lanzetta, 
who set things in motion in 1963. During a sabbatical year in London, 
Lanzetta visited various social psychology groups in Europe. He was struck by 
the fact that many of these colleagues, though well informed about US social 
psychology, were not really aware of what was going on in the social psychol-
ogy departments of neighbouring European countries. He decided to change 
this and raised funds for a first European Conference on Experimental Social 
Psychology, held in Sorrento, Italy, in 1963 (Moscovici & Marková, 2006; 
Nuttin, 1990). One of the main initiatives that emerged from this and two 
follow‐up conferences was the foundation of the European Association of 
Experimental Social Psychology (EAESP) in 1966. The European Association 
engaged in a number of regular activities, which had a great impact on the 
development of social psychology in Europe. One important initiative were 
summer schools for advanced students, taught by outstanding researchers.

•	 Another important initiative was the publication of the European Journal of 
Social Psychology from 1970, which included most of the early research thought 
of (then at least) as typically ‘European’ (e.g., studies of intergroup relations or 
minority influence). Other key European publications were, first, the European 
Monographs series and, later, the European Review of Social Psychology. The first 
edition of the textbook you are reading now was published in 1988, in part to 
counteract the tendency of American textbooks to under‐report the work of 
European social psychologists.

Membership of the European Association of Social Psychology (EASP), as it is 
known now after dropping ‘experimental’ from its name in 2008, has grown at a phe-
nomenal rate, from fewer than 100 in 1970 to more than 1000 members in 2010. 
During this period, scientific development in social psychology also changed from 
being a one‐sided enterprise, with American ideas being adopted in Europe, to a 
mutual development, with European ideas being taken up enthusiastically in the 
United States and ever‐increasing collaboration leading to scientific growth. It is now 
accepted practice for prominent North American journals to have at least one 
European editor, and likewise for the European Journal of Social Psychology to have 
non‐European editors.

The second theoretical innovation that was started in Europe and then accepted in 
the United States is research on minority influence. Social influence research in North 
America focused exclusively on conformity; that is, on explaining how majorities 
influence minorities. It was Moscovici who first pointed out that this type of theoriz-
ing could hardly explain social or religious innovations, where powerless minorities 
influenced powerful majorities (e.g., women’s rights, Christianity). After Moscovici 
and his colleagues in Paris (e.g., Moscovici, Lage, & Naffrechoux, 1969) had published 
a number of studies demonstrating minority influence, and again with the develop-
ment of a theory that could account for these effects, research on minority influence 
became a major research area both in the United States and in Europe (Moscovici, 
1976; see Chapter 8).
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THE TWO CRISES OF SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

How and why did the crises in social psychology develop?
The history of social psychology appears to have been one of unmitigated success. 
Stimulated by World War II, social psychological research expanded enormously and 
there was soon no single psychology department at a US top university that did not 
also have a strong social psychology unit. And social psychology in Europe, which 
hardly existed before 1960, developed at great speed afterwards and can now com-
pete with US social psychology. In fact, as we described earlier, the two social psy-
chologies have become largely integrated. However, each time social psychology 
was doing particularly well, a crisis developed – the first one in the late 1960s and the 
second one just very recently. In fact, at the time of this new edition, social psychol-
ogy is in the middle of this second crisis. Both crises were crises of confidence among 
social psychologists, who questioned the scientific status of their discipline. However, 
whereas the first crisis was also concerned with the usefulness and applicability of 
social psychological research, the second crisis is solely about the replicability of this 
research. In the following, we will briefly describe both crises. But while we can dis-
cuss the measures that were taken to overcome the first crisis, it is still an open ques-
tion how social psychologists will manage to resolve the second one.

The first crisis of social psychology

Why did two critical articles succeed in undermining the self‐
confidence of social psychologists?

The first crisis was probably initiated by two critical papers published in 1967 and 
1973. The first of these two papers was a paper by Kenneth Ring entitled ‘Experimental 
social psychology: Some sober questions about some frivolous values’, published in 
the highly respected Journal of Experimental Social Psychology. In this paper, Ring con-
trasted the vision of Kurt Lewin of a social psychology that would contribute to the 
solution of important social problems with what he called the ‘fun and games’ atti-
tude of the social psychology of his day. He argued that: ‘Experimental social psy-
chology today seems dominated by values that suggest the following slogan: “Social 
psychology ought to be and is a lot of fun…” Clever experimentation on exotic topics 
with zany manipulations seems to be the guaranteed formula for success… One 
sometimes gets the impression that an ever‐growing coterie of social psychologists is 
playing (largely for another’s benefit) a game of “can you top this?”’ (pp. 116–117). 
Although Ring did not refer to any specific examples of this fun and games approach, 
his criticism was probably directed at some of the work conducted in tests of disso-
nance theory.

The first crisis in social psychology a crisis of confidence among social psycholo-
gists that started in the late 1960s and was overcome in subsequent decades. During 
the crisis years, social psychologists questioned the values, the methods and the sci-
entific status of their discipline.

The reaction to these critical voices was the organization of numerous confer-
ences in which the crisis was discussed, sometimes in rather heated language. 
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Although these conferences resulted in a number of crisis books (e.g., Strickland, 
Aboud, & Gergen, 1976), they failed to bridge the theoretical and methodological 
chasm that separated the critics from mainstream social psychology. The critics 
finally founded their own social psychological schools, such as social constructionism 
in the United States (e.g., Gergen, 1999) and discourse analysis in the United Kingdom 
(e.g., Potter & Wetherell, 1987), which developed their own methodologies in an 
attempt to address these problems.

In mainstream social psychology, a number of developments were initiated, which 
over the years helped to alleviate some of the problems highlighted by these critics:

•	 Social psychologists began to demonstrate their ability to contribute to the 
solution of real‐life problems by developing several applied areas, which 
contributed to resolving important societal problems. To mention only one 
such area, health psychology is an application of social psychology. One of the 
major research areas in health psychology is aimed at changing health‐impair-
ing behaviour patterns in our society (e.g., smoking, eating too much, drink-
ing too much alcohol, practising unsafe sex). Social psychologists have helped 
to understand the reasons why people engage in these behaviours as well as to 
develop interventions aimed at changing them (Stroebe, 2011). The following 
chapters in this volume give many additional examples of how social psychol-
ogy can be, and has been, applied to real social issues.

•	 The impression conveyed that social psychological research did not result in 
cumulative knowledge may have been the result of improper strategies of 
reviewing, a problem that was mostly resolved with the development of 
meta‐analytic procedures (see Chapter 2). When reviewing research areas, 
researchers often erroneously concluded that support for a theory was 
missing or inconsistent, because few studies supported the theory by yielding 
significant results, whereas the majority of studies failed to find significant 
results. In the meantime, we have realized as a discipline (as has science, in 
general) that the failure to find significant results may simply have been due 
to conducting a study with an insufficiently large number of participants (i.e., 
low power). If the effects we were looking for were small, this might have 
resulted in insignificant findings, even though the differences between 
conditions might all have been in the predicted direction. Since then, meta‐
analytic procedures have been developed that allow us to integrate statisti-
cally the results of independent studies of a given phenomenon, with a view 
to establishing whether the findings exhibit a pattern of relationships that is 
reliable across studies (Cooper & Hedges, 1994).

•	 We now know that attitudes are predictive of behaviour but that this relation-
ship is often obscured in studies that employ inappropriate procedures in 
measuring the two components (see Chapter 6). As Ajzen and Fishbein (1977) 
demonstrated in their classic review, attitudes are related to behaviour if both 
components are assessed with measures that are both reliable and compatible. 
To be reliable, measures have to consist of multiple items rather than a single 
item. To be compatible, attitude and behaviour have to be assessed at the 
same level of specificity. Thus, if we want to predict whether people are likely 
to engage in physical exercise to improve their health, we should not measure 
their attitude towards their health, but their attitude towards engaging in 
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physical exercise. The latter attitude is likely to be highly correlated with an 
aggregate measure of a variety of exercise behaviours (such as jogging, 
walking, going to the gym). If one wanted to predict specific exercise behav-
iour, such as whether an individual is likely to jog, one should measure his or 
her attitude towards jogging rather than towards physical exercise in general.

•	 Finally, social psychologists have tried to design their experimental manipula-
tions in ways that would minimize the threat of demand characteristics and 
experimenter expectancy effects. Furthermore, the fact that many research 
participants do not even meet experimenters any more (because experiments 
are often run on the computer by computer programs) should certainly rule 
out experimenter expectancy effects.

The second crisis of social psychology

Which events led up to this crisis and what was the crisis 
about?

We are still too involved in this crisis to be able to clearly identify antecedent 
causes and potential solutions. With regard to antecedents, there were a number of 
negative events that damaged the image of social psychology. There was the shock-
ing news in 2011 that the highly respected Dutch social psychologist Diederik Stapel 
had been accused of scientific misconduct and had admitted large‐scale research 
fraud. This widely published scandal led to the retraction of more than 50 publica-
tions. It is one of the biggest fraud cases in the history of science (Stroebe, Postmes & 
Spears, 2012).

Then there was the report by Doyen, Klein, Pichon, and Cleeremans (2012) of 
their repeated failure to replicate the finding of a very high‐profile priming study by 
Bargh, Chen, and Burrows (1996). Bargh et  al. (1996) found that participants who 
were primed with words associated with the elderly, immediately afterwards walked 
more slowly compared to participants primed with neutral words. Since Stapel had 
published a great number of priming studies that turned out to be fraudulent, the 
failure to replicate the Bargh et al. study raised doubts with regard to this whole area 
of social cognition research. These doubts were intensified by a strongly formulated 
letter written by the Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahnemann in September 2012, in 
which he warned young psychologists not to start their career with research on prim-
ing. Finally, there were a number of methodological papers on questionable research 
practices (John, Loewenstein, & Prelec, 2012; but see also Fiedler & Schwarz, 2016) 
and questionable analytic practices (Simmons, Nelson, & Simonsohn, 2011). But the 
most damaging news was certainly the attempted replication of 100 psychology stud-
ies, which found that only 40 per cent of the social psychology findings could be rep-
licated (Open Science Collaboration, 2015).

There is still an ongoing discussion about what one should conclude from this 
massive failure to replicate (e.g., Gilbert, King, Pettigrew, & Wilson, 2016; Stroebe, 
2016, 2019). The fact which is often overlooked is that these non‐replications do not 
prove that the original finding was invalid. These non‐replications have the same 
evidential value as the original finding and simply suggest that further research should 
be conducted to find out what is going on. One issue that has been raised and that is 
specific to replications in social psychology is the question of whether a replication 

c01.indd   23 04-05-2020   15:32:10



Chapter No.: 1  Title Name: <TITLENAME>� c01.indd
Comp. by: <USER>  Date: 04 May 2020  Time: 03:28:55 pm  Stage: <STAGE>  WorkFlow:<WORKFLOW>� Page Number: 24

24 AN INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

should be exact or conceptual (Stroebe & Strack, 2014). Exact replications operation-
alize the independent and dependent variable in exactly the same way they had been 
operationalized in the original study. But with socially sensitive topics, the original 
operationalization of these variables might no longer reflect the theoretical variables 
it did originally. For example, in the research conducted to test the elaboration likeli-
hood model discussed in Chapter 7, researchers often manipulate argument quality. 
As the authors who developed this model report themselves, the categorization of 
arguments as high or low in quality had to be pretested each time with participants 
who came from the same pool as the participants participating in the actual experi-
ment (e.g., Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981). For example, an argument concern-
ing student fees in the United Kingdom would have a very different meaning and 
impact in 1975 (when there were no fees) from today (when they are £9000 per year).

A good illustration of how this problem can weaken study findings is the failed 
replication of the famous ‘Pen Study’ by Strack, Martin, and Stepper (1988) by 
Wagenmakers and others (2016). The original study was conducted to test the facial 
feedback hypothesis. According to this hypothesis, facial activity associated with par-
ticular emotional expressions can influence people’s emotional experience. The 
ingenious idea of Strack and colleagues (1988) was that by asking participants to hold 
a pen in their mouths either with their lips or between their teeth, they could induce 
either a frowning or a smiling expression. Strack et al. (1988) measured the impact of 
this manipulation on affect by having participants rate the funniness of mildly funny 
cartoons. They showed that that participants induced to hold the pen in their mouth 
in such a way that it put their facial muscles into a smiling expression rated the car-
toons as funnier than participants induced into a frowning expression. To select car-
toons that would be perceived as moderately funny, Wagenmakers and colleagues 
had a set of cartoons rated by Dutch students. Given that most of the replication 
studies were conducted outside the Netherlands, one could question whether car-
toons considered moderately funny by Dutch students would be perceived the same 
way by American, British or Turkish student participants.

However, Wagenmakers et  al. (2016) created a more serious methodological 
problem. In their keenness to conduct an impeccable study, they had all participants 
videotaped with a clearly visible camera. This would have been acceptable, if they 
had also included a control condition without a camera to reproduce the original 
experimental situation. Since it must feel strange to be filmed with a pen in one’s 
mouth, one can imagine that participants’ thoughts about how ridiculous they might 
look could have interfered with the weak signals from facial feedback. That this may 
have been responsible for failure to replicate the Strack et al. findings was demon-
strated by Noah, Schul and Mayo (2018) in a replication of the ‘Pen Study’. They 
manipulated the presence of a camera and replicated the Strack et al. findings without 
the presence of a camera, but not when the camera was present.

Another example of a problematic replication was the failure of Ebersole et al. 
(2016) to replicate a finding of Cacioppo and Petty (1982) that the quality of the argu-
ments presented in a persuasive communication would have greater influence on 
participants who are high (rather than low) in need for cognition. Need for cognition 
is an individual difference variable that measures the tendency for an individual to 
engage in and enjoy thinking, which would include thinking about the arguments 
contained in a communication (Chapter 7). Luttrell, Petty, and Xu (2017) argued that 
this replication failure was likely to be due to differences between the replication and 
the original study. Most importantly, participants in the Ebersole et al. study were 
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given instructions that made the message personally involving. Since high issue 
involvement motivates participants to scrutinize a message (Chapter 7), these instruc-
tions are likely to have eliminated the motivational differences between individuals 
high or low in need for cognition. Luttrell et al. (2017) demonstrated that the statisti-
cal interaction between need for cognition and argument quality could be replicated 
under low but not under high issue involvement.

It is not our intention to argue that all – or even the majority of – replication fail-
ures are due to methodological problems with these studies. But we suggest that such 
problems could account for a sizeable proportion of such failures. Other replication 
failures are probably due to the fact that social psychologists have traditionally under-
powered their studies by having too few participants per condition (Chapter 2). Some 
might also have engaged in questionable research practices, such as selectively pub-
lishing findings or only reporting those measures that showed significant results.

Our critique of the strategy of replicating randomly selected studies focuses on 
another point, namely that research is usually conducted to test theories. Thus, ide-
ally studies are not isolated tests of a theory, but part of a network of studies that 
have supported that theory. For example, there are hundreds of studies that sup-
port dissonance theory and dozens that support the elaboration likelihood model 
(Chapter  7). Since a single inconsistent result cannot disprove a well‐supported 
theory, one has to ask oneself what it means if a single study fails to replicate. It 
does not mean that the theory is refuted, because one single inconsistent result can-
not refute an otherwise well‐supported theory. So what should one conclude from 
such a failure to replicate? If the theory has been supported by numerous other 
studies, the most plausible assumption would be that the replication failure is due 
to problems with that particular study or with the specific theoretical prediction 
tested by that study.

If one is really interested in assessing theories, replicating randomly selected single 
experiments, each one testing hypotheses from a different theoretical framework, is 
not a viable strategy. Instead of replicating single studies, one should evaluate the 
extent to which a whole set of studies testing a specific theory are supportive of that 
theory. And meta‐analyses are the appropriate method to conduct such an evalua-
tion. With meta‐analyses one can evaluate the extent to which a theory is supported 
by empirical evidence that is the total set of empirical studies that have been con-
ducted to test that theory. Admittedly, such evaluation can be biased by selective 
publication of significant findings. However, in the meantime there are multiple sta-
tistical procedures that allow one to assess such a bias (see Chapter 2). And by includ-
ing tests of moderators, a meta‐analysis can also assess whether an effect of interest 
varies as a function of a whole host of factors, including the country in which the 
study was done, the date of publication and so on.

Why crises can be good for a field

What were the positive effect of these crises for the field of social 
psychology?

Living through the crisis of a discipline is not a pleasant experience. It is irritating when 
the research one approves of is attacked by people, who usually belong to a discipli-
nary outgroup either because they have different view of philosophy of science or 

c01.indd   25 04-05-2020   15:32:11



Chapter No.: 1  Title Name: <TITLENAME>� c01.indd
Comp. by: <USER>  Date: 04 May 2020  Time: 03:28:55 pm  Stage: <STAGE>  WorkFlow:<WORKFLOW>� Page Number: 26

26 AN INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

because they are methodologists with no affinity to social psychology. However, if we 
consider the effects of the first crisis on social psychology, one has to ag

 it does not necessarily mean that a replication is actually of great scientific inter-
est. For example, although the ‘Pen Study’ by Strack et al. (1988) is of historical inter-
est as the first study that manipulated facial muscles without participants’ knowledge, 
there are much better methods for testing the facial feedback theory available today 
(e.g., Chang, Zhang, Hitchman, Qiu, & Liu, 2014) and the facial feedback hypothesis 
is strongly supported by these studies (Price & Harmon‐Jones, 2015). Thus, one can 
doubt that the investment of thousands of participant hours in conducting this repli-
cation served any fruitful scientific purpose.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL 
PSYCHOLOGY

What new theoretical perspectives have emerged during 
the past few decades?
In the 1980s most of the researchers who had contributed to modern social psychol-
ogy, and who, as often as not, had come from the research centres directed by either 
Lewin or Hovland, were still alive and active (Cartwright, 1979). In the meantime, 
not only have most of these pioneers retired or died, but so also have most of the 
students whom they, in turn, had trained. The field has grown at an exponential rate. 
There are now chairs in social psychology at practically all major universities in the 
United States, in Europe, and in Australasia, and social psychologists number in the 
thousands rather than a few hundreds. Social psychology has also become an essen-
tial part of the psychology curriculum in these countries.

Not surprisingly, social psychology has also changed over these decades. Major 
scientific perspectives, such as consistency theory or attribution theory, have faded 
and new perspectives, such as social cognition, evolutionary social psychology and 
social neuroscience, have emerged. Jones (1998) colourfully described these chang-
ing trends in research as ‘band wagons and sinking ships’ (p. 54).

evolutionary social psychology is an application of evolutionary theory to social 
psychology.

social neuroscience an interdisciplinary field devoted to understanding how bio-
logical systems implement social processes and behaviour.

Social cognition research is an application of principles of cognitive psychology to 
the area of social psychology (see Chapter 4). Unlike other psychological disciplines, 
social psychology has always placed a strong emphasis on how individuals internally 
represent their environment. Many of our theories have been labelled ‘cognitive’ 
(e.g., cognitive dissonance), and central concepts of social psychology (e.g., attitudes, 
beliefs, intentions) are cognitive constructs. It would thus appear a small step for 
social psychologists to borrow methods from cognitive psychology to study how 
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social information is encoded and how the information is stored and retrieved from 
memory. This perspective has had a widespread influence across the field of social 
psychology, but is seen perhaps most clearly in changes to the way we theorize and 
do research in person perception (see Chapters 3 and 4), attitude change (Chapter 7), 
and prejudice and intergroup relations (Chapter 14).

Social neuroscience is the study of the neural correlates of social psychological 
phenomena (Cacioppo & Berntson, 2005; Ochsner & Lieberman, 2001). Building on 
huge recent advances in the use of non‐invasive techniques for examining the func-
tioning of the human brain, social neuroscience studies participants’ brains while 
they are engaged in processing social information. There are two major approaches 
used by social neuroscience, namely brain mapping and psychological hypothesis 
testing (Amodio, 2010). Brain mapping studies (e.g., by functional magnetic reso-
nance imaging, fMRI; see Figure 1.4a) attempt to identify the neural substrates of 
specific psychological processes. The hypothesis testing approach uses the results of 
brain mapping to test hypotheses about psychological variables.

For example, a social psychologist, who studies intergroup prejudice might 
hypothesize that implicit racial bias is rooted in mechanisms of basic classical 
fear conditioning. To test this hypothesis, one might measure brain activity in 
the amygdala  –  a structure implicated in fear conditioning in many stud-
ies – while a participant completes a behavioural measure of implicit racial bias. 
In this case, the construct validity of the neural measure of fear conditioning … 
is already reasonably established … and the question concerns not the meaning 
of brain activation, but experimental effects among psychological variables. 
(Amodio, 2010, pp. 699–700)

Despite some setbacks (see Stroebe, Postmes, & Spears, 2012), social psychology 
today is an exhilarating and thriving enterprise. Living up to Lewin’s motto that noth-

FIGURE 1.4(A)  Functional MRI scanning techniques have already been used to further our 
understanding of issues such as self, altruism and racial prejudice.
Source: Image Copyright Levent Konuk. Used under licence from Shutterstock.com.
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ing is as practical as a good theory, social psychologists are applying the understand-
ing they have gained from their study of  fundamental cognitive, emotional and 
motivational processes to the solution of  real‐life problems. As the chapters in this 
volume illustrate, they have contributed importantly to the development of  applied 
areas ranging from health psychology, to organizational psychology (see Chapters 12 
and 13), to resolving intergroup conflict (see Chapter 14). In the absence of  system-
atic and controlled social psychological research in most areas, F. Allport (1924) had 
to rely heavily on speculation in his ambitious road map for social psychology as an 
empirical science. We hope that the readers of  this textbook will appreciate the pro-
gress social psychologists have made in less than a century in replacing speculation 
with theory‐guided empirical research.

Social neuroscience is the study of the neural correlates of social psychological 
phenomena (Cacioppo & Berntson, 2005; Ochsner & Lieberman, 2001). Building on 
huge recent advances in the use of non‐invasive techniques for examining the func-
tioning of the human brain, social neuroscience studies participants’ brains while 
they are engaged in processing social information. There are two major approaches 
used by social neuroscience, namely brain mapping and psychological hypothesis 
testing (Amodio, 2010). Brain mapping studies (e.g., by functional magnetic reso-
nance imaging, fMRI; see Figure 1.4a) attempt to identify the neural substrates of 
specific psychological processes. The hypothesis testing approach uses the results of 
brain mapping to test hypotheses about psychological variables.

Social neuroscience is the study of the neural correlates of social psychological 
phenomena (Cacioppo & Berntson, 2005; Ochsner & Lieberman, 2001). Building on 
huge recent advances in the use of non‐invasive techniques for examining the func-
tioning of the human brain, social neuroscience studies participants’ brains while 
they are engaged in processing social information. There are two major approaches 
used by social neuroscience, namely brain mapping and psychological hypothesis 
testing (Amodio, 2010). Brain mapping studies (e.g., by functional magnetic reso-
nance imaging, fMRI; see Figure 1.4a) attempt to identify the neural substrates of 
specific psychological processes. The hypothesis testing approach uses the results of 
brain mapping to test hypotheses about psychological variables.

FIGURE 1.4(B)  An fMRI scan shows activation of the amygdala processing social, fear‐related 
information
Source: Reproduced from Phelps et al. (2000) Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience, Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology Press with permission.
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•	 How can social psychology be defined? Social psychology is often defined as the sci-
entific attempt to understand and explain how thoughts, feelings and behaviours of 
individuals are influenced by the actual, imagined or implied presence of other human 
beings.

•	 How does social psychology differ from other psychological disciplines? One of the main 
differences is the focus on the impact of the characteristics of the social situation on 
thoughts and behaviour of individuals. Although social psychologists might also be 
interested in individual differences, they are usually concerned with individual differ-
ences in responses to characteristics of the social situation.

•	 When was the first social psychology experiment conducted? There are several candidates 
that could claim to have been the first experiment in social psychology, but all were 
conducted just before 1900.

•	 When did the first textbook of social psychology appear? The first textbook that covered 
topics which would still be considered social psychology today was written by Floyd 
Allport (1924).

•	 Was there much social psychological research before World War II? Although there was 
some important research conducted before World War II, most theorizing and research 
considered part of modern social psychology has been published since 1945.

•	 What were the unintended effects of Hitler’s actions on social psychology? World War II cre-
ated interest in social influence and attitude change. But the crimes of the Nazi regime 
also stimulated interest in issues such as conformity and obedience. Finally, the forced 
emigration of Jewish academics strongly shaped the development of social psychology 
in the United States.

•	 Who were the émigrés with the greatest influence on social psychology? The most impor-
tant émigré was Kurt Lewin. He attracted an illustrious group of students who shaped 
social psychology in the decades following World War II. Another influential émigré was 
the Austrian Fritz Heider, who left Europe for personal reasons. He stimulated two theo-
retical traditions, consistency theory and attribution theory, which dominated social 
psychology in the decades following World War II.

•	 Why crises can be good for a field. Social psychology emerged from the crisis stronger 
than it was before. Some of the problems were overcome by theoretical or method-
ological improvements. Others resulted in the emergence of new research areas. For 
example, cultural social psychology was developed to assess the extent to which our 
theories are applicable across cultures (see Chapter 15). A strong applied social psy-
chology was developed to demonstrate the societal relevance of social psychological 
theories and research. As part of addressing the second crisis, methodological safe-
guards were instituted that should make fraud or the use of questionable research 
practices more difficult.

•	 What new theoretical perspectives have emerged during the past few decades? Major sci-
entific perspectives such as consistency theory or attribution theory have faded and 
new perspectives such as social cognition, evolutionary social psychology and social 
neuroscience have emerged.

CHAPTER SUMMARY
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NOTE

1	 Early research reports referred to those who took part in psychological research as ‘subjects’. It is 
now standard practice to refer to them as ‘participants’
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