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The original idea for an Australasian social 
psychology text was born at the annual conference of 
Australasian social psychologists in Ballarat, Victoria, 
in April 1991. We felt that there was an urgent need 
for a comprehensive introductory social psychology 
text written specifically for universities in Australia 
and New Zealand—a text that captured the scope 
and detail of contemporary social psychology as 
an international enterprise, but at the same time 
dealt with the subject in a way that was relevant to 
university teaching and social psychology research in 
Australia and New Zealand.

The first edition was published in 1995 and 
launched at a fine reception, sponsored by Prentice 
Hall Australia, in Hobart at the inaugural meeting of 
the Society of Australasian Social Psychologists. It was 
very successful. It received an award for excellence in 
the tertiary educational publishing sector and was 
quickly adopted and widely used at universities in 
Australia and New Zealand. We felt vindicated.

Subsequent editions followed fast upon earlier 
editions—no sooner did one edition appear in book-
shops than, it seemed, we were hard at work preparing 
the next. The second edition was published in 1998 
and introduced at the annual meeting of the Society 
of Australasian Social Psychologists in Christchurch. 
This edition was a relatively modest revision aimed 
primarily at improving layout and presentation, 
though the text and coverage were thoroughly 
updated, and we raised the profile of some applied 
topics in social psychology.

The third edition, published in 2002 and 
launched in Adelaide at the annual meeting of the 
Society of Australasian Social Psychologists, was 
short-listed for an award for excellence in tertiary 
education publishing. It represented a major revision 
to accommodate significant changes in the field 
since the first edition. The structure and approach 
remained the same but some chapters were dropped, 
some were rewritten, others were amalgamated, and 
some entirely new chapters were written. In addition, 
the text was updated and the layout and presentation 
significantly improved.

The fourth edition was published in 2005—it too 
was short-listed for an award for excellence in tertiary 
education publishing. This was a more modest revision 
aimed mainly at updating the field, and improving on 

explication, pedagogy, and layout and presentation. 
The book had now graduated to glorious full colour. 
Most of the planning was done sitting at cafés and 
restaurants around the edge of Auckland’s beautiful 
harbour, while the America’s Cup was under way, 
with the authors looking for inspiration from the 
lovely yachts racing about us. 

Following meetings between Graham and Mike in 
Noosa in 2004, and then Townsville in 2005, material 
for the fifth edition was thoroughly updated and some 
chapters and sections of chapters were significantly 
rewritten. The focus was on content and explication 
rather than pedagogy and layout. However, we 
retained the structure and approach of previous 
editions and framed it with the same scientific and 
educational philosophy. 

The sixth edition, published in 2011, was again a 
relatively significant revision in which we thoroughly 
updated material to reflect changes in the field and 
renamed and repositioned some chapters. The 
book was planned and set in motion over a week in 
November 2007 when Graham and Mike holed-up 
in Mike’s new home in the Santa Monica Mountains 
just outside Los Angeles. The book was written in late 
2009 and early 2010 while Mike was in Los Angeles 
and Graham was in Auckland.

The seventh edition
Although the fifth and sixth editions were both 
significant revisions, this seventh edition is also a 
relatively significant revision, in which we have 
focused on updating material to reflect important 
advances in the field (there are well over 250 new 
references) but have not made dramatic changes. 
We have retained the structure and approach of 
previous editions and the book is framed by the same 
scientific and educational philosophy as before. We 
have improved the narrative throughout; significantly 
rewritten large portions of text; updated real-world 
examples; provided new figures, boxes and photos; 
and, for the first time, have included an Advisory 
Editorial Board to cover Australian and New Zealand 
social psychology against a backdrop of our discipline. 
Specific changes include:
• coverage of social neuroscience and fMRI-based 

research and ideas where relevant

Preface
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• significant revision of the culture chapter, Chapter 16
• more on affect, emotion and intergroup emotions
• revision and updating of material on corres-

pond ence bias, social representations, conspiracy 
theories, terror management theory and the social 
psychology of power

• increased coverage of social deviance, intergroup 
criticism, subjective group dynamics and ostracism

• updating of the leadership section to cover 
research on the glass cliff, innovation credit, 
dictatorial leadership, and social identity-based 
and intergroup leadership

• new coverage of ‘culture of honour’ and of 
critiques of social dominance theory

• significantly revised treatment of language and 
communication to update coverage of discourse 
and intergroup communication, and to build in 
fuller reference to social media and electronic 
communication.
To plan the structure of the book in detail, Mike 

visited Graham in Auckland for a week in December 
2011 where he was greeted by a minor South 
Pacific storm—it rained torrentially and blew a gale 
continuously. No opportunity to venture out, so we 
got a lot of work done and were forced to hide out 
in classy cafés and restaurants overlooking Auckland’s 
rain-soaked harbour and wind-blasted yachts. Mike 
finally escaped to California where he successfully 
evaded bushfires. When calm was finally restored in 
the second half of 2012, the writing itself began in 
earnest and was completed by Easter 2013.

Writing a big book like this is a courageous 
undertaking, with a great deal of drama and even 
more hard slog. We are delighted to acknowledge our 
wonderful publishing team at Pearson Australia, in 
particular Lucy Elliott, Katie Pittard, Sandra Goodall 
and Megan Retka-Tidd, and in the latter stages our 
eagle-eyed copy editor, Kathryn Lamberton. Their 
dedication to the job and good humour helped us 
through. As always, we thank those close to us—our 
family, friends and colleagues—for their patience and 
support. The most special thanks go to our partners, 
Jan and Alison. Mike would also like to mention his 
kids—Jessica, James, Samuel and Joseph—who, with 
university beckoning, might even encounter this book!

 How to use this book
This seventh edition is a completely up-to-date and 
comprehensive coverage of social psychology as an 

international scientific enterprise, written from the 
perspective of European social psychology and located 
in the cultural and educational context of people 
living in Australia and New Zealand.

The book has a range of pedagogical features to 
facilitate independent study. At the end of Chapter 1 
we outline important primary and review sources 
for finding out more about specific topics in social 
psychology. Within the chapters some material 
appears in labelled boxes: many boxes are labelled 
research highlight and others describe a research classic. 
To capture social psychology’s relevance in applied 
settings such as the study of organisations, health-
related behaviour and the criminal justice system there 
are research and applications boxes. Our final category of 
box is called real world to illustrate the operation 
of social psychological principles in everyday life, or 
in wider sociopolitical or historical contexts.

Each chapter opens with a table of contents and 
some focus questions that help you think about the 
material, and closes with a detailed summary of the 
chapter contents, a list of key terms, some guided 
questions and a fully annotated list of further reading. 
At the end of each chapter we also have a section 
called Literature, film and TV. Social psychology is 
part of everyday life—so, not surprisingly, social 
psychological themes are often creatively and vividly 
explored in popular media. The Literature, film and TV 
section directs you to some classic and contemporary 
works we feel have a particular relevance to social 
psychological themes.

As with the earlier editions, the book has a logical 
structure, with earlier chapters leading into later ones. 
It is not essential to read the book from beginning 
to end—the chapters are carefully cross-referenced 
so that, with a few exceptions, chapters or groups 
of chapters can be read independently in almost any 
order.

However, some chapters are better read in 
sequence. For example, it is better to read Chapter 5 
before tackling Chapter 6 (both deal with aspects of 
attitudes), Chapter 8 before Chapter 9 (both deal with 
group processes), and Chapter 10 before Chapter 11 
(both deal with intergroup behaviour). It may also be 
interesting to reflect back on Chapter 4 (the self ) when 
you read Chapter 16 (culture). Chapter 1 describes the 
structure of the book, why we decided to write it and 
how it should be read—it is worthwhile reading the 
last section of Chapter 1 before starting later chapters. 
Chapter 1 also defines social psychology—its aims, its 
methods and its history. Some of this material might 

xiiiPREFACE
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benefit from being reread after you have studied the 
other chapters and have become familiar with some 
of the theories, topics and issues of social psychology.

The primary target of our book is the student, 
though we intend it to be of use also to teachers and 
researchers of social psychology. We will be grateful 
to any among you who might take the time to share 
your reactions with us.

Graham Vaughan, Auckland 
Michael Hogg, Los Angeles 
April 2013

  Advisory editorial 
board

Mariette Berndsen (Flinders University of South 
Australia)

Kelly Fielding (University of Queensland)
Julie Fitness (Macquarie University)
Jamin Halberstadt (University of Otago)
Michael Halloran (LaTrobe University)
Matthew Hornsey (University of Queensland)
Yoshi Kashima (Melbourne University)
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Nickola Overall (University of Auckland)
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Mark Rubin (University of Newcastle)
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Emma Thomas (Murdoch University)
Janine Webb (Deakin University)
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Each chapter begins with Chapter contents—a quick outline 
of the concepts and theories to be covered in the chapter.

Focus questions are a series of thought-provoking 
statements, questions and vignettes that are designed to 
get you thinking about some of the areas on which social 
psychology can shed light. As you read through each chapter, 
you will be asked to re�ect on these questions to see how your 
new understanding of social psychology might inform, and 
possibly change, your initial reactions. You will �nd additional 
resources to accompany this feature, including video and audio 
clips, on MyPsychLab at www.pearson.com.au/vaughan7

Guided tour

Chapter

CHAPTER CONTENTS
Seeking the causes of behaviour

How do we attribute causality, and why is it important?
People as naive psychologists
From acts to dispositions
People as everyday scientists

Extensions of attribution theory
Explaining our emotions
Attributions for our own behaviour
Acts that are stable and controlled 

Applying attribution theory
Individual di�erences and attributional styles
Interpersonal relationships

Biases in attribution
Correspondence bias and the fundamental attribution error
The actor–observer e�ect
The false consensus e�ect
Self-serving biases

Intergroup attribution
Attribution and stereotyping

Social knowledge and societal attributions
Social representations
Rumour
Conspiracy theories
Societal attributions
Culture’s contribution

FOCUS QUESTIONS
1 Helen is angry with her husband Lewis who avoids 

approaching his boss for a pay rise. Lewis argues that the 
timing is not right. Helen says he simply fails to face up to 
people. How are these attributions di�erent in kind? Watch 
Helen and Lewis debate this issue in Chapter 3 of MyPsychLab 
at www.pearson.com.au/mypsychlab (watch Social 
perception).

2 You read a newspaper report about a rape case in which the 
defence lawyer pointed out that the young woman who was 
the victim was dressed provocatively. What attributional error 
is involved here?

3 The job market was tight and Rajna began to worry that she 
might be made redundant. Then she heard a rumour that the 
worst had come—several sta� were about to be �red. She was 
itching to pass this on to the next colleague whom she saw. 
Why would Rajna want to spread the rumour further?

Attribution and social 
explanation3

Equipped with these processes, Moreland and Levine (1982, 1984) provide a detailed account 
of the passage of individual members through the group (see Figure 8.13). There are five 
distinct phases of group socialisation, involving reciprocal evaluation and influence by group 
and individual, each heralded and/or concluded by a clear role transition (see Box 8.1).

Phases of group socialisation
Moreland and Levine (1982, 1984; Moreland, Levine & Cini, 1993) distinguished �ve phases of group socialisation (see Figure 8.13):

1 Investigation. The group recruits prospective members, who in turn reconnoitre the group. This can be more formal, involving 
interviews and questionnaires (e.g. joining an organisation), or less formal (e.g. associating yourself with a student political society). 
A successful outcome leads to a role transition: entry to the group.

2 Socialisation. The group assimilates new members, educating them in its ways. In turn, new members try to get the group to 
accommodate their views. Socialisation can be unstructured and informal, but also quite formal (e.g. an organisation’s induction 
program). Successful socialisation is marked by acceptance.

3 Maintenance. Role negotiation takes place between full members. Role dissatisfaction can lead to a role transition called 
divergence, which can be unexpected and unplanned. It can also be expected—a typical group feature (e.g. university students who 
diverge by graduating and leaving university).

4 Resocialisation. When divergence is expected, resocialisation is unlikely; when it is unexpected, the member is marginalised into a 
deviant role and tries to become resocialised. If successful, full membership is reinstated; if unsuccessful, the individual leaves. Exit 
can be marked by elaborate retirement ceremonies (e.g. the ritualistic stripping of insignia in a court martial).

5 Remembrance. After the individual leaves the group both parties reminisce. This may be a fond recall of the ‘remember when …’ 
type or the more extreme exercise of a totalitarian regime in rewriting history.

Source: Moreland & Levine (1982). 

Figure 8.13 A model of the process of group socialisation

Group socialisation. The passage of an individual member through a group is accompanied by variation in commitment and is marked by role discontinuities

Source: Moreland & Levine (1982) 
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Research and applications boxes emphasise the 
wider relevance of social psychological insights, 
giving detailed examples of contemporary 
research and practice in social psychology and 
related areas, such as organisational, health and 
criminal justice settings.

that there was little anti-Chinese prejudice. After returning home, LaPiere contacted 
128 of these establishments with the question, ‘Will you accept members of the Chinese 
race as guests in your establishment?’ The responses included 92 per cent ‘No’, 7 per cent 
‘Uncertain, depends on circumstances’ and 1 per cent ‘Yes’. It would appear there was 
overwhelming prejudice!

An implication of LaPiere’s real-world study is that prejudice can be difficult to detect. 
A controlled experiment that nicely illustrates this was conducted later by Sam Gaertner 
and Jack Dovidio (1977). Caucasian female undergraduates waiting to participate in an 
experiment overheard a supposed ‘emergency’ in an adjoining room in which several chairs 
seemed to fall on a female confederate, who was either Caucasian or African American. 
The participants were led to believe that they were alone with the confederate or that 
there were two other potential helpers. Ordinarily, we would expect the usual bystander 
effect (see Chapter 13 for details), in which participants would be less willing to go to 
the aid of the ‘victim’ when other potential helpers were available. Figure 10.1 shows that 
there was only a weak bystander effect when the victim was Caucasian, but that the effect 
was greatly amplified when the victim was African American (compare columns 3 and 4). 
The Caucasian participants discriminated overtly against the African American victim only 
when other potential helpers were present. There is an important lesson here: under certain 
circumstances, prejudice may go undetected. If the ‘two potential helpers’ condition had 
not been included, this experiment would have revealed that Caucasian women were more 
willing to aid an African American victim than a Caucasian victim. It was only with the 
inclusion of the ‘two potential helpers’ condition that underlying prejudice was revealed. 

Prejudice and discrimination on campus

The emergence of a fictional ‘stigmatised group’

Joe Forgas (1983) has shown that students have clear beliefs about di�erent campus groups. One such target group was ‘engineering 
students’, who were described in terms of their drinking habits (beer, and lots of it), their cultural preferences (sports and little else) and 
their style of dress (practical and conservative). This is a prejudgement, insofar as it is assumed that all engineering students are like this. 
If these beliefs (the cognitive component) are not associated with any strong feelings (a�ect) or any particular intention to act (conation), 
then no real problem exists and we would probably not call this a prejudice—simply a harmless generalisation (see Chapter 5 for a 
discussion of the tripartite model of attitude).

However, if these beliefs were associated with strong negative feelings about engineering students and their characteristics, then 
a pattern of conations would almost inevitably arise. If you hated and despised engineering students and their characteristics, and felt 
that they were less than human, you would probably intend to avoid them, perhaps humiliate them whenever possible, and even dream 
of a brave new world without them

This is now quite clearly prejudice, but it may still not be much of a social problem. Strong social, and legislative, pressures would 
inhibit public expression of such extreme views or the realisation of conation in action, so people would probably be unaware that 
others shared their views. However, if people became aware that their prejudices were widely shared, they might engage in discussion 
and form organisations to represent their views. Under these circumstances, more extreme conations might arise, such as suggestions 
to isolate engineering students in one part of the campus and deny them access to certain resources on campus (e.g. the bar, or the 
student union building). Individuals or small groups might now feel empowered to discriminate against individual engineering students, 
although wider social pressures would probably prevent widespread discrimination.

However, if the students gained legitimate overall power in the university, they would be free to put their plans into action. They 
could indulge in systematic discrimination against engineering students: deny them their human rights, degrade and humiliate them, 
herd them into ghettos behind barbed wire, and systematically exterminate them. Prejudice would have become enshrined in, and 
legitimated by, the norms and practices of the community. 

Real world   10.1
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Real world boxes present everyday examples 
of social psychology in action, applying social 
psychological principles to familiar real-world 
scenarios.

 Can attitudes predict behaviour?
Why study attitudes if scientists disagree about how best to define them? One answer is 
that attitudes may be useful for predicting what people will do—maybe if we change people’s 
attitudes, we might be able to change their behaviour. Perhaps with tongue in cheek, Crano 
and Prislin have written in a recent review: ‘Because attitudes predict behavior, they are 
considered the crown jewel of social psychology’ (2006, p. 360). As we shall see, a number 
of behavioural scientists have questioned this assumption.

For instance, Gregson and Stacey (1981) found only a small positive correlation between 
attitudes and self-reported alcohol consumption. Furthermore, there was no evidence of 
any benefits in focusing on attitude change rather than on economic incentives to control 
alcohol use (e.g. avoiding fines, increasing taxes). This sort of finding has caused some critics 
to question the utility of the concept of attitude: if attitude measures bear no relation to what 
people actually do, then what is the use of the concept? It is interesting that an early study of 
ethnic attitudes by LaPiere (1934) revealed a glaring inconsistency between what people do 
and what they say (see Box 5.1; see also Chapter 10).

Following LaPiere’s study, which vividly called into question the predictive utility of 
questionnaires, researchers have used more sophisticated methods to study the attitude–
behaviour relationship, but still mainly found relatively low correspondence between 
questionnaire measures of attitudes and measures of actual behaviour. After reviewing this 
research, Wicker (1969) concluded that the correlation between attitudes and behaviour is 
seldom as high as 0.30 (which, when squared, indicates that only 9 per cent of the variability 
in a behaviour is accounted for by an attitude). In fact, Wicker found that the average 
correlation between attitudes and behaviour was only 0.15. This view was seized upon 
during the 1970s as damning evidence—the attitude concept is not worth a fig, since it has 
little predictive power. A sense of despair settled on the field (Abelson, 1972). Nevertheless, 
attitudes are still being researched (Banaji & Heiphetz, 2010; Fazio & Olson, 2003a), and the 
topic commands two chapters of this book.

What gradually emerged was that attitudes and overt behaviour are not related in a 
one-to-one fashion. There are conditions that promote or disrupt the correspondence 

Do attitudes really predict behaviour?
The sociologist Richard LaPiere (1934) was interested in the di�erence between prejudiced attitudes towards Chinese in general and 
discriminatory behaviours towards a Chinese couple in particular. In the early 1930s, anti-Asian prejudice was quite strong among 
Americans. LaPiere embarked on a 10 000-mile sightseeing tour of the United States, accompanied by two young Chinese friends. They 
visited 66 hotels, caravan parks and tourist homes and were served in 184 restaurants. As they went from place to place, LaPiere was 
concerned that his friends might not be accepted but, as it turned out, they were refused service only once.

Six months after their trip, LaPiere sent a questionnaire to all the places they had visited, asking, ‘Will you accept members of 
the Chinese race as guests in your establishment?’ Of the 81 restaurants and 47 hotels that replied, 92 per cent said that they would 
not accept Chinese customers! Only 1 per cent said they would accept them, and the remainder checked ‘Uncertain, depends on 
circumstances’. These written replies from the erstwhile hosts directly contradicted the way they had actually behaved.

This study was not, of course, scienti�cally designed—perhaps the people who responded to the letters were not those who 
dealt face-to-face with the Chinese couple; they might have responded di�erently in writing if they had been told that the couple was 
educated and well dressed; attitudes may have changed in the six months between the two measures. Nevertheless, the problem that 
LaPiere had unearthed provided an early challenge to the validity of the concept of attitude. 

Research classic   5.1

CHAPTER 5: AT TITUDES142

Research classic boxes summarise classic 
research studies, highlight their continuing 
relevance and discuss new developments. These 
are in�uential studies that represent turning 
points in the development of social psychology.
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GUIDED QUESTIONS
1 The university doctor wants your classmate Joseph to stop 

smoking. She thinks she might ask him to look at a large jar 
containing a chemical solution and a diseased lung. Why might 
this not work very well? Watch real-life clips of people justifying 
why they smoke, or do not smoke, in Chapter 6 of MyPsychLab 
at www.pearson.com.au/mypsychlab (watch The need to 
justify our actions).

2 How e�ective is it to use fear as the basis of a persuasive 
message?

3 The sleeper e�ect has been described as an ‘old chestnut’. Do 
you think it still has some merit?

4 Describe any one multiple-request tactic for gaining 
compliance. Can you think of an everyday example where it has 
been used?

5 If your aim was to ‘inoculate’ someone against an upcoming 
propaganda campaign how would you go about it? 

Tin Men
Comedy written and directed by Barry Levinson from 1987, starring Richard Dreyfuss and Danny DeVito. Two aluminium salesmen are in 
competition. They use all their skills of persuasion to outsell each other.

Glengarry Glen Ross
A 1992 �lm directed by James Foley, written by David Mamet, and starring Jack Lemmon, Al Pacino, Ed Harris, Kevin Spacey, Alec 
Baldwin and others. The �lm is about a real estate o�ce and the di�erent ways in which salesmen under pressure try to sell, and to 
persuade others.

Frost/Nixon
In the summer of 1977 ex-president Richard Nixon, three years after being forced from o�ce in disgrace for the Watergate scandal, 
decides to put the record straight and repair his legacy through a televised interview. He chooses the breezy, young jet-setting British 
interviewer David Frost. What follows, in this 2009 �lm, is an exercise in persuasion and attitude change as Nixon (played by Frank 
Langella) cleverly seems to prevail over Frost (played by Michael Sheen) for most of the interview and surrounding events.

The Godfather trilogy: 1901–1980
All three Godfather movies together (1992). Directed by Francis Ford Coppola, and with stars such as Marlon Brando, Al Pacino, Robert 
Duvall, James Caan, Robert de Niro, Diane Keaton, Andy Garcia and even the young So�a Coppola. A trilogy about the persuasive power 
exerted by the Ma�a through fear, and the actual, implied or imagined presence of the Godfather.

Milk 
This 2008 �lm directed by Gus Van Sant chronicles the life of Harvey Milk (played by Sean Penn), a gay rights activist who was the �rst 
openly gay person to be elected to public o�ce in California. The �lm focuses on the period between when Milk arrived in San Francisco 
in 1970 and his assassination in o�ce in 1978—during this period Milk fought against right-wing, reactionary homophobia aimed at 
restricting the rights of gay people. This �lm highlights the challenge of changing people’s attitudes, especially when social change 
looms and their attitudes are grounded in deep-seated fears and prejudices. 

The Motorcycle Diaries
A beautifully �lmed and highly absorbing 2004 biopic (in Spanish with English subtitles) chronicling the 1952 road trip, initially by 
motorcycle, through South America by 23-year-old Ernesto Guevara (played by Gael Garcia Bernal) and his friend Alberto Granado 
(played by Rodrigo de la Serna). The trip is initially a hedonistic expression of youth, but through their encounters with grinding poverty 
and with disadvantage, injustice and oppression, Guevara’s attitudes, world view and life priorities are gradually transformed. The trip 
(which Guevara himself documented in a memoir/travelogue) was the catalyst for Ernesto’s transformation into the now legendary 
Marxist revolutionary Che Guevara.

Literature, film and TV  
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This behaviour implies a norm and consequently there 
is pressure against non-conformity. Inaction on the part 
of the majority is interpreted as tacit confirmation of the 
norm, which consequently amplifies pressures against 
non-conformity.

By focusing on norms, emergent norm theory 
acknowledges that members of a crowd may communicate 
with one another in the elaboration of appropriate 
norms of action. However, the general nature of 
crowd behaviour is influenced by the role of distinctive 
behaviour, which is presumably behaviour that is 
relatively rare in most people’s daily lives: for instance, 
antisocial behaviour. Two other critical observations 
have been made. Diener (1980) correctly observes that 
a norm-regulated crowd would have to be a self-aware 
crowd (there is no need for people to comply with norms 
unless they are identifiable and thus individuated and 
self-aware), yet evidence indicates that self-awareness 
is very low in crowds. Indeed, an experiment by Leon 
Mann and his colleagues (Mann, Newton & Innes, 
1982) supports Diener’s view: irrespective of whether a 
norm of leniency or aggressiveness had been established 
by a confederate, participants were more aggressive 
when anonymous than when identifiable. However, 
anonymous participants were also more aggressive when 
the aggressive norm was in place.

The second critical observation comes from Steve Reicher (1982, 1987), who reminds us 
that crowds rarely come together in a normative vacuum. More often than not, members of a 
crowd congregate for a specific purpose and thus bring with them a clear set of shared norms 
to regulate their behaviour as members of a specific group (e.g. a crowd of people welcoming 
the Queen, watching the Olympics, demonstrating outside Parliament, or protesting on 
campus). The lack of tradition of established norms that Turner refers to may be more myth 
than reality. There is a logic to the crowd, Reicher argues, that is not adequately captured 
by emergent norm theory.

Distinctive behaviour, or behaviour of distinctive
individuals, is perceived as the implicit norm

Ad hoc collection of individuals with no history of
association; therefore, no pre-existent norms

Inaction of majority interpreted as tacit con�rmation of
the norm; pressures against non-conformity increase

Normative in�uence comes into play, creating
pressures against non-conformity

Collective
behaviour

Figure 11.15 Emergent norm theory

In initially normless crowds, distinctive behaviours are the basis for a 
relevant norm to emerge to regulate behaviour

Source: based on Turner & Killian (1957) 

Emergent norm theory Was urban disorder 
in London in 2011 a response to primitive 
aggressive instincts—or was it an extreme 
example of normatively regulated goal-oriented 
action?

CHAPTER 11: INTERGROUP  BEHAVIOUR396
All chapters are richly illustrated with diagrams and photographs. 
Clear and concise de�nitions of key terms can be found in the 
margins and in a comprehensive Glossary at the end of the book. 
You can test your knowledge of the key terms using the Flashcards 
feature available at www.pearson.com.au/vaughan7

Key terms
Action research 195
Attitude change 174
Audience 178
Cognitive consistency  

theories 196
Cognitive dissonance 174
Compliance 190
Discon�rmation bias 187
Door-in-the-face tactic 193
E�ort justi�cation 198

Elaboration–likelihood  
model 187

Foot-in-the-door tactic 191
Forewarning 207
Heuristic–systematic  

model 188
Induced compliance 200
Ingratiation 191
Inoculation 207
Low-ball tactic 194

Message 178
Mindlessness 194
Moderator variable 186
Multiple requests 191
Persuasive communication 175
Post-decisional con�ict 201
Reactance 206
Reciprocity principle 191
Representativeness  

heuristic 203

Selective exposure  
hypothesis 197

Self-a�rmation theory 203
Self-perception theory 205
Sleeper e�ect 183
Source 178
Terror management  

theory 182
Third-person e�ect 177

Summary
●● The Yale research program was a major approach to the study 

of communication and persuasion. It focused on three kinds 
of factors: the source of a message (who factors), the message 
itself (what factors), and the audience (to whom factors).

●● A communicator variable that has been studied in some 
depth is source credibility. A well-researched message 
variable is an appeal based on fear. There has been renewed 
interest in the sleeper e�ect, according to which some 
messages gain impact after the passage of time.

●● Two important areas of our lives that employ relevant 
principles from social-psychological research are advertising 
and political propaganda.

●● Two models dealing with how a persuasive message 
is learned draw heavily on social cognition. Petty and 
Cacioppo’s elaboration–likelihood model proposes that, 
when people attend to a message carefully, they use a 
central route to process it; otherwise they use a peripheral 
route. Chaiken’s heuristic–systematic model suggests that 
people use systematic processing when they attend to a 
message carefully; otherwise they use heuristic processing. 
The models are not in con�ict.

●● A variety of techniques that deal with ways of inducing 
another person to comply with our requests have been 
intensively studied: these include ingratiation, reciprocity 
and guilt arousal. There are also multiple-request techniques 
(foot-in-the-door, door-in-the-face and low-balling), in 
which a �rst request functions as a set-up for the second, real 
request.

●● Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory is a major approach 
to the topic of attitude change. It addresses not only con�ict 
between a person’s beliefs but also discrepancy between 
behaviour and underlying attitudes, and behaviour and self-
conception. It includes three variations on the way in which 
dissonance is brought about: e�ort justi�cation, induced 
compliance, and free choice.

●● Reactance is an increase in resistance to persuasion when 
the communicator’s e�orts to persuade are obvious. 
Techniques for building up resistance include forewarning 
and the inoculation defence. In recent years, manufacturing 
companies have used inoculating media releases to shore up 
consumer loyalty. 

CHAPTER 6: PERSUASION AND AT TITUDE CHANGE210

At the end of each chapter the Summary pulls 
together key points to help you consolidate your 
knowledge and understanding and to provide an 
excellent starting point for revision.

Literature, �lm and TV o�ers the opportunity to explore key 
social psychological concepts using examples from popular media. 
A mixture of classic and contemporary examples is included, from 
the disintegration of social norms in Lord of the Flies to attitude 
change and persuasion tactics in Frost/Nixon.

Guided questions enable readers to test their knowledge and 
prepare for assessment with essay questions based on the chapter 
content. Further guidance on how to answer these questions can 
be found on MyPsychLab at www.pearson.com.au/vaughan7, 
along with links to additional resources.

Learn more sections provide annotated further reading lists, 
guiding you towards the right resources to help you take your 
learning further.

xviiGUIDED TOUR

Copyright © Pearson Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd) 2014 – 9781442560697 – Vaughan/Social Psychology 7e



  A guided tour for students and educators

Formative assessment: Instant 
feedback is given to students along 
with additional assets to enhance the 
learning process. This ensures students 
understand what they are learning as 
they advance through the study plan.

Educator resources: A highly functional 
gradebook lets educators easily grade 
preloaded assessments and track students’ 
success on a class or individual level. 
Furthermore, educators can assign resources 
to individual students to ensure each student is 
able to understand all of the course materials, 
either preloaded or customised by the Educator. 

MyPsychLab for Social Psychology, 7th edition

xviii GUIDED TOUR
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Study plan: A study plan is generated 
from each student’s results on pre-tests. 
Students can clearly see which learning 
objectives they have mastered and, more 
importantly, which they need to work on. 

Learning resources: To further reinforce 
understanding, Pegasus MyLabs contain 
multimedia learning resources. Whether they 
are simulations or a video series, interactive 
resources are available for students ensuring 
each individual is able to comprehend the 
course material.

MyPsychLab www.pearson.com.au/vaughan7

xixGUIDED TOUR
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Purchasing access
If your textbook did not come bundled with a MyPsychLab access code, you can purchase an access code at 
www.mypearsonstore.com.au

Lecturer access
To organise a demonstration, training and/or access to MyPsychLab, please contact your Pearson educational 
consultant. If you are unsure of your consultant’s contact details, please go to ‘Contact us’ at www.pearson.
com.au/General/ContactUs/RepFinder.aspx 

  For lecturers: the teaching and learning package
A full suite of lecturer support material is provided with this textbook, including:
• a comprehensive, downloadable instructor’s manual
• multiple-choice question test bank
• a digital image bank
• additional video and audio-based media assign ments and an online media library.

xx GUIDED TOUR
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Chapter

CHAPTER CONTENTS
What is social psychology?
Social psychology and its close neighbours
Topics of social psychology

Methodological issues
Scienti�c method
Experiments
Non-experimental methods
Data and analysis

Research ethics
Physical welfare of participants
Respect for privacy
Use of deception
Informed consent
Debrie�ng

Theoretical issues
Theories in social psychology
Social psychology in crisis?
Reductionism and levels of explanation

Historical context
Social psychology in the 19th century
The rise of experimentation
Later in�uences
The journals

Social psychology in Australia and New Zealand
Its origins
Later trends

About this book

FOCUS QUESTIONS
1 Would it ever be ethically acceptable to conceal aspects of 

the true purpose and nature of a psychology experiment from 
someone volunteering to take part?

2 How complete an explanation of social behaviour do you 
think evolution provides? See students describe qualities 
with evolutionary signi�cance that they would look for in a 
mate in the video Choosing a mate (go to Student resources > 
Chapter 1 of MyPsychLab at www.pearson.com.au/
vaughan7).

3 Many social psychology texts give the impression that social 
psychology is an American discipline. Do you have a view on 
this?

Introducing social  
psychology1
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 What is social psychology?
Social psychology has been defined as ‘the scientific investigation of how the thoughts, feelings 
and behaviours of individuals are influenced by the actual, imagined or implied presence of 
others’ (G. W. Allport, 1954a, p. 5). But what does this mean? What do social psychologists 
actually do, how do they do it, and what do they study?

Social psychologists are interested in explaining human behaviour and generally do not 
study animals. Some general principles of social psychology may be applicable to animals, 
and research on animals may provide evidence for processes that generalise to people (e.g. 
social facilitation—see Chapter 8). Furthermore, certain principles of social behaviour may 
be general enough to apply to humans and, for instance, other primates (e.g. Hinde, 1982). 
As a rule, however, social psychologists believe that the study of animals does not take us 
very far in explaining human social behaviour, unless we are interested in its evolutionary 
origins (e.g. Neuberg, Kenrick & Schaller, 2010; Schaller, Simpson & Kenrick, 2006).

Social psychologists study behaviour because behaviour can be observed and measured. 
However, behaviour refers not only to obvious motor activities (such as running, kissing, 
driving) but also to more subtle actions such as a raised eyebrow, a quizzical smile or how 
we dress, and, critically important in human behaviour, what we say and what we write. In 
this sense, behaviour is publicly verifiable. However, the meaning attached to behaviour is a 
matter of theoretical perspective, cultural background or personal interpretation.

Social psychologists are interested not only in behaviour, but also in feelings, thoughts, 
beliefs, attitudes, intentions and goals. These are not directly observable but can, with 
varying degrees of confidence, be inferred from behaviour; and to a varying extent may 
influence or even determine behaviour. The relationship between these unobservable 
processes and overt behaviour is in itself a focus of research; for example, in research 
on attitude–behaviour correspondence (see Chapter 5) and research on prejudice and 
discrimination (see Chapter 10). Unobservable processes are also the psychological 
dimension of behaviour, as they occur within the human brain. However, social 
psychologists almost always go one step beyond relating social behaviour to underlying 
psychological processes—they almost always relate psychological aspects of behaviour to 
more fundamental cognitive processes and structures in the human mind and sometimes 
to neuro-chemical processes in the brain (see Chapter 2).

What makes social psychology social is that it deals with how people are affected by other 
people who are physically present (e.g. an audience—see Chapter 8) or who are imagined to 
be present (e.g. anticipating performing in front of an audience), or even whose presence is 
implied. This last influence is more complex and addresses the fundamentally social nature 
of our experiences as humans. For instance, we tend to think with words; words derive 
from language and communication; and language and communication would not exist 
without social interaction (see Chapter 15). Thought, which is an internalised and private 
activity that can occur when we are alone, is thus clearly based on implied presence. As 
another example of implied presence, consider that most of us do not litter, even if no 
one is watching and even if there is no possibility of ever being caught. This is because 
people, through the agency of society, have constructed a powerful social convention or 
norm that proscribes such behaviour. Such a norm implies the presence of other people and 
‘determines’ behaviour even in their absence (see Chapters 7 and 8).

Social psychology is a science  because it uses the scientific method to construct and test 
theories. Just as physics has concepts such as electrons, quarks and spin to explain physical 
phenomena, social psychology has concepts such as dissonance, attitude, categorisation and 
identity to explain social psychological phenomena. The scientific method dictates that no 
theory is ‘true’ simply because it is logical and seems to make sense. On the contrary, the 
validity of a theory is based on its correspondence with fact. Social psychologists construct 

Social psychology 
Scienti�c investigation 
of how people’s 
thoughts, feelings 
and behaviour are 
in�uenced by the 
actual, imagined or 
implied presence of 
others. 

Behaviour 
What people actually 
do that can be 
objectively measured.

Science 
Method for studying 
nature that involves the 
collecting of data to 
test hypotheses. 

Theory 
Set of interrelated 
concepts and principles 
that explain a 
phenomenon. 
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theories from data and/or previous theories and then conduct empirical research, in which 
data are collected to test the theory (see below).

Social psychology and its close neighbours
Social psychology is poised at the crossroads of a number of related disciplines and subdisciplines 
(see Figure 1.1). It is a subdiscipline of general psychology and is therefore concerned with 
explaining human behaviour in terms of processes that occur within the human mind. It 
differs from individual psychology in that it explains social behaviour, as defined in the previous 
section. For example, a general psychologist might be interested in perceptual processes that 
are responsible for people overestimating the size of coins. However, a social psychologist 
might focus on the fact that coins have value (a case of implied presence, because the value of 
something generally depends on what others think), and that perceived value might influence the 
judgement of size. A great deal of social psychology is concerned with face-to-face interaction 
between individuals or among members of groups, whereas general psychology focuses on 
people’s reactions to stimuli that do not have to be social (e.g. shapes, colours, sounds).

The boundary between individual and social psychology is approached from both 
sides. For instance, having developed a comprehensive and highly influential theory of the 
individual human mind, Sigmund Freud set out, in his 1921 essay ‘Group psychology and 
the analysis of the ego’, to develop a social psychology. Freudian, or psychodynamic, notions 
have left an enduring mark on social psychology (Billig, 1976), in particular in the explanation 
of prejudice (see Chapter 10). Since the late 1970s, social psychology has been strongly 
influenced by cognitive psychology, in an attempt to employ its methods (e.g. reaction time) 
and its concepts (e.g. memory) to explain a wide range of social behaviours. In fact, what 
is called social cognition (see Chapter 2) is the dominant approach in contemporary social 
psychology (Fiske & Taylor, 2008; Moskowitz, 2005; Ross, Lepper & Ward, 2010), and it 
surfaces in almost all areas of the discipline (Devine, Hamilton & Ostrom, 1994). In recent 
years, the study of brain biochemistry and neuroscience (Gazzaniga, Ivry & Mangun, 2009) 
has also influenced social psychology (Lieberman, 2010).

Data 
Publicly veri�able 
observations. 

Cognitive
psychology

Economics

Individual
psychology

Social
anthropology

Sociology

Sociolinguistics
Language

Communication

Social
psychology

Figure 1.1 Social psychology and some 
close scienti�c neighbours

Social psychology draws on a number of 
subdisciplines in general psychology for concepts 
and methods of research. It also has fruitful 
connections with other disciplines, mostly in the 
social sciences.
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Social psychology also has links with sociology 
and social anthropology, mostly in studying groups, 
social and cultural norms, social representations, 
and language and intergroup behaviour. In general, 
sociology focuses on how groups, organisations, 
social categories and societies are organised, how 
they function and how they change. The unit 
of analysis (i.e. the focus of research and theory) 
is the group as a whole rather than the individual 
people who make up the group. Sociology is a social 
science whereas social psychology is a behavioural 
science—a disciplinary difference with far-reaching 
consequences for how one studies and explains 
human behaviour.

Social anthropology is much like sociology but 
historically has focused on ‘exotic’ societies (i.e. non-industrial tribal societies that exist or 
have existed largely in developing countries). Social psychology deals with many of the same 
phenomena but seeks to explain how individual human interaction and human cognition 
influence ‘culture’ and, in turn, are influenced or constructed by culture (Heine, 2012; Smith, 
Bond & Kağitçibaşi, 2006; see also Chapter 16). The unit of analysis is the individual person 
within the group. In reality, some forms of sociology (e.g. microsociology, psychological 
sociology, sociological psychology) are closely related to social psychology (Delamater & 
Ward, 2013). There is, according to Farr (1996), a sociological form of social psychology that 
has its origins in the symbolic interactionism of G. H. Mead (1934) and Herbert Blumer (1969).

Just as the boundary between social and individual psychology has been approached 
from both sides, so has the boundary between social psychology and sociology. From the 
sociological side, for example, Karl Marx’s theory of cultural history and social change 
has been extended to incorporate a consideration of the role of individual psychology 
(Billig, 1976). From the social psychological side, intergroup perspectives on group and 
individual behaviour draw on sociological variables and concepts (Hogg & Abrams, 1988; 
see also Chapter 11). Contemporary social psychology abuts sociolinguistics and the study 
of language and communication (Giles & Coupland, 1991; see also Chapter 15), and even 
literary criticism (Potter, Stringer & Wetherell, 1984). It overlaps with economics, where 
behavioural economists have recently ‘discovered’ that economic behaviour is not rational, 
because people are influenced by other people—actual, imagined or implied (Cartwright, 
2011). Social psychology also draws on and is influenced by applied research in many areas, 
such as sports psychology, health psychology and organisational psychology.

Social psychology’s location at the intersection of different disciplines is part of its 
intellectual and practical appeal. However, it is also a cause of debate about what precisely 
constitutes social psychology as a distinct scientific discipline. If we lean too far towards 
individual cognitive processes, then perhaps we are pursuing individual psychology or 
cognitive psychology. If we lean too far towards the role of language, then perhaps we 
are being scholars of language and communication. If we overemphasise the role of social 
structure in intergroup relations, then perhaps we are being sociologists. The issue of exactly 
what constitutes social psychology provides an important and ongoing metatheoretical 
debate (i.e. a debate about what sorts of theories are appropriate for social psychology), 
which forms the background to the business of social psychology.

Topics of social psychology
One way to define social psychology is in terms of what social psychologists study. This book 
is a comprehensive coverage of the main phenomena that social psychologists study now and 

Conformity Norms 
govern the attitudes 
and behaviour of 
group members. These 
tennis fans not only 
dress similarly but also 
share a belief in Roger 
Federer … at least 
for now
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have studied in the past. As such, social psychology can be defined by the contents of this and 
other books that present themselves as social psychology texts. A brief look at the contents of 
this book will give a flavour of the scope of social psychology. Social psychologists study an 
enormous range of topics, including conformity, persuasion, power, influence, obedience, 
prejudice, prejudice reduction, discrimination, stereotyping, bargaining, sexism and racism, 
small groups, social categories, intergroup relations, crowd behaviour, social conflict and 
harmony, social change, overcrowding, stress, the physical environment, decision making, 
the jury, leadership, communication, language, speech, attitudes, impression formation, 
impression management, self-presentation, identity, the self, culture, emotion, attraction, 
friendship, the family, love, romance, sex, violence, aggression, altruism and prosocial 
behaviour (acts that are valued positively by society).

One problem with defining social psychology solely in terms of its topics is that this 
does not properly differentiate it from other disciplines. For example, ‘intergroup relations’ 
is a focus not only of social psychologists but also of political scientists and sociologists. The 
family is studied not only by social psychologists but also by clinical psychologists. What 
makes social psychology distinct is a combination of what it studies, how it studies it and what 
level of explanation is sought.

 Methodological issues
Scientific method
Social psychology employs the scientific method to study social behaviour (Figure 1.2). 
Science is a method for studying nature, and it is the method—not the people who use 
it, the things they study, the facts they discover or the explanations they propose—that 
distinguishes science from other approaches to knowledge. In this respect, the main 
difference between social psychology and, say, physics, chemistry or biology is that the 
former studies human social behaviour, while the others study non-organic phenomena and 
chemical and biological processes.

Figure 1.2 A model of the scienti�c method employed by social psychologists
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Science involves the formulation of hypotheses (predictions) on the basis of prior 
knowledge, speculation and casual or systematic observation. Hypotheses are formally stated 
predictions about what factor or factors may cause something to occur; they are stated in 
such a way that they can be tested empirically to see if they are true. For example, we might 
hypothesise that ballet dancers perform better in front of an audience than when dancing 
alone. This hypothesis can be tested empirically by assessing their performance alone and 
in front of an audience. Strictly speaking, empirical tests can falsify hypotheses (causing the 
investigator to reject the hypothesis, revise it or test it in some other way) but not prove them 
(Popper, 1969). If a hypothesis is supported, confidence in its veracity increases and one may 
generate more finely tuned hypotheses. For example, if we find that ballet dancers do indeed 
perform better in front of an audience, we might then hypothesise that this occurs only 
when the dancers are already well rehearsed; in science-speak, we have hypothesised that  
the effect of the presence of an audience on performance is conditional on (moderated by) the 
amount of prior rehearsal. An important feature of the scientific method is replication: it 
guards against the possibility that a finding is tied to the circumstances in which a test was 
conducted. It also guards against fraud.

The alternative to science is dogma or rationalism, where understanding is based on 
authority: something is true because an authority (e.g. the ancient philosophers, religious 
scriptures, charismatic leaders) says it is so. Valid knowledge is acquired by pure reason and 
grounded in faith: that is, by learning well, and uncritically accepting and trusting, the 
pronouncements of authorities. Even though the scientific revolution, championed by such 
people as Copernicus, Galileo and Newton, occurred in the 16th and 17th centuries, dogma 
and rationalism still exist as influential alternative paths to knowledge.

As a science, social psychology has at its disposal an array of different methods for 
conducting empirical tests of hypotheses. There are two broad types of method, experimental 
and non-experimental: each has its advantages and its limitations. The choice of an appropriate 
method is determined by the nature of the hypothesis under investigation, the resources 
available for doing the research (e.g. time, money, research participants) and the ethics of 
the method. Confidence in the validity of a hypothesis is enhanced if the hypothesis has 
been confirmed a number of times by different research teams using different methods. 
Methodological pluralism helps to minimise the possibility that the finding is an artefact of 
a particular method, and replication by different research teams helps to avoid confirmation 
bias—which occurs when researchers become so personally involved in their own theories 
that they lose objectivity in interpreting data (Greenwald & Pratkanis, 1988; Johnson & 
Eagly, 1989).

Experiments
An experiment is a hypothesis test in which something is done to see its effect on 
something else. For example, if I hypothesise that my car greedily guzzles too much petrol 
because the tyres are under-inflated, then I can conduct an experiment. I can note petrol 
consumption over an average week, then I can increase the tyre pressure and again note 
petrol consumption over an average week. If consumption is reduced, then my hypothesis 
is supported. Casual experimentation is one of the commonest and most important ways 
in which people learn about their world. It is an extremely powerful method because it 
allows us to identify the causes of events and thus gain control over our destiny.

Not surprisingly, systematic experimentation is the most important research method in 
science. Experimentation involves intervention in the form of manipulation of one or more 
independent variables, and then measurement of the effect of the treatment (manipulation) 
on one or more focal dependent variables. In the example above, the independent variable is 
tyre inflation, which was manipulated to create two experimental conditions (lower versus 

Hypotheses 
Empirically testable 
predictions about what 
co-occurs with what, or 
what causes what. 

Confirmation bias 
The tendency to 
seek, interpret and 
create information 
that veri�es existing 
explanations for the 
cause of an event. 

Independent 
variables 
Features of a situation 
that change of their 
own accord, or can be 
manipulated by an 
experimenter to have 
e�ects on a dependent 
variable. 

Dependent 
variables 
Variables that change 
as a consequence 
of changes in the 
independent variable. 
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higher pressure), and the dependent variable is petrol consumption, which was measured 
on refilling the tank at the end of the week. More generally, independent variables are 
dimensions that the researcher hypothesises will have an effect and that can be varied (e.g. 
tyre pressure in the present example, and the presence or absence of an audience in the ballet-
dancing example). Dependent variables are dimensions that the researcher hypothesises will 
vary (petrol consumption or quality of the ballet dancer’s performance) as a consequence 
of varying the independent variable. Variation in the dependent variable is dependent on 
variation in the independent variable.

Social psychology is largely experimental, in that most social psychologists would prefer 
to test hypotheses experimentally if at all possible, and much of what we know about social 
behaviour is based on experiments. Indeed, one of the most enduring and prestigious 
scholarly societies for the scientific study of social psychology is the Society for Experimental 
Social Psychology.

A typical social psychology experiment might be designed to test the hypothesis that 
violent television programs increase aggression in young children. One way to do this would 
be to assign 20 children randomly to two conditions in which they individually watch either 
a violent or a non-violent program, and then monitor the amount of aggression expressed 
immediately afterwards by the children while they are at play. Random assignment of 
participants (in this case, children) reduces the chance of systematic differences between the 
participants in the two conditions. If there were any systematic differences, say, in age, gender or  
parental background, then any significant effects on aggression might be due to age, gender  
or background rather than to the violence of the television program. That is, age, gender or 
parental background would be confounded with the independent variable. Likewise, the 
television program viewed in each condition should be identical in all respects except 
the degree of violence. For instance, if the violent program also contained more action, then 
we would not know whether subsequent differences in aggression were due to the violence, 
the action, or both. The circumstances surrounding the viewing of the two programs should 
also be identical. If the violent programs were viewed in a bright red room and the non-
violent programs in a blue room, then any effects might be due to room colour, violence, or 
both. It is critically important in experiments to avoid confounding: the conditions must be 
identical in all respects except for those represented by the manipulated independent variable.

We must also be careful about how we measure effects: that is, the dependent measures 
that assess the dependent variable. In our example it would probably be inappropriate, 
because of the children’s age, to administer a questionnaire measuring aggression. A better 
technique would be unobtrusive observation of behaviour, but then what would we code 
as ‘aggression’? The criterion would have to be sensitive to changes: in other words, loud 
talk or violent assault with a weapon might be insensitive, as all children talk loudly when 
playing (there is a ceiling effect), and virtually no children violently assault one another with a 
weapon while playing (there is a floor effect). In addition, it would be a mistake for whoever 
records or codes the behaviour to know which experimental condition the child was in: such 
knowledge might compromise objectivity. The coder(s) should know as little as possible 
about the experimental conditions and the research hypotheses.

The example used here is of a simple experiment that has only two levels of only one 
independent variable—called a one-factor design. Most social psychology experiments are 
more complicated than this. For instance, we might formulate a more textured hypothesis 
that aggression in young children is increased by television programs that contain realistic 
violence. To test this hypothesis, a two-factor design would be adopted. The two factors 
(independent variables) would be (1) the violence of the program (low versus high) and 
(2) the realism of the program (realistic versus fantasy). The participants would be randomly 
assigned across four experimental conditions in which they watched (1) a non-violent fantasy 
program, (2) a non-violent realistic program, (3) a violent fantasy program, or (4) a violent 
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Where two or more 
independent variables 
covary in such a way 
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know which has caused 
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realistic program. Of course, independent variables are not restricted to two levels. For 
instance, we might predict that aggression is increased by moderately violent programs, 
whereas extremely violent programs are so distasteful that aggression is actually suppressed. 
Our independent variable of program violence could now have three levels (low, moderate, 
extreme).

The laboratory experiment
The classic social psychology experiment is conducted in a laboratory in order to be able 
to control as many potentially confounding variables as possible. The aim is to isolate and 
manipulate a single aspect of a variable, an aspect that may not normally occur in isolation 
outside the laboratory. Laboratory experiments are intended to create artificial conditions. 
Although a social psychology laboratory may contain computers, wires and flashing lights, 
or even medical equipment and sophisticated brain imaging technology, often it is simply a 
room containing tables and chairs. For example, our ballet hypothesis could be tested in the 
laboratory by formalising it to one in which we predict that someone performing any well-
learned task performs the task more quickly in front of an audience. We could unobtrusively 
time individuals, for example, taking off their clothes and then putting them back on again 
(a well-learned task) either alone in a room or while being scrutinised by two other people 
(an audience). We could compare these speeds with those of someone dressing up in unusual 
and difficult clothing (a poorly learned task). This method was actually used by Markus 
(1978) when she investigated the effect of an audience on task performance (see Chapter 8 
for details).

Social psychologists have become increasingly interested in investigating the biochemical 
and brain activity correlates, consequences and causes of social behaviour. This has generated 
an array of experimental methods that makes social psychology laboratories look more like 
biological or physical sciences laboratories. For example, a psychologist might wish to know 
why stress or anxiety sometimes occurs when we interact with other people, and so might 
measure the change in the level of the hormone cortisol in our saliva (e.g. Blascovich & 
Seery, 2007; Townsend, Major, Gangi & Mendes, 2011). Research in social neuroscience 
using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) has become popular. This involves 
participants being placed in a huge and very expensive magnetic cylinder to measure their 
electro-chemical brain activity (Lieberman, 2010).

Laboratory experiments allow us to establish cause–effect relationships between variables. 
However, laboratory experiments have a number of drawbacks. Because experimental 
conditions are artificial and highly controlled, particularly social neuroscience experiments, 
laboratory findings cannot be generalised directly to the less ‘pure’ conditions that exist in 
the ‘real’ world outside the laboratory. However, laboratory findings address theories about 
human social behaviour, and on the basis of laboratory experimentation we can generalise 
these theories to apply to conditions other than those in the laboratory. Laboratory 
experiments are intentionally low on external validity or mundane realism (i.e. how similar 
the conditions are to those usually encountered by participants in the real world) but should 
always be high on internal validity or experimental realism (i.e. the manipulations must be full 
of psychological impact and meaning for the participants) (Aronson, Ellsworth, Carlsmith 
& Gonzales, 1990).

Laboratory experiments can be prone to a range of biases. There are subject e�ects 
that can cause participants’ behaviour to be an artefact of the experiment rather than a 
spontaneous and natural response to a manipulation. Artefacts can be minimised by carefully 
avoiding demand characteristics (Orne, 1962), evaluation apprehension and social desirability 
(Rosenberg, 1969). Demand characteristics are features of the experiment that seem to 
‘demand’ a particular response: they give information about the hypothesis and thus inform 
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A place, usually a room, 
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helpful and compliant participants about how 
to react to confirm the hypothesis. Participants 
are thus no longer naive or blind regarding 
the experimental hypothesis. Participants in 
experiments are real people, and experiments 
are real social situations. Not surprisingly, 
participants may want to project the best possible 
image of themselves to the experimenter and 
other participants present. This can influence 
spontaneous reactions to manipulations in 
unpredictable ways. There are also experimenter 
e�ects. The experimenter is often aware of the 
hypothesis and may inadvertently communicate 
cues that cause participants to behave in a 
way that confirms the hypothesis. This can 
be minimised by a double-blind procedure, in 
which the experimenter is unaware of which 
experimental condition they are running.

Since the 1960s, laboratory experiments have tended to rely on psychology under-
graduates as participants (Sears, 1986). The reason is a pragmatic one—psychology 
undergraduates are readily available in large numbers. In almost all major universities 
there is a research participation scheme, or ‘subject pool’, whereby psychology students 
act as experimental participants in exchange for course credits or as a course requirement. 
Critics have often complained that this overreliance on a particular type of participant may 
produce a somewhat distorted view of social behaviour—one that is not easily generalised 
to other sectors of the population. In their defence, experimental social psychologists point 
out that theories, not experimental findings, are generalised, and that replication and 
methodological pluralism ensures that social psychology is about people, not just about 
psychology students.

The field experiment
Social psychology experiments can be conducted in more naturalistic settings outside 
the laboratory. For example, we could test the hypothesis that prolonged eye contact is 
uncomfortable and causes ‘flight’ by having an experimenter stand at traffic lights and either 
gaze intensely at the driver of a car stopped at the lights or gaze nonchalantly in the opposite 
direction. The dependent measure would be how fast the car sped away once the lights 
changed (Ellsworth, Carlsmith & Henson, 1972; see also Chapter 15). Field experiments 
have high external validity and, as participants are usually completely unaware that an 
experiment is taking place, are not reactive (i.e. no demand characteristics are present). 
However, there is less control over extraneous variables, random assignment is sometimes 
difficult, and it can be difficult to obtain accurate measurements or measurements of 
subjective feelings (generally, overt behaviour is all that can be measured).

Non-experimental methods
Systematic experimentation tends to be the preferred method of science, and indeed it is 
often equated with science. However, there are all sorts of circumstances where it is simply 
impossible to conduct an experiment to test a hypothesis. For instance, theories about 
planetary systems and galaxies can pose a real problem: we cannot move planets around to 
see what happens! Likewise, social psychological theories about the relationship between 
biological gender and decision making are not amenable to experimentation, because we 

Experimenter 
e�ects 
E�ect that is produced 
or in�uenced by clues 
to the hypotheses 
under examination, 
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communicated by the 
experimenter. 
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experimenter 
e�ects, in which 
the experimenter 
is unaware of the 
experimental 
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Brain imaging Social neuroscientists are using new techniques, such as fMRI, to 
establish correlates, consequences and causes of social behaviour 
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