Chapter 1: Introduction to Social Psychology

	· Explain what social psychology is and how it differs from other disciplines
· Recognize that social events involve a situation and not just someone’s personality
· Identify a number of basic human motives that underlie our interpretation of the social world




What is Social Psychology? The phenomenon of human influence. 

Social psychology is the study of how people’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are influenced by the real or imaginative presence of others. 
· It is the scientific study of how people:
· Think about each other
· Feel about each other
· Relate to each other
· Influence each other

One of the key elements of Social Psychology is that it is scientific and experimentally based. Theories and ideas are based on empirical evidence

It is important to understand an individual’s construal.  Instead of focusing on the objective properties of a situation, it is important to focus on how the person perceives the situation. Construal is the way in which people perceive, comprehend, and interpret the social world.  social psychologists find this more important the objective social situation. For example, in a murder trial, the lawyers may present as much evidence as they want, but the verdict at the end will depend on how the jury construes this evidence. Gestalt psychology suggests that we should study the subjective way objects are perceived in people’s minds (the gestalt, or whole) rather than objectively.
· Emphasis on construal is rooted in Gestalt psychology 
· The whole is different form the sum of tis parts 
· One must focus on how an object is perceived, rather than the individual elements of the objective stimulus 

Law example. People are more likely to follow the law if they construe that the law is fair.  The law itself is objective here, but the procedure in determining guilt or innocence is subjective and will be construed differently by different people.

Health Example. People are much more likely to cope well if they construe setbacks as challenges instead of threats.

Naïve Realism (proposed by Lee Ross). The conviction all people have that we perceive things as they really are. For example, a study was done regarding the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Researchers took what Israel proposed for the peace treaty and presented to the Israeli people as if it was Palestine who proposed this. They did not like what was proposed simply because they thought that it came from Palestinians.  People in a negotiation are much less likely to compromise if they construe that the other side is being selfishly biased.

Social psychology vs. philosophy. Philosophers discuss many ideas and questions but they don’t typically test them empirically or provide scientific basis behind their answers. One of the tasks of social psychologists is to take these questions and ideas and test them scientifically. 

Social psychology, science, and common sense 
Social psychology vs. philosophy. One of the tasks of social psychologists is to take these philosopher’s questions and ideas and test them scientifically/empirically—i.e. derive conclusions from experimentation or measurement, NOT personal opinion. 
· What’s wrong with personal opinion? 
· Asking someone why they behaved a certain way: 
· Sometime ppl are not aware of the origins of their responses?
· Asking journalists, social critics, and novelists: 
· Such commentary = folk wisdom or common sense 
· Often, these sources disagree with one another – no easy way to determine which is correct 
· Folk wisdom examples: 
· “Birds of a feather flock to together” & “Opposite attract”
· Contradicting 
· But we can think of examples of both 
· Social psychologists’ job is to do research that specifies conditions under which each situation is true!  
· Tend to be wrong & oversimplified  causes people NOT to learn from previous incidents
· E.g. many mass suicides occurred in history 
· E.g. Warren Jeffs & the Yearning for Zion Mormon sect (a cult)
· Charismatic leader persuaded parents to hand over children to be sexually abused 
Hypotheses 
· i.e. educated guesses about specific situation under which one outcome or the other would occur
· One of the goals of social psychologist

Social psychology vs. sociology. Both of these disciplines are concerned with how the social environment affects human behavior. 
· Differences:  
· Level of analysis 
· Sociology is interested in examining groups of people, and how the social environment affects the whole group. 
· Social psychology examines the individual, and how the social environment affects the individual’s behaviors, thoughts, and feelings
· What they try to explain 
· Sociology tries to explain what is true among people of certain groups while social psychology tries to explain what is true for all people regardless of class. (i.e. the universal properties of human nature that make everyone susceptible to social influence) 

Social psychology vs. personality psychology. 
· Both these branches of psychology focus on the individual as the level of analysis. 
· Differences: 
· Personality psychology focuses on aspects of individual difference in personalities, while social psychology focuses on the similarities in psychology that people have when reacting to the social environment
· Differ in what they think is a better predictor of behavior
· Personality psychologists think it is the personality traits (dispositional factors) than are better predictors of behavior
· Social psychologists think it is the social factors are better

Social Psychology – in between Sociology and Personality Psych 
[image: ]

The Power of the Situation: 
Explaining people’s behaviors just by looking at their personality/dispositional factors ignores the power of the situation (which social psychologist think is important). 
Correspondence bias (fundamental attribution error)
· the tendency to explain people’s behaviour in terms of personality traits and to underestimate the power of a situation 
· [image: ]For example a group of people were asked to play two games, The Community Game and The Wall Street Game. 
· In both games they are able to choose to use a cooperative or a competitive strategy
· Wall Street Game: 1/3 cooperative 
· Community Game: 2/3 cooperative 
· The name of the game (situation) conveyed strong social norms about what kind of behaviour was appropriate 
· When we blame victims of violence 
· Fundamental attribution error can lead to us thinking that victims of abuse are responsible for their suffering 
· This is more probable in cases where you’re told the victim “provoked” the attacker vs. cases the provocation information is left out 
 
· Personality differences do affect behavior but the situational factors have been underestimated in the past as to how much of an effect they have.

The power of social interpretation 
· Important to look at the situation from the viewpoint of the people in it, to see how they construe the world around them 
· E.g. you will interpret “Hey how are you?” differently if it was asked by a friend, acquaintance, or random salesperson 
· The way in which people interpret the social situation is rooted in Gestalt psychology 
· Kurt Lewin 
· Founding father of modern experimental psychology 
· He applied Gestalt principles to social perception (not just looking at objects)
· Was the first scientist to realized the importance of taking perspective of the person in the situation to see how they construe it

Where Construals Come From: Basic Human Motives 
Humans have primary needs (Basic Human Motives) that are important.
Two most important motives: 
1) Self-esteem approach: The need to feel good about ourselves
2) Social cognition approach: The need to be accurate 
· Sometimes, these motives tug us in opposite directions 
· i.e. we have to admit we behaved foolishly or immorally in order to perceive the world accurately 

1) The Self-Esteem Approach: The need to feel good about ourselves. We are motivated to maintain high feelings of self worth and self-esteem. Self-esteem is people’s evaluation of their own self-worth. People will bend the facts to make themselves look good.
· The reason people view the world the way they do can often be traced to their underling need to maintain favorable self image
· Given the option between distorting the world to feel better about themselves vs. representing the world accurately, people will pick the former (distorting).
· 1) Justifying Past Behavior: e.g. over jealous husband blames wife for being inattentive for divorce – will likely run into the same problems in next marriage 
· 2) Suffering and Self-Justification: people are not necessarily inclined to like things associated with rewards and dislike things associated with punishments.
· e.g. hazing – “Why did I go through all that pain & embarrassment in order to be accepted by a bunch of assholes” thinks the hazing victim  this makes him feel like a fool  victim tries to justify the situation by seeing his teammates in a better light  feels happy to be part of the team that hazed him
· e.g. female military pilot – raped & discriminated against b/c of gender loves her profession nonetheless 
· these people are motivated to see the experiences differently 
· Study: the more unpleasant the procedure the participants underwent to get into a group, the more they liked the group!
· People can prefer things/people for whom they’ve suffered over things/people they associate with pleasure

2) The Social Cognition Approach: The need to be accurate. 
Social cognition 
· How people think about themselves and the social world; more specifically, how people select, interpret, remember, and use information from the social world
· Even people who distort reality for the sake of their self-esteem cannot completely distort reality 
· In fact, humans are really good at thinking
· But we make mistakes because we almost never know all the facts needed in the a 100% accurate construal 
· How does this relate to our need to be accurate? 
· There are limitations to what we can know from observing a social situation
· Lack of information: we don’t have all the information we need to understand a situation fully.
· Lack of time and energy: we are not wired to spend that much time making choices
· We are biased: when trying to interpret a social situation for example, what you interpret about why someone did what they will change depending on what you previously knew about that person
· Expectations of the social world: e.g. self-fulfilling prophecy when a teacher treats students who score better on an IQ test (even if the test is fake) with more attention & respect leading the the children’s better performance in the class. Thus, the “test” actually has nothing to do with class performance. 

Self-fulfilling prophecy is best described with an example, but basically, it is our way of making our self think we were right even if we weren’t. Say you have an exam the next day and you keep telling yourself that there is no way you will pass this exam, so you don’t prepare and don’t pass. You tell yourself after the exam how you were right about what you said and there was no way you were going to pass when really, you just didn’t study.

3) Other motives and needs, Evolutionary psychology. The need to survive, which is known as natural selection. Evolutionary psychology is the attempt to explain behavior in terms of genetic factors inherited over time while relating to the principle of natural selection. Basically it studies questions like “Could the tendency of a species to be aggressive towards other members of the same species be determined by genetics, and could it have evolved through natural selection?” 

Social Psychology and Social Problems 
· Why do we care if a behaviour has roots in in the desire to be accurate or bolster our self-esteem? 
· We are curious 
· Contribute to solution of social problems 
· E.g. anti-smoking promotion via fear induction from graphic pictures on cig boxes 
· Sometimes we deny fear messages in order to preserve self esteem

[bookmark: _GoBack]“Social psychology can be defined as the scientific study of social influence.”
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TABLE 1.1 Social Psychology Compared with Related Disciplines
Sociology

Provides general laws and
theories about societies,
not individuals.

Social Psychology

Studies the psychological
processes people have in
common with one another
that make them suscep
tible to social influence.

Personality Psychology
Studies the characteris-
tics that make individuals
unique and different from
one another.
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Summary

® What Is Social Psychology? The scientific study of the
way in which people’s thoughs, feelings, and behaviours
are influenced by the real or imagined presence of other
peope. Social psycholoits are intereseed in understanding.
how and why the social environment shapes the thoughs,
feclings, and behaviours of the individual.
« The Power of Social Interpretation To understand

sy of the individual’s internal paychological proxeses:
e lewl of analyis for secial pychloay s the individual
in the context of a secial situation. In contrast, ociolo-
st focus their anlysis on groupings of people orga-
nized in social categories such as family, race, religion,
nd cconomic clas. Social paychologists eck to identfy
universal propertics of buman nature that make everyone

socia influcnce, it is more important o understand how
people perceive and interpret he social world than it s
o understand that world objectively. The term construal
refers 1 the workd as it i interpreted by the individual.
Social Psychology, Science, and Common
Sense Social paychologists approsch the understand-
o of socal influcnce differenty than philosophers,
Journalss, or the layperson. Social paychologises develop
explanations of social influence through experiments in
which the variables being studicd are carclly controlld.
Social Psychology Compared with Sociology A
fundamental way in which the two discplines vary s in
thei leve of analyss. Social paychology s rooted in the

individual behaviour i powerfull influcnced by the socal
environment. People tend to explain behaviour in terms of
individual personalit taits and underestimate the power of
the siuation in shaping individual behaviour. It is impor-
tant to keep in mind that how people behave in a given
ituation i not determined by the objective conditions of 3
situarion but rather by how they perceive i (construal).
® Where Construals Come From: Basic Human

Motives The way in which an individual construcs (per-

ceives, comprehends, and interprets) @ situation is largely

shaped by the two basic human motives: the need o be
accurate and the need to feel good about owrelves. At times,
these two motives tug in opposit dircctions, for cxample,

‘when an accurate view of how we acted n a stuation would

revealthat we behaved selfishly.

+ The Self-Esteem Approach: The Need to Feel Good
About Ourselves Mot people have a strong need 10
sce themselves as good, competent, and decent. People
often distort their percepion of the world to preserve
thele self-esteem.

susceptible o social influence, regardless of socal clss or
culture. Sociologists seck to €xplain properiesof wiciis.
Social_Psychology with Personality
(el o) MG e =
ow an individual acts within 3 social context (in relation
o others —personality paychologises explin the behar-
our in terms of the person's individual character trais.
Although social peychologists would agree that person-
alites do vary, they explain social behaviour in terms of
the power of the social situation (3 it s consirued by the
individual) o shape how one acts

B The Power of the Situation Social pychologisis have
disconered, through ngorous. empincal rescarch,  that
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« The Social Cognition Approach: The Need to Be
Accurate The social cognition perpective is an
approach to social psychology that takes info account
the way in which human beings think about the world:
Individuals are viewed 3 rying to gain accurate under-
sandings 50 that they can make effecive judgments and
deciions thit range from which cereal 1 cat 10 whom
they will marry. In acrualiy, individuals typically act
o the basi of incomplete and inaccurately inerpreted
information.

& Social Psychology and Social Problems  Soxial puychio-
logical theories about human behaviour have been applied
effectively to deal with a range of contemporary prob-
lems that include prejudice, energy shortages, the spread
of HIV, unhealthy habits, and violence in schools. When
recommending interventions o deal with serious social
problems, it i imperative (0 act on the basis of scieniifcally
rounded theories about human construal and beaviour.
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