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Social Psychology

⚫The branch of psychology that studies how 

people think, feel, and behave in social 

situations

- Social cognition

- Social influence

Man dies in New York

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YZpBgZ4WgjE


Social Cognition

The mental processes that people use to make sense 

out of their social environment

Person perception (characteristics of person, 

observer, and situation)

- Your reactions are determined by your perceptions 

of others.

- Your goals determine the amount and kind of 
information you collect

- You evaluate people partly in terms of how you 
expect them to behave (social norms)

- Your self-perception influences how you perceive 
others



Social Categorization

Grouping based on common characteristics

- usually happens outside conscious 
awareness

- general categories (sex, race, ethnicity,etc.)

Implicit personality theory

- network of assumptions/beliefs about the 
relationships between various types of 
people, traits, and behaviors

ex. “what is beautiful is good”



Attribution

⚫Process of inferring the causes of people’s 

behavior, including one’s own

⚫The explanation given for a particular 

behavior

- internal/personal

- external/situational 



Attribution Bias

⚫Fundamental attribution error

⚫Actor-observer discrepancy

our own behavior: external/situation

another’s behavior: internal/personal

⚫Blaming the victim 

(just-world bias)

⚫Self-serving bias

our success: internal

our failure: external



Using Attitudes as Ways 

to “Justify” Injustice

⚫ Just-world bias

a tendency to believe that life is fair, 

e.g., “Good and bad people get what they deserve”

⚫ Just-world bias leads to “blaming the victim”

we explain others’ misfortunes as being their fault, 

e.g., “She deserved to be raped; What was she doing 

in that neighborhood anyway?

Defensive attributions: 

they protect our self-esteem and mortality



Attitudes

What is an attitude?
Predisposition to evaluate some people, 

groups, or issues in a particular way

Can be negative or positive

Has three components

⚫Cognitive—thoughts about given topic or situation

⚫Affective—feelings or emotions about topic

⚫Behavioral—your actions regarding the topic or 

situation



Cognitive Dissonance

⚫Unpleasant state of psychological tension 

or arousal that occurs when two thoughts 

or perceptions are inconsistent

⚫Attitudes and behaviors are in conflict

it is uncomfortable for us 

we seek ways to decrease discomfort caused 

by the inconsistency

Cognitive Dissonance

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=korGK0yGIDo


Prejudice and Stereotypes

A negative attitude toward people who belong to 
a specific social group

What is a stereotype?

A cluster of characteristics associated with all 
members of a specific group of people

A belief held by members of one group about 
members of another group



Social Categories

⚫ In-group—the social group to which we belong

In-group bias—tendency to make favorable 
attributions for members of our in-group

Ethnocentrism is one type of in-group bias

⚫Out-group—the social group to which you 
do not belong

Out group homogeneity effect—tendency to
see members of the out-group as more similar 
to each other



Social Influence

How behavior is influenced by the social 

environment and the presence of other 

people

⚫Conformity

⚫Obedience

⚫Helping Behaviors



Conformity

⚫ Adopting attitudes or behaviors of others 
because of pressure to do so; the pressure 
can be real or imagined

⚫ 2 general reasons for conformity

Informational social influence—other people 
can provide useful and crucial information

Normative social influence—desire to be 
accepted as part of a group leads to that group 
having an influence

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uuvGh_n3I_M


Asch’s Experiments 

on Conformity

⚫ Previous research had 
shown people will 
conform to others’ 
judgments more often 
when the evidence is 
ambiguous 

⚫ All but 1 in group was 
confederate

⚫ Seating was rigged 

⚫ Asked to rate which line 
matched a “standard” line

⚫ Confederates were 
instructed to pick the 
wrong line 12/18 times

Comparison linesStandard lines

1 2 3



Asch’s Experiments 

on Conformity

⚫Solomon Asch conformity studies 

⚫Results
Asch found that 75% participants conformed to at 

least one wrong choice

subjects gave wrong answer (conformed) on 37% 

of the critical trials

⚫Why did they conform to clearly 

wrong choices?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TYIh4MkcfJA


Obedience

⚫Obedience
compliance of person is 

due to perceived 

authority of asker

request is perceived as 

a command

⚫Milgram interested 

in unquestioning 

obedience to 

orders



Stanley Milgram’s Studies

Basic study procedure
 teacher and learner 

(learner always 

confederate)

watch learner being 

strapped into chair 

 learner expresses 

concern over his “heart 

condition”

Obedience to Authority

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yr5cjyokVUs


Obedience

⚫ How many people would go to the 
highest shock level?

⚫ 65% of the subjects went to the end, 
even those that protested



Why Don’t People Always 

Help Others in Need?

⚫Latane studies
Several scenarios designed to measure the 

help response

⚫found that if you think you’re the only one 

that can hear or help, you are more likely to 

do so  

⚫if there are others around, you will diffuse 

the responsibility to others

⚫Kitty Genovese incident

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BdpdUbW8vbw


Why Don’t People Always 

Help Others in Need?

Bystander Effect

Diffusion of responsibility
presence of others leads to decreased 

help response

we all think someone else will help, 

so we don’t

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OSsPfbup0ac

