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Social Psychology

(581, 592-598)

• Study of how people 

behave, think, and 
feel 

in social situations

Relatively recent 
addition to psychology

Research influenced 
by current social 
problems

Researchers in “Cogntive Social Psych” Focus on 

Our “Social Cognitions” or how thinking is 

influenced in social situations

• Person perception – what you think of people

• Interpersonal attraction

• Attitudes & how they’re influenced by others

• Stereotypes/Prejudiced attitudes

• Attributing responsibility

Others Focus on Social Influences on Our 

Behavior

• How our behavior is influenced, directly or 
indirectly, by the presence and/or the behavior of 
others
– Behavior of groups

– Conformity;  Compliance; Obedience 

– Social roles, norms & impact of situation

– Behavior in crowds; Aggression

– Helping behavior

• Recommended leisure reading:                   
Influence by Robert Cialdini

Conformity

• When you yield to real or imagined group 

or social pressure, even if there are not 

direct requests.

• Solomon Asch - studied conformity in 

subjects placed with a group of strangers & 

asked to do a simple line perception task

• 70-75% of participants conformed at least 

some of the time

ASCH’S  STUDY

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-qlJqR4GmKw

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

ASCH’S  STUDY

75% of the students conformed to the 
incorrect response some of the time!  Overall 
there was conformity on 37% of the trials. 

Video
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You’re Most Likely to Conform When:

• the rest of the group is unanimous

• your response is public

• you are uncertain or feel less confident

• you care about the group

Compliance & Situations That Promote 

Compliance:
• Compliance: when we give in to direct requests or 

social pressure  

• Compliance is a part of almost every walk of life!

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mQp0mT0yrSU

What Makes You Likely to Comply (say yes, 

buy, do what is asked of us)
• Reciprocity – if asker has done something for 

us, we are more likely to reciprocate

• Scarcity – if opportunity seems limited

• Authority – if “experts” do it

• Commitment – if we have made a small 

commitment

• Liking – if we like the asker

• Consensus – if others are doing it

• Research shows:

• Foot-in-the-door technique - compliance to 
a small request increases the likelihood of 
compliance to a larger request.

• Door-in-the-face technique – a large 
request (usually turned down) is followed 
by greater compliance to a small request

• Low-ball technique- an attractive offer 
gains compliance, then the terms are made 
less favorable

Will You Be Persuading Others in Your 

Career? Read this:
Obedience

• Compliance to the requests of someone in a 

position of authority.

• Stanley Milgram - studied whether average 

individuals would obey an authority figure 

telling them to do something that harms 

another individual.

• Before the study psychiatrists predicted 

complete obedience in  only .1% of subjects.
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Social Influence: Milgram’s Results
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Results of the Milgram Experiment

Extensions to Milgram’s Study

• Subjects going all the way to 450 volts:

– 65% in original study

– Similar results when conducted with women, 
unpaid college students

– 48% when conducted away from Yale

– 40% when sitting near the learner (victim)

– 30% when teacher had to place learner’s hand on 
the electric grid for a shock

– 21% when experimenter telephoned commands

Same Results More Recently!

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BcvSNg

0HZwk&feature=PlayList&p=5485D8D728F

CD97A&playnext_from=PL&playnext=1&in

dex=47

• http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.

php?storyId=124838091&sc=emaf

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HwqNP9HRy7Y

Effects Of Others 
on Performance

In some situations we see:

– SOCIAL FACILITATION

– improved performance in the presence 
of others

Social Facilitation (partly)

Home
Games Winning

Sport Studied Percent

Baseball 23,034 53.3%

Football 2,592 57.3

Ice hockey 4,322 61.1

Basketball 13,596 64.4

Soccer 37,202 69.0
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SOCIAL INHIBITION OR 
SOCIAL LOAFING

people in a group exert 
less effort than when 
individually accountable  
(we’ll come across this 
again on Fri)                                        

But in other situations the opposite 

can happen:
Social Roles & Norms

• Whenever you are with others, there is a 

tendency for that group & situation to 

generate social norms & roles.

• Social norms: standards for behavior in that 

situation

• Social role: particular positions in a social 

situation have different norms for 

appropriate behavior

Example: Stanford Prison Study

– Zimbardo and colleagues (1971)

– randomly chosen “prisoners” and “guards”

– all “normal” college students

– instructed not to use violence

– For pictures, videos, and a detailed slide show 
see:

– http://www.prisonexp.org
The Powerful Influence of Social Situation and Social Roles – hear more about 

it from Zimbardo Himself below:

http://www.ted.com/talks/philip_zimbardo_on_the_psychology_of_evil.html

• You have just taken a drug that will make you 

invisible for 48 hrs. What will you do during 

that time?

• Deindividuation (less chance of being 

personally recognized) in a crowd –> 

• Less likely to help. 

• More likely to misbehave.
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• Queens, New York. 

• A total of 38 neighbors watched

• Stabbed to death over 35 min 
period

• The first phone call =  3:50 a.m. 
after Kitty was already dead. 

The Case of Kitty Genovese

1964

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JozmWS6xYEw&feature=r

elated

Effect of Others on Prosocial (Helping) 

Behavior

• Researchers John Darley & Bibb Latane

decided to study how the social situation 

influences the responses of bystanders in 

emergencies 

Darley and Latané (1968) - the "seizure" study
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Percentage of 

Participants Who

Attempted to Help 

Victim

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

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

Theories About the Bystander Effect

• Decision- Stage Theory – we use the 
reactions of others to judge the seriousness 
of a situation.

• Diffusion of responsibility theory – you feel 
less personally responsible when others are 
observing the same emergency

• Arousal-Cost-Reward Theory – although you 
may be distressed by the emergency, the 
possible risks and benefits of responding 
influence your behavior

A Decision Stage Model of Bystander 

Intervention

Consider

risks & 

rewards

Both your interpretation of situation

& whether you feel responsible is influenced by the 

social situation

Summary

• Situations are more powerful than we expect

• Obedience is easy

• Nonconformity is hard

• Helping is unlikely if people are not sure if its 
an emergency or do not take responsibility 

• Deindividuation disinhibits behavior


