
Social Psychology  

Defining ‘Social Psychology’ 

- Social Psychology is the branch of psychology concerned with the way an individual’s 

thoughts/feelings/behaviours are influences by others 

- Individual behaviour within a social context 

- Uses scientific method (empirical) 

Person Perception: Physical Appearance 

- Person perception is the process of forming impressions of others  

- Effects of physical appearance: 

 People ascribe desirable personality traits to good-looking people (little real correlation) 

 Reasons = media/desire to bond 

Prejudice 

- Prejudice is a negative attitude towards members of a group (cognitive/affective/behavioural) 

- Prejudice leads to discrimination which involves behaving differently towards the members of 

the group 

- Sexism shown by University Professor study (Sinclair & Kunda, 2000) 

Stereotypes 

- Stereotypes coined by Lippman (1922) 

- Stereotypes are widely held beliefs that people have certain characteristics because of their 

membership in a particular groups 

- Gender stereotypes, ethnic stereotypes and occupational stereotypes exist 

-  Stereotyping is usually an automatic cognitive process/simplify social world 

- Problems with stereotyping: 

 Simplify and ignore diversity within social groups 

 Are inflexible (do not update with new information) 

 Usually formed during childhood  

Authoritarian Personality (Adorno, 1950) 

- When parents overly harsh and children form emotional dependence and obedience 

- Put repressed feelings onto others in forms of aggression  

- Forms attitudes towards authoritative figures/conservative to minority groups 

Subjectivity in Person Perception 

- A schema facilitate top-down, theory driven processing 

 Brewer and Treyens (1981) tested schemas with the academic office test 

- A script is a schema about social situations/occurrences which tells you what should happen 

and how to behave in a social situation 



- The illusory correlation is when people interpret what they see in a way that is consistent with 

their schema. So they overestimate how much schema confirmations they have seen and 

underestimate disconfirmations.  

- This is also confirmatory bias 

- Memory processes = people can selectively recall information consistent with their schema  

Evolutionary Perspective on Person Perception 

- Evolutionary psychologists say that social perception biases were adaptive in humans’ ancestors  

- Physical attractiveness was associated with fertility in women and health/vigour in men 

- Also related to the need to quickly distinguish friend from foe 

- An ingroup is a group one belongs to and an outgroup is a group one doesn’t belong to 

Attribution Processes 

- Attributions are inferences people make about the causes of events/others behaviour/their own 

behaviour 

- People make attributions to make sense of behaviour and the world 

- Heider (1958) was the first to describe why people make attributions and said they make either 

internal (personality/within a person) or external (environment) attributions 

- Weiner’s model of attribution for success and failure: 

 Internal or external 

 Stable or unstable  

 Controllable or uncontrollable 

- The fundamental attribution error (Ross, 1977) is bias in favour of internal attributions in 

explaining others’ behaviour. This is because it is usually automatic and people want to be able 

to predict the world around them.  

 This was tested by Jones and Harris (1967) with pro/anti-castro speeches 

- People are more likely to favour external for their own behaviour and internal for others 

- Bem (1967) Self Perception Theory says people give internal attributions to own behaviour and 

can impact future behaviour 

- For explaining success and failure the self-serving bias is the tendency to attribute one’s 

successes to personal factors and one’s failures to situational factors (the bias grows stronger 

with time after the event) 

- According to Harry Triandis cultural differences in individualism versus collectivism influence 

attributional tendencies 

 Individualism is putting personal goals ahead of group goals and defining one’s identity 

in terms of personal attributes.  

 Collectivism is putting group goals ahead of personal goals and defining one’s identity in 

terms of the group they belong to 

 Western cultures = usually individualistic  

 Collective cultures less likely to make the fundamental attribution error and the self-

serving bias is more prominent in individualistic cultures (Western = more need to 

impress others)  

 Japanese individuals exhibit a self-effacing bias which is attributing success to help they 

receive from others/downplaying their own ability 



Interpersonal Attraction  

- Interpersonal attraction refers to positive feelings towards another person  

- Affiliative behaviour are acts showing that a person wants to be with others  

- The key factors in attraction are: 

 Physical attractiveness (the matching hypothesis is people of equal physical 

attractiveness are likely to select each other as partners) 

 Similarity (Attitude alignment is when people who are close modify their attitudes to 

make them more similar) 

 Proximity (repeated exposure equals greater liking, Zajonc 1968) 

 Reciprocity (liking those who show they like you/ a self-enhancement effect is helping 

others feel good about themselves) 

- Rubin (1973) said romantic relationships have 2 types of love; Passionate love (complete 

absorption and includes intense emotions and sexual feelings) and companionate love (warm 

affection for another whose life in deeply intertwined with their own) 

- Griffit and Veitch (1971) said you associate feelings from environment/situation with the person 

there 

 Positive feelings are reinforcing 

- Hazan and Shaver (1987) looked at similarities between adult love and infancy attachment: 

 Secure attachment (in adults easy to get close to others/trusting) 

 Anxious-ambivalent attachment (in adults involves expectations of rejection/jealousy) 

 Avoidant attachment (in adults difficult to get close to others/lack intimacy) 

- Those in individualistic cultures view romantic love as more important than those from 

collectivist cultures  

- Internet relationships found to be just as intimate as face-to-face ones/ similarity key 

- Evolutionary perspective on attraction: 

 Facial symmetry important in diverse cultures as determinant of good genes 

 Males place importance on youth/physical attractiveness while women place 

importance on ambition/status/wealth (relates to reproductive success) 

- Sternberg’s Triangle of Love (1988) 

 Components are passion, intimacy, commitment 

 8 possible combinations (all 3 is consummate love) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Perception 

Sensation and perception 

- Sensation is the stimulation of sense organs 

- Perception is the organization and interpretation of sensory input 

The essentials of sight  

- The stimulus: light 

 Light is electromagnetic radiation that travels as a wave. 

 Light varies in amplitude (height) and wavelength (distance between peaks).  

 Amplitude affects the perception of brightness and wavelength affects the 

perception of colour.  

 Purity (how varied mix of wavelengths is) influences perception of the saturation of 

colours. 

 To see = incoming visual input converted to neural impulses sent to the brain.  

The eye 

 The eyes channel light to the neural tissues that receives it called the retina (and 

house it there) 

 Light enters through the cornea and it forms and upside down image which is 

adjusted (accommodated) on the retina.  

 The lens is a transparent eye structure that focuses the light lays on the retina.  

 The curvature of the lens to alter focus is called accommodation  

 Defects in the lens cause near-sightedness which is close objects are seen clearly but 

far away objects are blurry (occurs 

when eyeball is too long/too much 

bending of light) 

 Farsightedness is the opposite 

(occurs when eyeball is too short).  

 A cataract is a lens that is clouded.  

 The pupil is the opening in the iris 

(ring of muscle) that helps regulate 

the amount of light that enters.  

 

The retina 

 

- The retina is the neural tissue that absorbs 

light, processes images and sends information to the brain.  

- The retina contains light-sensitive receptor cells and has 2 types: 

 Cones are specialized visual receptors that play a key role in daylight and colour 

vision  

 

 


