
PSY2042 Personality and Social Psychology 

Week 1 – Social Cognition and Social Influence 

Social psychology – the scientific investigation of how the thoughts, feeling and behaviours of individuals are influenced by the actual, 

imagined or implied presence of others 

Tries to explain social behaviour 

Social Cognition 

- Social cognition focuses on how cognition i s affected by wider and more immediate social contexts and how cognition affects 

our social behaviour 

 HISTORY 

- Behaviourism (1930s) – an emphasis on explaining observable behaviour in terms of reinforcement schedules  

- Lewin (1951) believed that social behaviour is understood as a function of people’s perceptions of their world and of their 

manipulation of such perceptions 

- Cognitive consistency (1940-50s) – people are motivated to reduce perceived discrepancies between their various cognitions 

because such discrepancies are aversive. Theories lost popularity in 1960s  

- Naïve scientist (1970s) – characterises people as using rational, scientific-like, cause-effect analyses to understand their world. 

Underpins attribution theories 

- Cognitive misers (late 1970s) – characterises people as using the least complex and demanding cognitions that are able to 

produce generally adaptive behaviours 

- Social neuroscience – exploration of the brain activity associated with social cognition and social psychological processes and 

phenomena 

 How do we form an impression of other people? 
- Asch’s  configural model > when forming first impressions, certain pieces of information ( central traits) have a disproportionate 

influence over the final impression as opposed to other information (peripheral tra its) which have less influence 

- The order of information presented about a  person can have effects on the subsequent impression 

 Primacy effect : tra its presented first disproportionately influenced the final impression  

Fi rs t impressions do matter 
 Recency effect: later information has more impact than earlier information 

- Pos i tivity and Negativity 

 In the absence of contrary information, people tend to assume the best of others and form a  positive impression 

 Negative information attracts our attention – we are biased towards negativity 

 A negative impression is much more difficult to change in l ight of subsequent positive information  

- Phys ical appearance matters 

 Tal ler people are perceived to make more money 

 Thin people are perceived to make more money 

 More attractive people typically earn more money 

- People like to use stereotypes 

 The way in which people are dressed effects our impression of them 

- People form impressions to make judgements about other people 

Cognitive algebra is an approach to the s tudy of impression formation that focuses on how we assign positive and negative valence 

to attributes and how we combine these pluses and minuses into a general evaluation  

- Summation: a  process where the overall impression is simply the cumulative sum of each piece of information 

- Averaging: a process where the overall impression is the cumulative average of each piece of information 

- Weighted averaging: the va lence of all the constituent person attributes are weighted and then averaged  

 Social Schemas 
- A schema is a  cognitive structure that represents knowledge about a concept or type of s timulus, which allows us to quickly 

make sense of a person or situation 

 Top-down, concept-driven or theory-driven processing 

 Types  of Schema 

> Person schema 

> Role schema 

> Script – the way to behave in certain situations and environment 

> Content-free schema – non-specific rules 

> Sel f-schema – how you see yourself 

 Categories 

> Prototype – cognitive representation of the typical/ideal defining features of a  category 

> Exemplar – specific instances of a  member of a category 

> Associative network – nodes or ideas are connected by associative links along which cognitive activation 

can spread 

 



 Stereotypes 
- Widely shared generalisations about members of a social group  

- Schema of social of groups 

- Accentuation principle (Tajfel, 1957): accentuation on intra-

category s imilarities and inter-category di fferences; especially 

when categorisation is important and people are uncertain 
- Beyond accentuation: s tereotypes stay s table if they fit reality 

and people are motivated to keep them  

 How do we use, acquire and change schemas 

- Which schema do we use? 

 Bas ic-level categories that are neither too inclusive nor too 

exclusive 

 Social s tereotypes rather than trait schemas 

 Schemas that are readily detectable or contextually distinctive  

 Schemas that are accessible and important for us 
 Schemas that are mood-congruent and based on earlier info 

 If motivated to be accurate or potentially big consequences > data-driven cognition 

 Not much time, distraction, anxiety, performance pressure > more schema use 

 Individual differences that influence the degree and type of schema use 

1. Attributional complexity – vary in complexity and number of their explanations of other people 
2. Uncerta inty orientation – vary in interest in gaining information vs . remaining uninformed but certain 

3. Need for cognition – di ffer in how much they think deeply about things 

4. Need for cognitive closure – differ in how quickly they need to tidy up cognitive loose ends and make a  decision  

5. Cognitive complexity – di ffer in the complexity of their cognitive processes 

6. Components that are important in our self-schema are also important in the schematic perception of others 
7. Chronic accessibility of schemas 

- How do we acquire schemas? 

 Second-hand vs  personal experience 

 Schema acquisition and development involve a  number of processes: 

> Schemas become more abstract 

> Schema become richer and more complex with more encounters 

> With increasing complexity, schemas become more tightly organised 

> Increased organisation produces a more compact schema 

> Schemas become more resilient 

> This  process should make schemas more accurate 

- How do we change schemas? 
 Schemas do not easily change; we ignore or interpret information that does not fi t with schema 

 However there are three ways a  schema can change 

1. Bookkeeping: schema changes slowly i f there i s accumulating evidence to the contrary 

2. Convers ion: sudden change of cri tical mass if disconfirming evidence is reached  

3. Subtyping: sub-category to accommodate disconfirming evidence 
 Schema change may depend on the extent to which schemas are logically or practically disconfirmable 

 How do we encode information? 

- There are 4 key s tages to encoding 
1. Pre-attentive analysis – an automatic and non-conscious scanning of the environment 

2. Focal attention – once notices, stimuli are consciously identified and categorised 

3. Comprehension – s timuli are given meaning 

4. Elaborative reasoning – s timulus is l inked to other knowledge to a llow for complex inferences 

- It depends heavily on what captures our attention 

 Attention is influences by: 
> Sal ience – the property of stimulus that makes it s tand out from others 

> Vividness – the intrinsic property of the s timulus i tself e.g. interesting, image-provoking, or close to you 

in time/place 

> Accessibility – readily and automatically primed by features of the s timulus to make sense of 

ambiguous information 

 How do we remember people? 

- Tra i ts – based on elaborate inferences from behaviour and situations 

- Behaviour – purposeful action, people’s goals 
- Appearance – based on observable concrete information 

- We are more likely to recall information that is inconsistent, rather than consistent, with our impression 

- We are generally good at remembering people but cross race-effect (eyewitnesses are often unreliable) 

- Recall of information about other people improves as the purpose of the interaction becomes more psychologically 

engaging and less superficial 


