
Social Psychology Course Notes 
 

Social Psychology – Week 1 – Lecture and Tutorial Notes 
 
Lecture Notes – Introduction 
What is Social Psychology? 
- Social psychology is the scientific study of feelings, thoughts, and behaviours of individuals in social situations. 
- How do social situations differ around the world? How do feelings, thoughts and behaviours of individuals vary 
around the world? 
 
Scientific Method 
- Observation -> formulate theory -> predictions -> design study -> collect data -> theory supported or not supported 
-> theory modified. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
How Do We Understand the Holocaust? 
- Ask people involved (e.g., interview). 
- Individual difference approach: want to understand if there are any personality differences, e.g. Hitler. 
- Sociological approach: may be interested in characteristics of German society in 1930s/40s. 
- Social psychological approach: simulate controlled, laboratory holocaust-type situations and behaviours. 
 - What were the characteristics of social situations that led people to do x, y, z. 
 - Attempt to reproduce the same behaviour in laboratory. 
 
Obedience to Authority (Milgram, 1963) 
- “Learning and memory experiment” conducted at Yale University in the 1960’s. 
- A man in a white lab coat told participants that the study investigates the effects of punishment on learning. 
- “Learner” would memorise combinations of words; “teacher” would punish each incorrect answer with electronic 
shocks, from 15 to 450 volts. 
- Participants were always assigned as a “teacher”. The “learner” was a confederate and was not actually shocked. 
- About 2/3 of the participants went all the way to 450 volts. 
- Most of the participants became concerned (sweating, nervous laughter, etc.) as the shock levels increased but did 
not stop. 
- Predicted and actual levels of shock administered were very different. 
- Experts failed to see how powerful these situations can be. 
- Cross-cultural explanation = Germany different to the U.S. 
- Reasons level of obedience was so high: 
 - Misplaced/reduced responsibility. 
 - Tendency to obey and conform, particularly to authority. 
 - Trust in authority; “this person knows what they are doing”. 
- Ethics debate. 
 - Importance of the research? 
 - Potential harm? 
 - Free to withdraw? 
 - Informed consent? 
- Tuning out the experimenter. 
 - Baseline = 65% participants delivered maximum shock. 
 - Absent experimenter = 20%. 
 - Ordinary person experimenter = 20%. 



 - Contradictory experimenters = close to 0%. 
- Tuning in the learner. 
 - Remote feedback = 65% participants delivered maximum shock. 
 - Voice feedback = 62%. 
 - Proximity = 40%. 
 - Touch proximity = 30%. 
 
Factors of Obedience 
- Immediacy: how close or obvious the victim or the authority figure was to the participant. 
 - When the victim was visible in the same room, 40% obeyed to the limit. 

- Obedience was reduced to 20% when the experimenter was absent from the room and relayed directions by 
telephone. 

- Gradual escalation of behaviour = if first shock was 450v participants much less likely to start; once people say ‘yes’ 
it is much harder to pull out or say no. 
- Release from responsibility; the experimenter assumed the responsibility. 
 
Obedience Across Cultures 
- Milgram’s experiment has been replicated in Italy, Germany, Australia, Britain, Jordan, Spain, Austria, and the 
Netherlands. Complete obedience ranged from over 90% in Spain and the Netherlands, through over 80% in Italy, 
Germany and Austria, to a low of 40% among Australian men and only 16% among Australian women. 
 
Social Psychology Around the World 
Evolutionary Perspective 
- Human minds are rooted in physical and psychological predispositions that helped our ancestors survive and 
reproduce. 
- Certain commonalities in psychological processes around the world reflecting survival issues that were common to 
our ancestors. 
- If everyone, all over the world, is behaving in a similar way then it must be human nature or innate. 
 
Cross-Cultural Perspective 
- Human behaviours are rooted in influences from culture, which is a collection of beliefs, values, rules, and customs 
that are shared among a group of people. 
 
Individualistic Culture 
- Cultures in which people tend to think of themselves as distinct social entities, tied to each other by voluntary 
bonds of affection and organisational membership but essentially separate from other people and having attributes 
that exist in the absence of any connection to others; e.g. U.S., Canada, Australia. 
- Be unique; express self; realise internal attributes; promote own goals; be direct, ‘say what’s on your mind’. 
 
Collectivist Culture 
- Cultures in which people tend to think of themselves as part of a collective, inextricably tied to others in their 
group, and in which they have relatively little personal control over their lives but do not necessarily want or need 
these things; e.g. Asia, South America. 
- Belong, fit in; occupy one’s proper place; engage in appropriate action; promote others’ goals; be indirect, ‘read 
others’ mind’.  
 
- Does level of education attained influence music preference? Yes. 
 - Rock music = individualist themes. 
  - Higher education = rock music = tendency for individualism. 
 - Country music = collectivist themes. 
  - Lower education = country music = tendency for collectivism. 
 
- Similarities = evolutionary perspective. 
- Differences = cross-cultural perspective. 


