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SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY (TOPIC 1) 

 

Social psychology: is the scientific study of how the thoughts, feelings and behaviours of individuals are 

influenced by the actual, imagined or implied presence of others. 

 

• Although social psychology may be defined as what its studies, it is more useful to describe it as a way 

of examining human behaviour.  

• Social psychologists’ study social influence, the effect that the words, actions, or mere presence of 

other people have on our thoughts, feelings, attitudes, or behaviour. As such, social psychology is very 

much interested in the interactions between people and not so much the person in isolation.  

• Such social influence includes direct attempts to persuade others (e.g., advertisements) as well and 

more subtle ways in which others have an impact (e.g., the effect of the mere presence of others on 

behaviour, such as littering). In addition, social influence may impact thoughts and feelings in addition 

to behaviour. What is important to note is that people’s influence over each other is incredibly 

powerful – the way in which we perceive, internalise, and express this influence is what social 

psychologists are interested in. 

 

HOW DOES SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY DIFFER FROM THE GENERAL DISCIPLINE OF PSYCHOLOGY? 

• A sub-discipline 

• Social psychology considers the processes that occur in the mind but, crucially, it seeks to develop an 

understanding of SOCIAL behaviour in SOCIAL context.  

• The discipline of social psychology draws on a body of knowledge developed over many years through 

the international research efforts of scholars, in institutions such as universities. 

 

Reductionism: is the practice of explaining a phenomenon in terms of the language and concept of a lower level 

of analysis.  

• Society is explained in terms of groups, groups in terms of interpersonal processes, interpersonal 

processes in terms of intrapersonal cognitive mechanisms, cognition in terms of neuropsychology, 

neuropsychology in terms of biology etc. A problem of reductionist theorising is that it can leave the 

original scientific question unanswered. For example, you put your arm out to indicate an intention to 

turn. This can be explained by muscle contraction or nerve impulses etc. If the level of analysis does 

not match the level of the question, then the question remains, in effect, unanswered. 

LEVELS OF EXPLANATION IN SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY 

1. Intrapersonal: analysis of how people organise their experience of the social environment (e.g. 

research on how we form an impression of another person). 

2. Interpersonal and situational: analysis of interpersonal interaction. The object of study is the dynamics 

of the relations at a given moment by given individuals in a given situation (e.g. meeting a total 

stranger for the first time on the internet) 

Learning objectives: 

• Define the term ‘social psychology’ and have a sense of how it is similar to and different from other 

disciplines; 

• State and describe the major research methods used in social psychology and identify the strengths 

and weaknesses of each method; 

• Explain how bias can enter the research process, and identify some major sources of bias in 

research; and 

• Appreciate the ethical issues involved in social psychology research. 
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3. Positional: analysis on interpersonal interaction in specific situations, but with the role of social position 

(e.g. status, identity) outside the situation considered (e.g. some research on social identity between 

groups who differ in status on the toss of a coin).  

4. Ideological: analysis of interpersonal interaction that considers the role of general social beliefs, and of 

social relations between groups (e.g. studies of natural groups in real life and some laboratory 

contexts, such as some research dealing with social representations and minority influence).  

SCIENTIFIC METHOD 

The scientific method dictates that no theory is ‘true’ simply because it is logical and seems to make sense, or 

because one simply believes it to be true. On the contrary, the validity of a theory is based on its 

correspondence with publicly verifiable fact. So, social psychologists develop hypotheses or predictions based 

on theories or past observations. They then collect data to test if the hypothesis is correct. 

- Hypothesises are usually logically derived from theory. These predictions are then subjected to 

rigorous empirical testing and, depending on the outcome, there is refutation, retention or 

modification of theories.  

- Empirical (observation or experience) research is undertaken to test predictions. 

Laboratory experiments are intentionally low on external validity (mundane realism) but high on internal validity 

(experimental realism).  

- External validity or mundane realism: similarity between circumstances surrounding an experiment and 

circumstances encountered in everyday life. 

- Internal validity or experimental realism: psychological impact of the manipulations in an experiment. 

EXPERIMENTAL VS. NON-EXPERIMENTAL 

Experimental methods: an experiment that is testing an independent variable and validating a hypothesis. 

Looking for a cause and effect relationship.  

Non-experimental methods: lack the manipulation of an independent variable, random assignment of 

participants to conditions or orders of condition, or both. 

- Archival research: non-experimental method involving the assembly of data, or reports of data, 

collected by others. 

- Case studies: in-depth analysis of a single case (or individual) 

- Discourse analysis: a set of methods used to analyse text, in particular, naturally occurring language, in 

order to understand it’s meaning and significance.  

- Survey research:  method in which a large and representative sample of people answer direct questions 

about their attitudes or behaviour. 

- Field studies: the gathering of animal or human behavioural data in a natural setting. 

VARIABLES 

Independent variable: features of a situation that change of their own accord or can be manipulated by an 

experimenter to have effects on a dependent variable.   

Dependent variable: variables that change as a consequence of changes in the independent variable. 

Confounding variable: where two or more independent variables covary in a way that it is impossible to know 

which has caused the effect. 

 

3 SOURCES OF BIAS 

- Sampling Bias: occurs when the sample participating in the study is not representative of the general 

population. This could occur due to the purposeful selection of participants by the researcher, or it 

could also be a number of different factors impacting the sampling bias.  



HPS204 – HUMAN SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR EXAM REVISION  

3 
 

- Selection Bias: happens when the comparison in data from the sample population has no meaning or 

value because the participants n the sample were not equally and fairly selected for both the 

experiment and control groups. 

- Response Bias: occurs when only certain types of people respond to a survey or study. When this 

occurs, the resulting data is biased towards those with the motivation to answer and submit the survey 

or participate in the study.  

 

5 ETHICAL PRINCIPLES 

1. Physical welfare of participants: unethical to expose participants to physical harm. 

2. Respect for privacy: data obtained from participants is entirely confidential; only the research knows 

who said or did what. Personal identification is removed from data, research findngs are reported as 

statistics and data that is no longer useful gets destroyed. 

3. Use of deception: the manipulation of people’s cognition, feelings or behaviour in order to investigate 

the spontaneous, natural and non-reactive effect of independent variable.  

4. Informed consent: a way to safeguard participants’ rights in experiments is to obtain their informed 

consent to participants. Consent freely. They are entirely free to withdraw at any time.  

5. Debriefing: Participants should be fully debriefed after taking part in an experiment. This is designed to 

make sure people leave the laboratory with an increased respect for and understanding of social 

psychology.  
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SOCIAL COGNITION AND ATTRIBUTION (TOPIC 2) 

 

Social cognition: cognitive processes and structures that influence and are influenced by social behaviour.  

• Social cognition is an approach in social psychology that focuses on how thinking is affected by wider 

and more immediate social contexts, and how thinking affects our social behaviour. The focus here is on 

what goes on in the head of the individual person and how that affects and is affected by human 

interaction. 

• Social cognition is a particular area of social psychological research that borrows from the principles 

and methods of cognitive psychology and examines many important social issues (such as 

stereotyping).  

• Each day of our lives, we constantly confront all sorts of social information about ourselves and others. 

However, we are surprisingly effective at streamlining this huge and complex array of social 

information so as to continue our social functioning with relatively little effort and fuss.  

 

MODELS OF HUMAN COGNITION  

1. Cognitive consistency: a model of social cognition in which people try to reduce inconsistency among 

their cognitions, because they find inconsistency unpleasant.  

2. Naïve scientist: model of social cognition that characterises people as using rational, scientific-like, 

cause-effect analyses to understand their world.  

3. Cognitive miser: A model of social cognition that characterises people as using the least complex and 

demanding cognitions that are able to produce generally adaptive behaviours. 

4. Motivated tactician: a model of social cognition that characterises people as having multiple cognitive 

strategies available, which they choose among on the basis of personal goals, motives and needs.  

1940s-60s Seekers of Cognitive Consistency – needing to reduce inconsistencies among our thoughts 

1970s Naive Scientists – rational thinking and analyses 

late 1970s-80s Cognitive misers – limited information processing capacity that results in cognitive shortcuts 

(a.k.a. heuristics), errors, and biases  

1990s onwards Motivated tacticians – choose cognitive strategies on basis of goals, motives, and needs. 

Cognition can be schema (cognitive structures) or data driven 

2000s onwards Social (cognitive) neuroscience - Uses fMRI to explore parts of the brain associated with social 

behaviour e.g., ostracism, aggression. 

Learning Objectives: 

• Understand what is meant by the term ‘social cognition’ and know the major assumptions of the 

major models of social cognition;   

• Identify key factors that affect impression formation; 

• Describe and differentiate between: schemas, categories, prototypes, exemplars, and stereotypes; 

• Understand how schemas are used, acquired and how they develop and change; 

• Identify major biases and short cuts in making social inference; 

• Describe the major attributional theories; 

• Explain how theories of attribution have been applied, especially in the fields of emotional 

experience, attribution styles and relationships; 

• Define, recognise, and provide examples of the attributional biases; and 

• Appreciate intergroup attribution and define biases that affect intergroup attribution. 


