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TOPIC 1: INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY 
 

1. How would you define social psychology? 
• Social Psychology is the scientific study of how thoughts, feelings and behaviours of 

individuals are influenced by the actual, imagined (e.g., imagining and audience) or implied 
(e.g., social norms) presence of others.  

• A branch of psychology that studies the psychological processes involved in the interactions 
between people 

2. How does social psychology use scientific and other empirical methods? 
• Reductionism:  

o Social psychology acknowledges and applies reductionist reasoning, i.e. describing 
complex phenomena (such as society) in terms of its more simple or fundamental 
constituents, such as explaining group dynamics through à interpersonal processes à 
cognition àneuropsychology à neurochemistry, and so on. 

o Criticism of Reductionism: Problems with a purely reductionist approach: 
Reductionist explanations do not always match the level of inquiry of the research 
question, e.g., explaining social interactions in neurochemical terms will not further our 
understanding of the mental phenomenology of social forces. 

• Experimental research methods:  
o RCT experiments are social psychology’s most important research method. Provides 

causal information about the relationship between an IV (the manipulated research 
variable) and DV (the outcome variable). 

o Field experiments are used to investigate phenomena that can’t be isolated and test in a 
lab setting. The manipulation if the IV is conducted in the field. Field experiments are 
usually high in mundane and experimental reasoning. 

• Potential biases in experimental methods: 
o Confounding variables: variables that alter the effect of the IV and are unknown to the 

researchers 
o Demand characteristics: features of the experiment which may be interpreted by 

participants as ‘demanding’ a certain response. 
o Low mundane realism: similarity of the experiment conditions to the real-world. 

• Mundane vs Experimental Realism:  
o Experimental realism refers to the extent to which participants experience the 

experimental situation as intended. Experiments are high in experimental realism as they 
isolate the IV under investigation and control for the potential influence of confounders. 
They are however low in mundane realism as they create an unnatural environment that 
allows them to isolate the IV.  

o Mundane realism refers to the extent to which the experimental situation is similar to 
situations people are likely to encounter in the real world. Field studies are high in 
mundane realism. 

• Non-experimental research methods: 
o Where experimentation is impossible or inappropriate a range of non-experimental 

methods can be followed, which are based on detecting correlations between variables 
which may indicate a relationship between the variables but necessarily a causative one. 

o Case study: an in-depth study of a single case and are well-suited to the study of a rare 
phenomenon. 

o Discourse analysis: a research approach that focuses on analysing what people say in 
natural settings in order to detect underlying discursive themes. 



o Survey research: can be self-answered questionnaires or interviews conducted by 
researcher. Can be useful in obtaining lots of data from a large representative sample. 

o Field Study: to be distinguished from field experiment. In a field study a non-obtrusive 
experimenter simply observes and records naturally occurring phenomenon. 

o Archival research: involves researching a wide-scale phenomenon through the assembly 
of previously collected data such as census records. 

3.  What does social psychology contribute when trying to understand human behaviour? 
• Social Psychology offers us a fuller understanding of psychological processes and behaviour 

by actively acknowledging the importance of social interaction/context. 
• Being an integral human motive, social belonging is important to understanding human 

psychology broadly. Our understanding of human behaviour is incomplete without 
acknowledging the reciprocal relationship individuals have with their social environment. 

4. What are the ethical issues for researchers? 
• Five important ethical principles: 

o Protection from harm: Such ensuring you don’t expose research participants to physical 
or psychologically harmful conditions. 

o Right to privacy: ensuing collected research data cannot be traced back to research 
participants. 

o Deception: is controversial principle as many experiments need to conceal the actual 
aim of the study to protect against deliberative responses. The boundaries between 
necessary deception to ensure the participant is ‘naïve’ to the aims of the experiment 
needs to be balanced with protection of harm. 

o Informed consent: participants should be informed of the completely voluntary nature of 
their participation and their ability to discontinue at any stage, a well as a detailed 
explanation of what they will do in the experiment. 

o Debriefing: Participants should learn of all the research aims. 

	


