
Week 1 

Social Psychology  

- Social psychology is the study of how people influence others’ behavior, beliefs, and 

attitudes—for both good and bad 

o helps us understand not only why we sometimes act helpfully and even 

heroically in the presence of others, but also why we occasionally show our 

worst sides, caving in to group pressure or standing by idly while others suffer. It 

also sheds light on why we’re prone to accept blindly irrational, even 

pseudoscientific, beliefs.  

o Research shows that we tend to believe that others are vulnerable to social 

influence, but we don’t believe that we are 

- Social psychology is important for one reason: we humans are a highly social species 

- Number: 150. This number is the approximate size of most human social groups, from 

the hunter-gatherers of days of yore to today’s scientists working in a specialized 

research area 

o 150 is also close to the average number of people that each of us knows 

reasonably well. Interestingly, the median number of “friends” in people’s 

Facebook profiles is a bit over 100, not far from Dunbar’s number  

o  Dunbar argued that the size of our cortex relative to the rest of our brain places 

limits on how many people with whom we can closely associate. For animals 

with smaller cortices relative to the rest of their brains, such as chimpanzees and 

dolphins, the number of relations may be smaller  

o Whether 150 is the universal “magic number,” Dunbar is probably right that our 

highly social brains are predisposed to forming intimate interpersonal networks 

that are large—but only so large. 

THE NEED TO BELONG: WHY WE FORM GROUPS.  

- When we’re deprived of social contact for a considerable length of time, we usually 

become lonely. 



-  According to Roy Baumeister and Mark Leary’s (1995) need-to-belong theory, we 

humans have a biologically based need for interpersonal connections. 

o Research on inmates placed in solitary confinement suggests that they 

experience more psychological symptoms, especially mood and anxiety 

problems, than do other inmates 

- Threat of social isolation can lead us to behave in self-destructive ways and even impair 

our mental functioning. 

o gave them bogus feedback based on their test results: they told some of the 

participants “You’re the type who will end up alone later in life” and others 

“You’re likely to be accident prone later in life.” The students who received 

feedback that they’d be isolated toward the end of their lives were significantly 

more likely than those in the other group to engage in unhealthy behaviors like 

eating a fattening snack and procrastinating on an assignment 

 it may even impair students’ performance on IQ tests 

o Upon experiencing the sting of social rejection, participants displayed 

pronounced activation in the cingulate cortex, a brain region that becomes 

active during physical pain.  

 pain-killer Tylenol—compared with a placebo—blunts the activity of the 

cingulate cortex in response to social rejection 

o long-term loneliness can exert negative, at times devastating, effects on our 

psychological adjustment 

 Increases in loneliness are tied to heightened rates of depression a year 

later 

 increases in depression don’t predict increases in loneliness, suggesting 

that loneliness may contribute to depression 

 loneliness predicts cognitive decline and perhaps even heightened risk for 

Alzheimer’s disease 

HOW WE CAME TO BE THIS WAY: EVOLUTION AND SOCIAL BEHAVIOR 



- not all social influences are bad  

o adaptive under most circumstances and help to regulate cultural practices. 

o social influence processes work for us well most of the time, but they can 

occasionally backfire on us if we’re not careful. 

- An evolutionary perspective on social behavior leads us to one crucial conclusion: 

o conformity, obedience, and many other forms of social influence become 

maladaptive only when they’re blind or unquestioning 

o Once we accept social influence without evaluating it critically, though, we place 

ourselves at the mercy of powerful others. 

Social Comparison  

- Social Comparison Theory - theory that we seek to evaluate our abilities and beliefs by 

comparing them with those of others 

o helps us to understand ourselves and our social worlds better 

o upward social comparison - we compare ourselves with people who seem 

superior to us in some way, as when a new member of the basketball team 

compares herself with the team’s top two superstars.  

o downward social comparison -  we compare ourselves with others who seem 

inferior to us in some way, as when the same basketball player compares herself 

with her clumsy friends who keep bouncing basketballs off of their feet. (reality 

television shows that show how people failed their relationships/friendships  

- both upward and downward social comparison can boost our self-concepts 

o In one study, participants learned— falsely—that another person had 

outperformed them on a test of intelligence. Relative to observers, these 

participants markedly overestimated that person’s intelligence. By concluding 

that “the person who outperformed me is a genius”, participants salvaged their 

self-esteem: “It’s not that I’m dumb, it’s that he’s incredibly smart.” 

SOCIALCONTAGION. 



- We often look to others when a situation is ambiguous and we’re not sure what to do. 

That’s only natural, and it’s often a pretty good idea.  

o When we experience severe turbulence on an airplane, we often look to the 

faces of other passengers as cues for how to react. If they appear calm, we’ll 

generally relax; if they appear nervous or panicked, we’ll probably start looking 

around for the nearest emergency exit. But what if others are thinking and 

behaving irrationally? Then, we may do the same, because social behavior is 

often contagious. 

- Mass hysteria is a contagious outbreak of irrational behavior that spreads much like a 

flu epidemic; outbreak of irrational behavior that is spread by social contagion 

o Because we’re most likely to engage in social comparison when a situation is 

ambiguous, many of us are prone to mass hysteria 

o mass hysteria lead to collective delusions, in which many people simultaneously 

come to be convinced of bizarre things that are false 

- Urban legends: false stories repeated so many times that people believe them to be 

true 

o Increasing Internet use (YouTube, Facebook, etc.), erroneous rumors can now 

spread “virally,” becoming virtual overnight sensations in the absence of any 

objective evidence  

o are convincing in part because they’re surprising, yet plausible  

o play with our emotions, especially negative emotions 

Social Facilitation 

- mere presence of others can enhance our performance in certain situations, a 

phenomenon called social facilitation - enhancement of performance brought about by 

the presence of others 

o bicycle racers obtained faster speeds when racing along with other bicyclists 

than when racing against the clock 

o social facilitation applies to birds, fish, and even insects 



o cockroaches to two conditions: one in which they ran a maze alone and another 

in which they ran a maze while being observed by an audi- ence of fellow 

cockroaches from a “spectator box.” Compared with the lone cockroaches, 

cockroaches in the second condition ran the maze significantly faster and 

committed fewer errors  

o Social facilitation occurs only on tasks we find easy,  

- Social disruption—a worsening of performance in the presence of others—occurs on 

tasks we find difficult. 

Fundamental Attribution of Error 

- Attribution - process of assigning causes to behavior 

o Some attributions are internal (inside the person), such as when we conclude 

that Joe Smith robbed a bank because he’s impulsive.  

o Other attributions are external (outside the person), such as when we conclude 

that Bill Jones robbed a bank because his family was broke 

- Fundamental attribution error - tendency to overestimate the impact of dispositional 

influences on other people’s behavior 

o Characteristics, such as personality traits, attitudes, and intelligence. 

o Tend to underestimate the impact of situational influences on others’ behavior, 

meaning that we attribute too little of their behavior to what’s going on around 

them 

o Culprit is the fact that we’re rarely aware of all of the situational factors 

impinging on others’ behavior at a given moment 

 we’re less likely to commit the fundamental attribution error if we’ve 

been in the same situation ourselves, and 

 have been encouraged to feel empathic toward those we’re observing  

o We tend to commit the fundamental attribution error only when explaining 

others’ behavior; when explaining the causes of our own behavior, we’re a bit 



more likely to invoke situational influences, probably because we’re well aware 

of all of the situational factors affecting us  

o Cultural differences of Fundamental Attribution Error 

 Japanese and Chinese people seem to be less so 

 Collectivist culture LESS likely for FAE.  

 


