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Chapter 1

Social Psychologists and Thinking
about People

Roy F. Baumeister

One of the editors of this textbook belongs to a social program that was created
a few years ago. When he asked his new departmental colleagues why they
decided to add social psychology to a department that was already large, happy;,
and successful, they had two answers. First, they did a survey of the top-ranked
psychology departments across North America to determine what these depart-
ments had that they did not, and social psychology emerged as the top answer.
Thus, they considered social psychology an essential ingredient of a high-quality
psychology department.

Second, the university administration had also shown considerable interest.
Administrators usually seek to break down barriers between fields, so they look
for opportunities for scholars with widely different backgrounds to exchange
ideas. A social psychologist, they had concluded, was one of those rare specialists
who would have something of interest to say to nearly everyone in the university.
In other words, almost all fields of inquiry, and certainly all the ones (the major-
ity) that study people, have some interests in common with social psychology.

Social psychology is thus a highly special enterprise. John Cacioppo (2007),
as president of the Association for Psychological Science, reported that psy-
chology is a “hub science,” in the sense that it has considerable influence on
other fields. Social psychology has played an important role in that—and, we
think, should be poised to take on an even larger role.



BACKGROUND

Part of the appeal of social psychology is that it is open to almost anything
in the realm of normal human behavior. Many subfields of psychology are
defined by a specific focus: on mental illness, on children, or on brain pro-
cesses. Social psychology has no such specific focus. Anything contributing to
an increased understanding of how people in general think, feel, and act is wel-
come. The opportunities for new ideas, new methods, and new directions seem
unlimited. Scholars in many fields keep up with new developments relevant to
their own work, but we think social psychologists are especially prone to smile
over something they hear or read that may have no bearing on their own work
but nonetheless contributes provocative insights to the broad project of under-
standing people. This focus is also undoubtedly one of the reasons that the
deans mentioned above thought that social psychologists were unusually posi-
tioned to be able to exchange ideas with professors in almost any other field.

It is therefore with great pleasure that Eli Finkel and I introduce this text-
book, Advanced Social Psychology. It is intended to provide a basic overview of
social psychology for graduate students, upper-level undergraduates, and oth-
ers. We assume that most readers will have had an undergraduate course in
social psychology, if not more, although such a background is not essential. The
authors of this book were given the task of providing an introductory overview
of their topics—to cover what every graduate student in social psychology
ought to know.

As we worked to produce this volume, we were delighted and humbled to
read the fine chapters that these experts produced. We will allow them to speak
for themselves. In this opening chapter, we will undertake an intellectual exer-
cise, namely to articulate the various images of the human social individual that
have informed and guided research in social psychology over the years.

Understanding People

Social psychologists have sometimes seen their task as understanding situa-
tions. Yet we think that understates the value of social psychology. You probably
were not inspired to become a social psychologist to learn about situations. On
the contrary, most people come to social psychology because they are inter-
ested in people. Social psychologists study and think endlessly about people.
Experiments in social psychology test hypotheses about people. Our field has
plenty to say about people.

Most studies in social psychology proceed in very small steps, reporting a
few experiments aimed at some narrow aspect of human functioning. Yet
underlying those studies are broad assumptions about what types of creatures
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people really are. By way of introduction to the field, we offer a somewhat
haphazard tour through several of these implicit images of humankind as social
psychology has imagined them.

In general, psychology involves studies of motivation and cognition, and it
is possible to trace the history of psychology as a series of pendulum swings to
emphasize one or another. Thus, the Wundtian introspectionist school focused
on cognition. The Freudian theory emphasized motivation. The learning in ani-
mal learning can be considered to be cognitive, despite the official reluctance to
acknowledge that anything inside the mind could be scientifically studied.
Drive theory was, however, motivational. And so forth.

Social psychology has likewise varied in terms of espousing “hot” (motiva-
tional) and “cold” (cognitive) processes in its history. Hence several of these
images of the human person lean heavily toward either cognition or motiva-
tion. If we put them all together, we are likely to get a balanced and probably
fairly accurate view.

One more point. I have sought to depict these images in a lively manner and
to give them somewhat memorable names that might be usable in the occa-
sional seminar discussion. At times, composite images with entertaining names
can come to be regarded as caricatures. I hope no theorists will be offended by
these depictions and that readers will recognize that they are shorthand sum-
maries that cannot do justice to all the subtleties that individual theorists may
appreciate. These are heuristics; please treat them as such.

Ultimately, this chapter is an expression of my own longstanding interest in
people, and one that I suspect many social psychologists share. When you read
research findings, it is stimulating to step back occasionally and reflect on what
they contribute to answering the grand question: “What sort of creatures are
human beings?” What follows is a list of some of the answers that social
psychologists have pursued.

The Consistency Seeker

We begin with some of the “hot” models that emphasize motivation. Early
social psychology emphasized motivation over cognition, although that has
been reversed considerably in recent decades.

One of the first big ideas in modern social psychology was that people are
motivated to seek consistency. This was a dominant view in the late 1950s and
the 1960s and has remained influential ever since. It is a view that emphasizes
motivated cognition, or perhaps motivations about cognition. Consistency is,
in the final analysis, something cognitive, but the emphasis in early years was in
people’s motivated strivings to attain and sustain it. Even the theory of cognitive
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dissonance, which was for a time the most influential theory in social psychol-
ogy, was really a drive (motivation) theory and not very cognitive by modern
standards.

As an image of humankind, the Consistency Seeker goes about his or her
business until some sort of inconsistency is encountered, which is disturbing
and sets off efforts to restore consistency. Thus, both emotion and motivation
are associated with consistency. Inconsistency can arise in many places, such as
in conflict between people’s actions and their attitudes or in their perceptions of
the social world. Having two friends who dislike each other is itself an impor-
tant source of consistency. [“Balance” was another term for consistency, as in
the balance theories by Heider (1958) and others.]

In early and pure forms, the Consistency Seeker idea meant that people are
interested in consistency much of the time and are perhaps constantly alert for
possible inconsistencies. Later it emerged that people are not all that consistent.
People have a great many thoughts, memories, and behaviors, and it would be
implausibly laborious to test each new one for possible inconsistencies with all
the others. Hence the later versions held that people do not really worry much
about inconsistency unless it becomes an issue, for example, when they find
themselves doing something that is strikingly inconsistent with what they have
said, done, or thought before. In other words, the situation must emphasize the
inconsistency to set off the motivation to reduce inconsistency.

The Consistency Seeker today is one of the field’s senior citizens. The field
respects the idea but has moved on to add other models. That is, consistency
seeking is still considered to be an important category of human social behav-
ior, but it is one among many. It is no longer treated as the major or central
aspect of human social life.

The Self-Esteem Maximizer

The view that people seek to protect and possibly increase their self-esteem has
informed research in social psychology for decades. At first it was related to
dissonance theory, several versions of which saw dissonance motivation as cen-
tered around maintaining a favorable view of self, because being inconsistent
made you look bad. However, concerns about self-esteem soon went far beyond
attitude dynamics and dissonance reduction. The motivation to maintain self-
esteem was seen as driving task performance and responses to failure, interper-
sonal strategies, defensive cognitive styles, stress, emotion, risk taking, and
much more.

The Self-Esteem Maximizer seeks above all to avoid losing self-esteem.
Anything that depicts the self in a bad light and could potentially call for a
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downward revision in your self-appraisal is seen as threatening. People may
avoid certain situations or persons, rationalize events, and even provide them-
selves with excuses for potential failure, all to prevent the loss of self-esteem.
Aggressive responses to criticism are also viewed as driven by concern with
self-esteem.

The urge to enhance your favorable view of self is prominent in some
versions of the Self-Esteem Maximizer but not in others. It is somewhat more
controversial than the urge to avoid losing self-esteem. In part this reflects the
influence of the consistency seeker image: To raise your self-esteem is, after all,
to change your view of yourself and thus is a form of inconsistency. Self-
verification theory, for example, has explicitly rejected the view that people
fundamentally want to raise their self-esteem (Swann, 1985), but it strongly
avers that people resist losing self-esteem.

The Self-Esteem Maximizer is alive and well in social psychology today.
Few social psychological theories dispute that people are sensitive to criticism,
enjoy thinking well of themselves, and will adjust their behavior and mental
processes to sustain a favorable image of self.

Research on relationships has added another dimension to the Self-Esteem
Maximizer: Not only do people want to think that they are great individually,
they also want to believe that their close relationships are exceptionally good.
People idealize their partners and how well they get along. The self-deceptive
aspect of this can explain, among other things, why surveys consistently find
that the majority of Americans describe their marriages as quite happy, but half
of these marriages end in divorce.

The Terror Manager

A highly distinctive, well-integrated theory of human nature has been advanced
under the rubric of Terror Management Theory. This approach was originally
inspired by the writings of anthropologist Ernest Becker (1973), who proposed
that humans are unique among living things in knowing that they will eventu-
ally die. Becker proposed that much human behavior can be understood as a
motivated response to the fear of death. Although this was originally presented
as a theoretical, even existential argument, it has led to an impressive research
program spearheaded by a trio of social psychologists: Tom Pyszczynski, Jeft
Greenberg, and Sheldon Solomon. They have refined and updated Becker’s
notions in light of their experimental findings (see, e.g., Pyszczynski, Greenberg,
& Solomon, 1997).

As these theorists argue, the avoidance of death is the “master motive” that
underlies most human strivings. To be sure, people are not threatened with
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death on a regular basis, but in Terror Management Theory the avoidance of
reminders of human mortality is the central, overriding fact of human life. The
quest for self-esteem, which in the theory of the Self-Esteem Maximizer is the
core motive, is considered in this theory to be derived from the fear of death. By
building and pursuing self-esteem, people can presumably obliterate thoughts
and fears of death. Self-esteem is thus an artificial defense mechanism that
helps people forget about death.

Even culture is in this view is considered to be a psychological defense mech-
anism. That is, people create culture to shield themselves from awareness of
death. An important and well-documented response of people who are reminded
of death is to increase their loyal support for their cultural worldview.

The notion of death avoidance as the master motive provides a basis for
explaining a great many, and potentially all, human actions and strivings.
According to Terror Management Theory, sexual activity, achievement motiva-
tion, prejudice, emotion, and other phenomena studied by social psychologists
are all ways of coping with the threatening idea that we will eventually die, and
with the terror that this idea evokes.

The Information Seeker

We turn now from the relatively hot (i.e., motivational) to the colder (i.e., cog-
nitive) images of humankind. These emphasize thinking and processing infor-
mation as the paramount human activity. Motivation is quietly downplayed in
some variations on these approaches, recognized but simply not considered in
others, and actively denied (for the most part) in still others.

An early and not very controversial version of the cold, cognitive approach
to understanding people depicts them as Information Seekers. The simple
assumption behind this theory is that it is important and helpful for people to
understand their worlds, and so they constantly go about trying to collect infor-
mation. The drive to understand the environment is probably present even in
simple animals, who benefit from being able to predict events in their physical
surroundings. Understanding the social environment is considerably more
challenging than understanding the physical environment, and so humans
spend much of their time trying to gain information about it. This includes
learning and making inferences about other people as well as about social situ-
ations and social structures.

The Information Seekers are also interested in gaining information about
themselves. To navigate through life effectively, it is most helpful and useful to
know as much as possible about both yourself and your world. For example,
choosing the right courses of study, the right career, and the right mates depends

10
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on finding matches between aspects of the self and aspects of the social world,
and so both kinds of knowledge are needed.

The central assumption of the Information Seeker approach was that when-
ever something happens—you pass a test, get rejected by a romantic partner,
meet someone new; have an argument—you respond by trying to determine what
it means and what its implications are. Attribution theory, which was one of the
dominant theories in social psychology from the late 1960s into the 1980s, took
this approach (e.g., Jones, Kanouse, Kelley, Nisbett, Valins, & Weiner, 1972).

Simple curiosity captures the essence of the Information Seeker. Still, in
reality, people are more curious about some things than about others. Hence
the simplest versions of the Information Seeker, as a person seeking any and all
information, are probably not seriously upheld by many social psychologists as
the most correct model.

The Motivated Information Seeker is an apt name for the view that com-
bines the basic cognitive, curious, avid learner with the understanding that
most individuals have a fairly strong set of preferences for what to learn. Thus,
the basic Information Seeker may want to learn the truth about himself or
herself, regardless of what it is, but the Motivated Information Seeker (like the
Self-Esteem Maximizer) much prefers to hear favorable rather than unfavor-
able things about the self.

The Information Processor

The simple view of humans as Information Seekers gave way in the 1970s to the
realization that information was not simply taken in but rather was subjected to
fairly extensive processing. The so-called Cognitive Revolution emerged in social
psychology during that decade and became the dominant view during the next
one (the 1980s). The image of people as Information Processors was essentially
an updated, more sophisticated version of seeing them as Information Seekers.

The image of the Information Seeker depicted humans as scouring their
world for information, quickly figuring it out with a couple of attributions, and
storing those conclusions for future use. The image of the Information Processor
was similar, except that it recognized that considerable inner mental work
occurred when the information was first encountered. Instead of an attribution
or two, the processing involved selective attention, extensive and fallible inter-
pretation processes, partial encoding into memory and at best modestly reliable
retrieval from memory, assimilation of new information to existing knowledge,
mental shortcuts, and numerous other processes.

The image of the Information Processor was for a time the coldest of the
cold images of the human being that social psychologists had. It borrowed

11
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methods and theories from cognitive psychology, a field that has never had
much use for motivation, emotion, and other hot processes. Many social psy-
chologists embraced the discipline of thinking in purely cognitive terms and
noted that assumptions about motivation were sometimes unnecessary and
unsupported. Leading journals for a time insisted that authors could draw a
motivational conclusion about their research findings only after they first ruled
out all possible cognitive explanations. (The reverse rule, ruling out motiva-
tional explanations before positing a purely cognitive one, has never been in
force.) For example, why might people take more responsibility for success than
failure, in the standard self-serving attributional bias effect (e.g., Jones et al,,
1972; Zuckerman, 1979)? The motivational explanation was that people want
to believe good things about themselves, so they more readily accept success
than failure as a true sign of their worth. But it is also possible to pose a purely
cognitive explanation: Perhaps people expect success more than failure (because
they succeed more often than they fail), and so failure violates their expectan-
cies in a way that success does not. The violated expectancies cause them to
engage in more cognitive processing after failure than success, and the intensi-
fied scrutiny will sometimes reveal reasons not to take the failure to heart. In
that view, it has nothing to do with wanting to think well of oneself.

Again, the Information Processor has become more of a useful heuristic
than something that most social psychologists seriously regard as a thorough,
adequate image of the human individual. The facts that some cognitions are
motivated, and that motivations can steer and alter the way information is pro-
cessed, are widely accepted. During a conference debate the influential social
psychologist Robert Zajonc once proposed that the image of the human mind
as a small computer should be updated to assign more prominence to motiva-
tion and emotion, and he suggested the memorable image of a computer cov-
ered in barbecue sauce!

Although these new views of the Motivated Information Processor do allow
some scope and influence to motivation, they continue to treat it as secondary.
Motivation is seen as something that mainly interferes with cognitive process-
ing or, at best, can occasionally focus cognitive processing on things that are
important. Still, the Motivated Information Processor is one image of human-
kind that is still quite popular among researchers today.

The Foolish Mistake Maker
A priority in research and publication in early social psychology, greatly com-

pounded by the Cognitive Revolution, created a variation of the Information
Processor, redefining it as someone who processes information badly. The priority

12



Social Psychologists and Thinking about People

was that social psychologists searched for counterintuitive findings that went
against what most people assumed and expected. Because research on social
cognition that showed that people reached the right conclusion was often not
very informative about the inner processes involved, a premium was placed on
showing instances in which people came to false conclusions or made other
errors. Collected together, these created an image of the human being as a
Foolish Mistake Maker. (The first draft of this chapter used the label “the
Cognitive Dumb-ass,” but editorial feedback suggested that this may not be
suitable for a professional graduate-level textbook.)

Journalism students learn about “Man Bites Dog” stories. The principle is
that a dog biting a man is typical and therefore not newsworthy, but a man bit-
ing a dog is unusual and therefore worth reporting. Social psychology, espe-
cially in its early years when it struggled to gain respect, had a similar attitude.
Showing that people do sensible things for readily understandable reasons was
considered not very inspiring and hence not publishable. Showing that people
do foolish, self-destructive, or irrational things, possibly for surprising, intui-
tively disturbing reasons, was a surer path to getting published. Teachers of
social psychology have long advised students to seek findings that their grand-
mothers would not already know to be true.

Hence one important theme throughout the history of social psychology
has been to characterize the thoughts and actions of ordinary persons as stupid,
biased, and counterproductive. Exposing the dumb things people do has been
a reliable path to publication and career advancement for many social psychol-
ogists. This approach sometimes produces a mentality comparable to that of
so-called “gotcha” journalism, in which researchers design clever experimental
procedures that expose their research participants as fools, suckers, and hypo-
crites. Still, it is important to know the mistakes people make in systematic,
predictable ways for this often provides valuable insight, and it would be unfair
to stigmatize the entire line of work based on some excesses and unfortunate
tendencies.

For example, one well-established principle goes by the name of the Cognitive
Miser (Taylor, 1981). The Cognitive Miser is perhaps one aspect of the Foolish
Mistake Maker. The essence of being a Cognitive Miser is based on the hypoth-
esis that because people do not like to exert mental effort, they do as little as pos-
sible. The lazy, short-cutting style of thought produces some errors. The opposite
of the Cognitive Miser is the ruminating person, who thinks too much and too
endlessly about something, especially something bad. The Foolish Mistake Maker
sometimes thinks too much and sometimes too little, though many mistakes
arise not from the amount but from the processes of thinking. Motivation, in
particular, has long been regarded by cognitive social psychologists as introduc-
ing error into the thought processes, such as in wishful thinking.

13
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The Foolish Mistake Maker remains alive and well as a popular image of
humankind in social psychology. There is, we think, a general sense that that is
not all that human beings are. There are even reasoned, thoughtful critiques
suggesting that much of what is called error and bias should not be thus dispar-
aged, partly because the same inner processes that produce the occasional well-
documented errors in studies of social psychology also produce correct answers
most of the time (Funder, 1995). But errors are made, and social psychologists
thrive on spotting them.

The Nondifferent Individual, or the Situational Responder

During the first half of the twentieth century, as the field of psychology took
shape as a standard academic discipline, social psychology was a small, margin-
ally noticed field while personality psychology was a major powerhouse. The
personality theorists, such as Freud, Jung, Adler, Erikson, and Maslow, devel-
oped grand theories that influenced thinkers from many disciplines. Social
psychologists struggled to discover how to do experiments.

For a complicated mixture of reasons, there was a relative shift in power
during the 1960s and 1970s, so that social psychology became a large, thriving
field, while personality psychology lost much of its clout. The two fields also
became closely aligned, as symbolized by the premier journal for both fields,
the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, which gradually became the
largest journal that the American Psychological Association (APA) publishes.
Hence for some time there was a considerable amount of friction and rivalry
between personality and social psychologists. We are happy to report that this
has diminished considerably, although it can still be glimpsed at times.

Personality came to focus ever more intensely on individual differences,
which is to say the study of how people are different. During the periods of
most intense friction between the two fields, many social psychologists became
fond of downplaying individual differences and pointing to phenomena that
suggested that such differences were essentially trivial or irrelevant to behavior.
For example, some of the classic articles from this period of social psychology,
including the bystander intervention studies and the Stanford prison simula-
tion study, proudly noted that the researchers had tested extensively for indi-
vidual differences but found none of these to produce any reliable effects.

The view that people are pretty much all the same can be termed the
“Nondifferent Individual” The term was chosen to contrast it with the empha-
sis in personality psychology on individual differences. The underlying theory
is that behavior is primarily a response to situations (hence the alternate title of
“Situational Responder”). How people think, feel, and act is a direct result of

14
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situational pressures and influences. In contrast to the extensive inner depths of
the self that some personality theories postulated, this view of humans states
that there is not a great deal inside them, other than mechanisms to help them
respond to their immediate situation.

Similar to the behaviorist view that refused to talk about mental states, the
Nondifferent Individual theory was perhaps an intellectual exercise that made
a methodological virtue out of not talking about certain things. Few behavior-
ists really believed that mental states were not real. In the same way, we suspect,
the advocates of the Nondifferent Individual theory probably believed that peo-
ple do have personality traits that differentiate them. They simply believed that
these traits were not terribly important or influential. One of the guiding texts
for this movement was Mischel's (1968) Personality and Assessment, which
famously concluded that personality traits typically predict only about 10% of
behavior. Social psychologists helpfully stepped into that apparent gap by
suggesting that their research on situational causes could account for the
other 90%.

These arguments were overstated, of course. If one trait predicts 10% of the
variance, that does not leave 90% for situations. There could be other traits. In
addition, there are measurement error and other sources of error variance,
which can be considerable. Funder and Ozer (1983) showed that the typical
effect size of a situation cause in some classic social psychology experiments
was about the same as obtained with a trait measure. Likewise, a giant meta-
analysis by Richard, Bond, and Stokes-Zoota (2003) found that the average
effect size in experiments in social psychology was even a little smaller, around
a fifth of a standard deviation, or 4% of the variance, which again is in the range
of what traits predict. Today, most psychologists recognize that both personal-
ity traits and situational factors contribute important insights to predicting and
understanding human behavior. Still, the Nondifferent Individual remains a
popular figure in some styles of thought.

The Impression Manager

Related to the Nondifferent Individual is the idea that people simply try to pres-
ent themselves to others in ways that make a good impression. As Impression
Managers, people again do not have much personal depth (again in contrast to
Freudian and many other personality theories) but simply have the inner pro-
cesses that enable them to adapt to the situation.

The Impression Manager cares greatly about what others think, and so in
that sense the theory has a strong motivational component. But other possible
motivations were relegated to background status. The Impression Manager can

15
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be a chameleon, changing colors to suit the situation. In other versions of the
theory, the person has a simple set of basic motivational drives and uses impres-
sion management as a means to attain these goals.

The Impression Manager does come equipped with a possibly extensive set
of inner mechanisms for discerning what others prefer and for altering his or
her own behavior accordingly. Self-presentational strategies and tactics are
chosen according to what will work best.

The intellectual lineage of the Impression Manager stems from the writings
of Goftman (e.g., 1959), a sociologist who analyzed human interactions as the-
atrical performances. The view of the self as an actor and role player was apt,
because actors in a play say and do things by following a script rather than
because they really believe them. An early and influential version in social psy-
chology was put forward as an alternative to cognitive dissonance theory.
Tedeschi, Schlenker, and Bonoma (1971) proposed that people do not really
change their attitudes to resolve inconsistency—they merely claim to have
changed their attitudes so as to appear consistent and thereby make a good
impression on the experimenter. The lack of a genuine inner process (other
than what was needed for managing the impression made) came to be a contro-
versial but defining feature of the Impression Manager. The contrast with the
Consistency Seeker was sharp and made for a lively controversy, because the
Consistency Seeker had strong inner commitments to important attitudes,
whereas the Impression Manager simply said what was expedient.

Clearly the view of the Impression Manager dovetailed well with that of the
Nondifferent Individual, who simply responds to situational forces. In both,
the person lacks strong inner values and commitments, other than the value of
being accepted. These people simply adapt and respond to the immediate
situation.

However, as a general model of human nature, the Impression Manager has
largely gone out of fashion. That image too was perhaps more of an intellectual
exercise. It is not clear if many social psychologists really believed that people
went through life trying to make a good impression, without caring a great deal
about the form that the good impression took. To be sure, people were often
shown to be surprisingly malleable in response to situations, contrary to the
early personality theories that saw each individual as having a powerful, well-
defined inner self that strongly resisted change and was the overriding force in
dictating behavior. There have even been arguments that people in general have
changed across time: The American of the early twentieth century was guided
by strong inner convictions, whereas by mid-century he or she was more
inclined to go along with the crowd (e.g., Riesman, Glazer, & Denney, 1951).

Even the most ardent advocates of the self-presentation theory soon
came to believe that there were powerful inner forces and processes at stake.
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Rather than simply presenting yourself in whatever way made a good impres-
sion, people carefully selected their public behaviors so as to claim identities for
themselves and establish themselves in others’ minds the way they themselves
wanted to be seen, or at best compromised between presenting themselves
according to their own inner values and what the clear preferences of the audi-
ence were. Today social psychologists recognize the reality of impression man-
agement, but few really think that such processes provide anything close to a
thorough account of the human individual and human social behavior.
Impression management consists of helpful set of strategies and behaviors that
accompany the extensive inner cognitive processes and serve its motivations.

The Naturally Selected Animal

A radically new type of person began to show up in theories of social psychol-
ogy in the 1980s and has slowly become prominent and influential. The impe-
tus was the influx of biological thinking, with special emphasis on evolutionary
theory, as a way to explain social behavior. Prior to this, social psychologists
explained that human behavior was the result of immediate situational factors
and several types of longer-term influences. Those included socialization, such
as media, school, and parental influences; Freudian processes, such as uncon-
scious motivations and the results of childhood experiences; and reinforcement
history. They all treated the newborn as largely a blank slate. The idea that
people were born with certain innate behavioral tendencies was not widely
respected. If anything, the idea of innate tendencies suggested explanations
based on instinct, which were seen as old-fashioned and less scientific than
explanations based on learning from experience.

The view of humans as Naturally Selected Animals therefore had to fight a
long, slow battle to gain respect. However, by the turn of the twenty-first cen-
tury it had become a, if not the, preferred explanation for many behaviors. To
be sure, most social psychologists even in the 1950s probably believed in the
theory of evolution, but they did not really think evolution had much relevance
to social behavior. That is what changed. Many social psychologists today regard
human beings as simply another species of animal, and as such they consider
human social behavior to be the result of the same evolutionary forces that
shaped behavior among all animals.

The Naturally Selected Animal is seen as basically similar to many other
animals, although perhaps a bit more complicated in view of its high intelli-
gence, invention of language, and mastery of technology. Still, the same basic
principles apply. The Naturally Selected Animal wants to survive and repro-
duce. Crucially, many behavior patterns have become divorced from their overt
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connection to survival and reproduction but remain in place because they con-
tributed to survival and reproduction in the past. For example, sexual desire is
strong because over the centuries of natural selection, humans with considerable
sexual desire were more likely to reproduce than humans who did not desire sex.
Today, many people desire sex without reproduction, and in fact quite a few of
them take extensive precautions to achieve this, although their patterns of desire
are still shaped by what produced the best reproductive results in the past.

Purists among the evolutionary psychology camp insist that reproduction
alone is the key to natural selection. Survival is at best a means to make repro-
duction possible. The emphasis on reproduction has called attention to many
differences between men and women, because the contingencies that make for
reproductive success are somewhat different for men than for women. Hence
the Naturally Selected Animal theory could perhaps be elaborated by suggest-
ing that the Naturally Selected Man and the Naturally Selected Woman are
somewhat different versions, with different motivations and different behav-
ioral tendencies.

Still, the Naturally Selected Animal theory offers more than an explanation
for sexual behavior. It favors relatives over strangers, forms groups easily, and
is interested in dominance (i.e., rising to the top of a group hierarchy). Social
psychologists gradually came to realize that evolutionary theory could offer a
basis for explaining the majority of human behavior, although proving that those
explanations are more correct than other possible explanations is often difficult.

Advocates of the Naturally Selected Animal theory have often found them-
selves in conflict with social psychologists interested in culture and cultural differ-
ences. Although natural and cultural explanations are not necessarily incompatible,
in practice thinkers have debated for decades whether particular patterns are
innate or learned, and nature-nurture debates have been heated in social psychol-
ogy too. In particular, the established practice in social psychology was to explain
a great many things on the basis of socialization and learning from culture, so
there were understandably some conflicts and arguments when a new generation
sought to replace or augment those explanations with evolutionary ones.

In many cases, the argument is put in terms of the length of the leash. The
assumption is that evolution shaped people to behave in certain ways but left a
certain degree of flexibility for adapting to the social environment. Culture can
influence behavior up to the length of the leash.

The Cultural Animal

The Cultural Animal view was developed as a synthesis and compromise among
many other views, so it is less provocative than most. It was partly an attempt to
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accept the fundamental fact that the human psyche was shaped by evolution
but also to recognize the importance of culture.

The core idea is that the human mind was created by nature, but culture is
humankind’s biological strategy. That is, nature selected in favor of traits that
facilitated survival and reproduction. The human species used culture as its
method of solving problems of survival and reproduction. Culture is basically a
system that helps groups live together. It is learned behavior that is transmitted
through the group (you do not have culture by yourself), and so the prominent
features of human psychology are designed to help us participate in these group
systems. Thus, crucially, the traits that set humans apart from other animals are
based on adaptations to make human social life, including culture, possible.

For example, groups function best if people perform roles in an interlock-
ing system, so humans have selves that can take on and juggle multiple roles.
Groups need people to adjust to the rules and standards of the group, so humans
are good at self-regulation. Morality is a set of rules created to overcome selfish-
ness and benefit the group. Groups benefit from loyalty and stable relation-
ships, so humans have a need to belong. Cultural groups require shared
understandings, so people have empathy and theory of mind (i.e., the mental
capacity to appreciate the inner states of others).

Thus, the cultural animal argument rejects the “leash” metaphor that was
mentioned with the Naturally Selected Animal theory. The leash argument
assumes that nature came first, laying the foundation for human behavior, and
culture followed after the evolutionary process was done. Instead, the Cultural
Animal argument suggests that culture influenced evolution. This does not
require that specific cultural practices were produced by evolution, but rather
that culture became part of the selection environment, so that traits favorable
to culture evolved. For example, following the emergence of human language in
the social environment, people who were better able to talk and understand
speech became more successful at surviving and reproducing than people who
lacked the biological capabilities to use language well.

In short, instead of natural evolution preceding culture, human biology and
culture coevolved. This was argued first and persuasively by Boyd and Richerson
(1985; Richerson & Boyd, 2005). A very different path led me to arrive at a
similar conclusion: I read the social psychology literature and sought to deter-
mine which image of the human being best fit the accumulated work of all the
people in the field. My conclusion was that the human psyche seemed very
well designed, in both cognition and motivation, to participate in complex,
information-based social groups, namely culture (Baumeister, 2005).

The other difference between the Cultural Animal view and the Naturally
Selected Animal view is one of emphasis. The Naturally Selected Animal expla-
nations focus on how humans are similar to other animals. The Cultural Animal
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focuses more on how people are different from other animals. Human social
life does bear some resemblance to the social lives of other animals, but it also
has remarkably unique features, and these can perhaps be understood by con-
sidering that evolution favored traits that enabled people to construct this new
type of social life.

The importance of culture as a product of human collective efforts is central
to both the Cultural Animal and the Terror Manager ideas. The difference is
that the Terror Manager is concerned with avoiding the thought of death or
mortality, because that idea is what causes the terror that is central to the the-
ory. For the Cultural Animal, a main function of culture is to prevent actual
death (not just the idea of it). Culture is the way humans solve the basic natural
problems of survival and reproduction.

The Group Member

The study of group processes has along history in social psychology. Newcomers
to the field sometimes think that social psychology is mostly about the study of
groups. In reality, however, the long history is one of being respected but politely
ignored by much of the field. Social psychologists have preferred to focus on
individual persons and even inner processes, thereby sometimes (and in our
view unfortunately) overlooking important aspects of human behavior that are
found in group processes.

Nevertheless, the study of groups has furnished its own image, or perhaps
more precisely an assortment of related images, about the person. Rather than
a single version, we will acknowledge several varieties of the image, which is
perhaps appropriate for the study of groups. What these versions have in com-
mon is that the single person is seen as a member of the group.

The most prevalent theme of the Group Member involves some loss of indi-
viduality within the group. Multiple lines of work in social psychology have
explored the consequences of immersing oneself in the group to varying
degrees. Usually these consequences are seen as bad. The Group Member can
become deindividuated, may engage in groupthink, and might even participate
in mob violence. These negative effects reveal the group aspect of the Foolish
Decision Maker. Or, to put it another way, groups of ordinary people become
Foolish Decision Makers. (If they were foolish to start with, they become even
more so.) Indeed, the assumption that people degenerate into inferior creatures
by virtue of belonging to groups has crept into many other lines of research in
social psychology, including social loafing, crowding, social facilitation, and
diffusion of responsibility in bystander intervention.
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The Group Member need not be a bad person, however. After all, interac-
tion in groups is an almost inevitable part of human social life, especially if we
include families as groups (which they most certainly are).

The motivations of the Group Members differ somewhat depending on
which of two approaches is taken. One approach considers processes within the
group. The Group Member must find ways to be accepted and liked by the
other members, which often requires determining how the member is similar
to them and can fit in with them (getting along). The Group Member must also
seek to rise through the group hierarchy (getting ahead), which may require
finding ways to stand out among the group. More recent characterizations of
the Group Member involve the cognitive work that is involved in the various
steps of entering the group, becoming socialized into full membership, finding
a niche or rising through the ranks, exerting leadership, and exiting the group.

The other approach is to look at processes between groups. Intergroup
processes have become a dominant focus of social psychology in Europe and
Australia and have also been studied elsewhere. The emphasis is on how the
individual identifies with the group and relates to members of other groups.
The Group Member is thus committed and loyal to his or her group and is
competitive with and often prejudiced or even hostile toward other groups.

One further variation on the Group Member might be the ethnically or
culturally relative person. In recent years social psychology has paid increasing
attention to cultural differences. The implicit view is that people are products of
their cultural environment. Thus, this view emphasizes differences between
people—not their individual differences, as in personality psychology (indi-
vidual differences exist but are not seen as highly interesting or important), but
their cultural differences.

Most social psychologists are quite convinced that racial, ethnic, and
cultural differences have no genetic basis. Hence evidence of such differences
poses an implicit challenge to the evolutionary views of people as basically the
same. The Naturally Selected Animal and the culturally relative Group Member
are not the best of friends in today’s social psychology, although they do often
manage to compromise.

The Benighted Layperson
One vision of humankind that has a long history in social psychology is that of the
everyday person who thinks or does socially undesirable things. We refer to this as

the Benighted Layperson. The not-so-hidden implication is that social psycholo-
gists need to teach this person how to be a better person, for the good of all.
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The Benighted Layperson view has never been the dominant view in the
field, partly because it requires consensus that the job of science is to instill
social values into the general public, and many social psychologists balk at such
an approach. Nonetheless, it is important to recognize that many social psy-
chologists do view their work as a way of contributing to the betterment of
society by finding ways to change people whom they regard as needing guid-
ance from wise experts. In fairness, this view is probably more widespread in
other social sciences than in psychology. In other fields, strong political views
shape the research agenda of many scholars’ work. And, also, in fairness, people
almost certainly do have numerous faults and other unfortunate tendencies
that could benefit from scientific wisdom. The debate is less whether the every-
day person is already perfect in every respect than whether social psychologists
have the right and/or responsibility to prescribe how people should change.

Which traits of the Benighted Layperson have gotten the most attention
from social psychologists? The Benighted Layperson is someone who is prone
to holding various prejudices, especially toward women and minorities. The
Benighted Layperson is not environmentally friendly, tending instead to waste
energy, to fail to recycle properly, to litter, and in other ways to contribute to the
degradation of the natural environment. The Benighted Layperson is aggres-
sive, unhelpful, and in other ways does not treat others properly. The Benighted
Layperson also does things that are harmful to self, such as smoking and over-
eating. Some social psychologists view their work as providing insights into
ways these people can change these undesirable behaviors.

About These Images

We have discussed some of the primary ways in which social psychologists have
thought about the human being. You can spot most of them here and there in
the remaining pages of this book. Before closing, we have a few additional
remarks.

First, although we have been slightly whimsical about naming and charac-
terizing these different images, we do on the whole respect the need to have
some understanding about human nature. Social psychology studies people,
and it is inevitable to maintain some assumptions about what those people are
like. Social psychology reacted against the elaborated, detailed, systematic the-
ories of the human being, such as those that flourished in personality psychol-
ogy in the early twentieth century. But it is not really practical for an entire field
to do research on people with no assumptions about their fundamental
nature.
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A second point is that there are some notable omissions from this list. In the
1950s, psychology was dominated by behaviorism and psychodynamic theory,
which had quite different views of people; however social psychology never
really embraced either of these in anything approximating a pure form. As we
said, the elaborate Freudian model, complete with id and superego (not to men-
tion castration anxiety, an Oedipus complex, and penis envy), was never
strongly influential in social psychology, although some of Freud’s ideas were
adopted in the field.

Meanwhile, the behaviorist vision of the human being as an animal whose
behavior is the result of conditioning processes—we might refer to this image
of humankind as the Behavioristic Super-Rat—was tentatively adopted by some
researchers but never really seemed adequate. From its early years in the 1950s,
social psychology found it necessary to reject the reigning views, because they
were not adequate to explain the phenomena social psychologists were study-
ing. For example, cognitive dissonance and attributional processes did not fit
into either the Freudian scheme or the Behavioristic Super-Rat. The behavior-
istic view of the mind as a “black box” that could not be scientifically studied
and was therefore off limits to research simply could not work within a view of
social psychology in which attitudes were important concepts. The Cognitive
Revolution rendered it fully obsolete.

Last, this list is not exhaustive, and new views may emerge. Today many
researchers focus on the brain and there may be a new view of the human being
as a set of brain activities and their consequences. Other researchers focus on
the active self who makes decisions, self-regulates, and so forth. This will pro-
vide an image of the human being as someone who does things. Perhaps in the
next edition of this textbook, these will be treated as fully developed images!
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Chapter 2

How We Got Here from There: A Brief
History of Social Psychology

Harry T. Reis

She that from whom
We all were sea-swallowd, though some cast again
(And by that destiny) to perform an act
Whereof what’s past is prologue; what to come,
In yours and my discharge.
— William Shakespeare, The Tempest

One of the first lessons I learned teaching introductory Social Psychology was
never start with history. History, I quickly realized, is more compelling to those
who have lived with its consequences than those who are approaching the field
for the first time. In other words, it is easier to appreciate the role of history in
shaping a field when we know and appreciate its dominant traditions and
themes than when we have no general sense of what the field is about. In writ-
ing this chapter for an advanced social psychology textbook I hope that the
reader already has some reasonable idea of what social psychology is (perhaps
from an introductory course). My further hope is that the reader has some
longer-term interest in social psychology. That way, the reader can take advan-
tage of the goals of this chapter: to reveal how our past is prologue to the field’s
current character and at the same time to help set the stage for where the next
generation of young social psychologists will take it.
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Social psychologists sometimes find ideas in the field’s history (see, for
example, Jones, 1985). Contemporary trends, both in science and in the culture
at large, are also influential. The social and political zeitgeist has often inspired
the field’s research and theory, as is evident in the emergence of broad themes
in our history: individualism in the early part of the twentieth century; group
influence and obedience in the aftermath of World War II; and social inequality,
stereotyping, and prejudice in the 1960s and 1970s. Moreover, social psychologists
are opportunistic, fast to take advantage of new scientific approaches and tools,
as seen, for example, in the rise of cognitive perspectives in the 1970s and bio-
logical approaches at the beginning of the twenty-first century. In these and
other instances, the field’s deep-seated interest in understanding fundamental
principles of human social behavior was galvanized by emerging theoretical
perspectives, new methodologies, or dramatic events (e.g., the 1964 murder of
Kitty Genovese, which spawned research on bystander intervention; Latané &
Darley, 1970), and sometimes all three. It is impossible, in other words, to sepa-
rate historical trends in social psychology from parallel developments in science
and culture.

This tendency of social psychological research to be linked to the cultural,
political, and scientific zeitgeist has led, in the eyes of some commentators (e.g.,
Gergen, 1973, 2001), to the claim that social psychology is faddish and noncu-
mulative, in the sense that certain topics or approaches become fashionable and
active for a time and then dissipate, not so much because a comprehensive,
accurate, and well-documented understanding has been achieved but rather
because researchers simply tire of the subject. That interest in one or another
research topic waxes and wanes seems indisputable. As Jones (1998) wrote,

Many social psychologists feel that their field is uniquely or especially
vulnerable to faddism. . . . Surely there are bandwagons upon which
graduate students and more established scholars climb in all research
fields. However, it may be that such labels as “fad” or “fashion” are more
easily applied to the social sciences than to the natural sciences because
developments in the social sciences tend to be less cumulative and each
research concern is therefore more limited by time. In any event, any
student of social psychology knows that particular theories or methods or
paradigms gain favor, dominate segments of the literature for a period of
time, and then recede from view. (p. 9)

Jones went on to describe several factors to which he attributed this waxing

and waning. Among the former are the timely interests of innovating research-
ers, the explanatory power and potential for novel findings provided by new
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theories or tools, the leadership of prestigious researchers, and (as seems even
more true today than in Jones’s era) funding priorities. Factors responsible for
the waning of research interests include progress in understanding a phenom-
enon, so that remaining questions provide incrementally smaller yields and are
therefore less attractive to young scholars; theoretical or empirical “dead ends”
(i.e., once-promising ideas or findings turn out to be mundane, untenable, or
artifactual); and what might be called “benign neglect”—diminished interest in
the familiar (see Arkin, 2009, for a relevant collection).

If research interests wax and wane, what is the purpose of studying the
history of social psychology? Several reasons stand out. First, although trends
exist, certain topics do endure. For example, few researchers today study the
authoritarian personality, the risky shift, or ingratiation, but bias in perceiving
others, persuasion, and social self-regulation have remained persistently popu-
lar for more than a half-century. Better appreciation of why research and theory
on certain topics continue to evolve while others fade away may provide sign-
posts for researchers considering what to study and how to study it. Also, high-
lighting broad themes and trends in social-psychological research is a useful way
of identifying social psychology’s contribution to knowledge relative to other
sciences and disciplines (Hinde, 1997).

Second, knowledge in any discipline grows both horizontally and vertically.
That is, some advances occur when researchers build on earlier work, whereas
other advances arise from entirely new directions (McGuire, 1973). Building,
or what Mischel (2006) called becoming a more cumulative science, depends
on knowing the history of a phenomenon or theory; new findings deepen, elab-
orate, or add complexity to what is already known. Discovering new directions
also benefits from an awareness of history, because a direction is new only if it
can be distinguished from what came before.

Third, in social psychology, unlike many more technical fields, new scholars
begin with “entry biases”—preconceived notions, based on “a lifetime of experi-
ence in observing and hypothesizing about human behavior” (Cacioppo, 2004,
p. 115), grounded in common sense, intuition, and personal theories. Formal
theorizing is one method to minimize the harmful effects of these biases, while
capitalizing on whatever novel insights they might suggest (Cacioppo, 2004;
McGuire, 1997). A good sense of the field’s history is also helpful.

For these reasons, this chapter subscribes to a remark widely attributed to
Winston Churchill: “(t)he farther backward you look, the farther forward you
are likely to see” I propose that future research is likely to be better informed if
planned with an awareness of what came before, and is also more likely to fill a
useful niche within the broad network of theories that define social psychology.
Research conducted without such awareness is more likely to provide isolated
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results, with ambiguous or even inconsistent links to other principles and
theories.

An historical perspective is also conducive to interdisciplinary research, or
what Van Lange (2006) described as building bridges between social psychol-
ogy and other disciplines. Social psychologists have not always capitalized on
links to other disciplines, and scholars in other disciplines are sometimes
unaware of social-psychological research that bears directly on their interests.
If transdisciplinary research is the future of science, as most science adminis-
trators believe it is, then the long-term outlook for social psychology depends
on our ability to make such bridges explicit and generative. Many such bridges
already exist, as Van Lange (2006) illustrates. Awareness of historical trends in
theories and research may help illuminate how and why some bridges went
nowhere while others opened new territory.

This chapter is organized around six historical periods, catalogued impre-
cisely according to major research trends that defined the era and distinguished
it from preceding periods. These developments reflect far more research and
many more contributors than can be mentioned in a brief chapter such as this.
For that reason, I emphasize contributions that played pivotal roles in the evo-
lution of social-psychological research and theory. Readers interested in more
detailed accounts will find Allport (1954), Goethals (2003), Jahoda (2007),
Jones (1985), and Ross, Ward, and Lepper (2010) particularly informative.

Classical Roots

1908 is often listed as the beginning of social psychology because the first two
textbooks bearing that name, one by the psychologist William McDougall and
the other by the sociologist Edward Alsworth Ross, appeared in that year. This
designation is misleading. McDougall and Ross had direct intellectual prede-
cessors in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and their writing featured
concepts similar in scope, ideology, and method. Moreover, if social psychol-
ogy is defined as “an attempt to understand and explain how the thought, feel-
ing, and behavior of individuals are influenced by the actual, imagined, or
implied presence of other human beings” (Allport, 1954, p. 5), then it is no
overstatement to say that social psychological theorizing dates back to at least
the origins of recorded history. This is because members of the species Homo
sapiens have tried to articulate systematic principles for understanding, pre-
dicting, and controlling the ways in which people influence one another at least
since cognitive evolution gave us the capacities for self-awareness, symbolic
thought, and theory of mind.

28



How We Got Here from There: A Brief History of Social Psychology

For example, one of the oldest known legal codes, the ancient Babylonian
Codex Hammurabi (ca. 1760 BCE), contains 282 laws defining properties of
interdependence for living in social groups, how responsibilities and rights are
linked to social positions, rules for distributive and procedural justice, and
attributions for misdeeds. The principle of “an eye for an eye” (known today as
the norm of reciprocity) first appears here. The Sanskrit Bhagavad Gita, consid-
ered the sacred scripture of Hinduism, offers numerous allegorical teachings
describing the association between motivation and action, the self, and social
and divine influence. In the sixth century, Benedict of Nursia, the founder of
western Christian monasticism, compiled 73 “rules” describing how a monas-
tery ought to be run and how a spiritual life ought to be lived. This Rule of
Benedict includes many social-psychological ideas, for example, about regulat-
ing individual responsibility and interdependence in the monks’ activities.
Innumerable social psychological principles can be found in the Judeo-
Christian Bible, encompassing issues of free will, prosocial and antisocial
behavior, self-centered and other-centered motives, the self in relation to oth-
ers, causal attributions, the nature of human needs and motives (and how to
deal with them in social living), forgiveness and guilt, self-regulation, social
cognition, and justice motives. Several social-psychological effects are even
named after Biblical passages (e.g., the Good Samaritan experiment).

Some have argued that Aristotle was the first social psychologist (e.g.,
Taylor, 1998). Aristotle maintained that because humans are inherently social,
it is necessary to understand how the social environment affects the individual.
This general principle led him to numerous specific ideas, such as the role of
goals in construing situations, rationality in social judgment and action, and
reciprocity of affection as a basis for love and friendship. Nevertheless, Aristotle’s
predecessors Plato and Socrates also established important wellsprings for
the waters of later social-psychological thinking. For example, Plato described
the utilitarian functions of groups, introducing constructs later to reemerge as
the social contract, the group mind, obedience, conformity, social facilitation,
and social loafing. Plato’s Symposium provides a seminal description of the vari-
eties of love. As for Socrates, the conflict between Socratic rationality and
Sophist rhetoric might be considered the first dual process model of persua-
sion. In short, it seems safe to conclude that there are ample examples of social-
psychological theorizing, in character if not in name, throughout antiquity to
the present day.

There is little doubt that the social philosophers and early scientists of the
Age of Enlightenment played a significant role in setting the stage for modern
social psychology (Jahoda, 2007). Many ideas introduced during this period
(broadly construed here to start in the latter part of the seventeenth century and
end early in the nineteenth century) were instrumental in the later appearance
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of social-psychological thinking during the latter half of the nineteenth century.
Particularly influential examples include the following:

o John Locke’s insistence on observation as the basis of both personal and
scientific knowledge;
 Rene Descartes’ ideas about cognition and the mind/body problem;

Jeremy Bentham’s hedonic calculus, which argued that humans act to
obtain pleasure and avoid pain;

Jean Jacques Rousseau’s social contract, which explained how people
cede certain rights to authorities in order to maintain well-functioning
groups;

Thomas Hobbes’s account of power seeking as a basic human motive;
Georg Hegel’s account of the social (group) mind as an entity unto itself,
which subsumes individual minds;

« David Hume’s attention to reason, as well as his suggestion that

sympathy for others provides a foundation for social relations;
Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, which suggested that the
properties of objects and the way that humans perceive those objects
were not one and the same;

o Adam Smith, whose Wealth of Nations celebrated self-interest as a moral
good, and who proposed a theory of sympathy, in which the act of
observing others fosters awareness of one’s own behavior and moral
motives; and

Charles Darwin, whose theory of evolution is above all else an account
of the role of social relations in reproduction and survival.

None of these scholars used the term social psychology, but their influence on
what came later is clear. Insofar as they promulgated principles for a systematic
understanding of how individuals function within social groups and society,
some even using scientific methods in that quest, they sowed the intellectual
seeds that flowered into modern social psychology.

The Emergence of a Field: 1850-1930

As previously explained, assigning a start date to social psychology is an ambig-
uous enterprise. One reasonable line of demarcation is the first appearance of
the term social psychology to identify a field of inquiry. Jahoda (2007) credits
an obscure Italian philosopher, Carlo Cattaneo, with coining the term psicolo-
gia sociale in 1864, to describe the psychology of “associated minds”—how new
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ideas emerge from the interaction of individual minds. A more influential early
user of the term was Gustav Lindner, an Austrian/Czech psychologist whose
1871 textbook discussed at length many matters of “deriving from the mutual
effects . . . of individuals in society the phenomena and laws of social life”
(Jahoda, 2007, p. 59). Lindner’s book included a section entitled “Fundamentals
of Social Psychology;” and because the book was widely read, it is more likely to
be the source of what followed than Cattaneo’s article.

Wilhelm Wundt was a substantial intellectual force in the early develop-
ment of the field. Wundt’s 10-volume Volkerpsychologie (often loosely trans-
lated into English as social psychology, a translation to which Wundt objected
because the term “social” at that time connoted culture, whereas Wundt had a
more comprehensive intent; Greenwood, 2004), published between 1900 and
1920, was a tour de force of ideas about “those mental products which are cre-
ated by a community of human life and are, therefore, inexplicable in terms
merely of individual consciousness since they presuppose the reciprocal action
of many” (Wundt, 1916, p. 2). Wundt is widely considered to be the father of
modern experimental psychology, but perhaps curiously, he felt that the exper-
imental approach was not conducive to his Volkerpsychologie, which may help
explain why Wundtian concepts have not endured in contemporary experi-
mental social psychology. Nevertheless, because Wundt’s laboratory in Leipzig
was one of the most influential hubs in early psychology, and because Wundt
himself was not to be ignored, his writings undoubtedly popularized the study
of the individual within group contexts.

Another early landmark was the first social-psychological laboratory exper-
iment, conducted by Norman Triplett at Indiana University in 1897. Stimulated
by his observation that bicycle racers rode faster when paced by another rider,
Triplett reported results from a study of 40 children asked to wind silk cord onto
fishing reels, alternately doing so alone and together (Triplett, 1898). Others
picked up on Triplett’s use of experimentation to study social-psychological
questions, but the experimental method did not become popular until the
1920s, when it was championed by Floyd Allport at Syracuse University.
(Indeed, experimentation did not become the predominant method of research
in social psychology until the 1950s and 1960s, following Kurt Lewin’s influ-
ence; McMartin & Winston, 2000.) Allport made two important contributions
to the early development of social psychology. The first, already noted, was his
conviction that controlled laboratory experimentation would provide the nec-
essary rigor for advancing (social) psychology as a science. The second was his
insistence that group phenomena had to be studied in individualist terms:

There is no psychology of groups which is not essentially and entirely a
psychology of individuals. Social psychology . . . is a part of the psychology
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of the individual, whose behavior it studies in relation to that sector of his
environment composed by his fellows. (Allport, 1924, p. 4; italics in the
original)

To the extent that social psychology in the 1980s was “largely a North American
phenomenon,” as E. E. Jones (1985, p. 47) asserted, it was because of Allport’s
legacy.

Allport’s 1924 textbook more nearly resembles contemporary social psy-
chology than its two predecessors, both published in 1908, which are com-
monly cited as the field’s inaugural textbooks. Partly for this reason, Jahoda
(2007) considers 1908 to be the end of social psychology’s earlier era, rather
than the beginning of its new one (notwithstanding the impact of these two
textbooks in putting the term social psychology on the scholarly map). One of
these books, written by the sociologist Edward Alsworth Ross, defined social
psychology as concerned with “uniformities due to social causes, i.e., to mental
contacts or mental interactions . . . It is social only insofar as it arises out of the
interplay of minds” (1908, p. 3; italics in the original). What Ross called
“uniformities” attributable to the “conditions of life’—features of the environ-
ment not subject to mental interplay between persons, such as the physical set-
ting, visual cues, culture, or race—were explicitly excluded. Ross had been
notably influenced by earlier sociologists such as Gustave Le Bon and Gabriel
Tarde, who popularized concepts such as crowd psychology and the group
mind, using suggestion and imitation as mechanisms. Ross sought to explain
social influence and control and thus may be considered a bridge between early
sociologists and later group-process researchers.

The other inaugural volume, by William McDougall, was somewhat less
explicit, charging social psychology with the task of showing “how, given the
native propensities and capacities of the individual human mind, all the com-
plex mental life of societies is shaped by them and in turn reacts upon the
course of their development and operation in the individual” (1908, p. 18).
McDougall emphasized the individual, having been influenced by Darwin. He
attributed a prominent role to instincts, which he believed underlie human
sociality and more complex forms of social organization. In this emphasis,
McDougall faced considerable opposition from the then-emerging followers of
behaviorism.

Two additional trends during this period played significant roles in social
psychology, although these would not be evident until later. The first, psycho-
analytic theory was not particularly influential in early social psychology (with
the possible exception of instincts; G. Allport, 1954). Nonetheless, constructs
introduced by Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, Alfred Adler, Karen Horney, and
other psychoanalytically oriented psychologists are relevant to modern social
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psychology, not necessarily in their original forms but rather as contemporane-
ously reconceptualized. For example, ideas such as motivation outside of aware-
ness, chronic accessibility, subliminal perception, the effects of ego defense on
self-regulation, repression, the functional basis of attitudes, the importance of
early-life relationships with caregivers, relational conceptions of self, terror
management, transference, compensatory behaviors associated with low self-
esteem, and the ideal self can all be traced, at least in rudimentary form, to
psychoanalytic writings. (See, for example, the December 1994, special issue of
the Journal of Personality on social cognition and psychoanalysis.) Speculation
on the reasons why these concepts took hold in social psychology only after the
passage of time go beyond the goals of this chapter. One likely factor is the way
in which psychoanalytic observations have been recast into processes and
mechanisms that are more amenable to modern psychological theories and
methods (e.g., Erdelyi, 1990).

A second development that later bore fruit is the work of William James.
James, ever the philosopher-psychologist, had a long and productive career at
Harvard University, beginning in 1873 and ending with his death in 1910.
James’s influence is not particularly visible during this early period of social
psychology. Nonetheless, his ideas became important later, when topics such as
the self, emotion, and theory of mind became central to the discipline. In
particular, James first proposed the “motivated tactician” model of social
cognition—that thinking is for doing (Fiske, 1992)—and that the self could
vary in response to social context (an idea elaborated by James Mark Baldwin
and George Herbert Mead). In some senses, it is striking testimony to James’s
vision and generativity that although his work was somewhat tangential to
social psychology during his time, the field eventually came to him.

To summarize, during the period from 1850 to 1930, social psychology was
transformed from a relatively informal conglomeration of ideas about the asso-
ciation of individuals to the groups and societies in which they lived to a viable,
self-identified discipline. One sign that the field had come of age was the deci-
sion by Morton Prince, then editor of the Journal of Abnormal Psychology, to
rename thatjournal as The Journal of Abnormal Psychology and Social Psychology,
designating Floyd Allport as a co-editor. Their editorial statement nicely sum-
marizes the field’s progress:

At its inception, less than two decades ago, social psychology was
variously defined according to different opinions as to its subject matter.
The following classes of data were among those stressed in the various
definitions: crowd action, the social bases of human nature, the
psychological aspects of social formations and movements, and “planes
and currents” of thought and action which arise by virtue of the
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association of human beings. Through the enterprise of the pioneers these
formulations, supplemented by many incidental contributions from
others, have grown into a science having as its field a unique set of natural
phenomena, and a wide range of practical application. A distinct method
also is emerging, though progress here is necessarily slow owing to the
large scale and the intangibility of much of the data. Interest in the subject
is rapidly growing, and there are many courses given in it in colleges
throughout the country. . . . In view therefore both of the present need of
an organ for social psychology and of the mutually helpful contacts
between that science and abnormal psychology, The Journal is pleased to
announce the extension of its scope to include the former, and cordially
invites those who are interested in the advancement of social psychology
to join the ranks of its readers and contributors. (Prince & Allport, 1921,

pp- 1-5)

Maturation and Migration: 1930-1945

By 1930, social psychology had established itself as an important psychological
subdiscipline. As the 1930s began, American social psychology was dominated
by the E Allport-inspired individualist emphasis, whereas European social psy-
chology still reflected earlier notions of a group mind (Franzoi, 2007). All this
was to change shortly, for both intellectual and geopolitical reasons.

Notable landmarks in American social psychology in the 1930s included
the following: (1) the frustration-aggression hypothesis (Dollard, Doob, Miller,
Mowrer, & Sears, 1939), which, derived from stimulus-response concepts,
remains social psychology’s primary legacy from the behaviorist tradition,
along with the later-appearing Social Learning Theory (Bandura & Walters,
1963); (2) interest in the structure and function of attitude, following the grow-
ing importance of public opinion research in American society, G. Allport’s
(1935) seminal chapter in the Handbook of Social Psychology, Newcomb’s (1943)
longitudinal study of attitude change among Bennington College students
(conducted between 1935 to 1939), and LaPiere’s (1934) classic study demon-
strating noncorrespondence between attitudes and action toward outgroup
members; (3) Katz and Braley’s (1933) study of ethnic stereotypes among
Princeton University students, which opened the door to the lasting interest in
prejudice and stereotyping in social psychology; and (4) Mead’s (1934) theoriz-
ing about the role of internalized social experience in the self. It also seems
appropriate to cite Henry Murray’s (1938) personality theory. Primarily a per-
sonality theorist, Murray presaged much of what was to follow by proposing
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that both situations (press) and dispositions (needs) influenced behavior.
By allowing for the existence of numerous needs, in contrast to the more struc-
tured conceptions of earlier models, Murray’s flexible approach became popu-
lar among social psychologists who wanted to study how one or another
predisposition (broadly construed to include needs, goals, and motives) affected
behavior in social situations.

Significant as these advances were, they pale in comparison to other devel-
opments, born in Europe but coming of age in America. Kurt Lewin was a
German social psychologist who emigrated to the United Statesin 1933. Steeped
in the Gestalt tradition, Lewin sought to extend its perceptual and cognitive
focus to social psychology, particularly to questions about motivation, action,
and interaction. Lewin formulated Field Theory (1951)" with the intent of
describing the social environment in terms of relations between individuals
who “locomoted’ through a field of bounded ‘regions’ impelled by ‘forces’ or
drawn by ‘valences’ along power ‘vectors” (Jones, 1985, p. 21). These forces
were both interpersonal and intrapersonal, leading Lewin to propose that
behavior was a function of the person and the environment, represented in his
now-famous dictum, B = f(P, E). Even if this dictum is often misconstrued—
Lewin did not intend P and E to be separable, additive factors, but rather
“one constellation of interdependent factors” (1951, p. 240, italics in the origi-
nal; see Reis, 2008, for further discussion)—it set the stage for examining social
behavior in terms of motivational dynamics arising both within and outside the
person. In this sense, Lewin’s approach may be seen as a hybrid of the American-
individualist and European-group mind traditions that were popular at the
time. Lewin’s goal plainly was to develop a set of quantifiable constructs, using
the mathematics of topology, that could be used to formally test propositions
about human social relations. Despite the fact that he was not successful in this
regard, Lewin’s general approach turned out to be extraordinarily influential.

Lewin’s lasting influence on social psychology went well beyond his theo-
retical vision. In 1945, he founded the Research Center for Group Dynamics
(RCGD) at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Although Lewin died
prematurely just 2 years later (in the midst of the RCGD’s move to the University
of Michigan), the group of social psychologists who worked or trained there
under Lewin’s far-sighted and inspiring spell were central players in the field’s
rapid postwar expansion. These included Leon Festinger, Stanley Schachter,
Kurt Back, Morton Deutsch, Dorwin Cartwright, Murray Horwitz, Albert
Pepitone, John French, Ronald Lippitt, Alvin Zander, John Thibaut, and Harold
Kelley. Almost all current social psychologists will find one or more of these
figures in their scholarly genogram.

Another enduring impact was Lewin’s resolute belief in the value of applied
research. In 1943, he asserted that “there is nothing so practical as a good theory”
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(Lewin, 1951, p. 169) and he backed this up with the conviction that social
psychologists should test their theories in applied settings. Lewin was known
for conducting bold “action-oriented” experiments in field settings (for exam-
ple, his studies during World War II using group pressure to induce American
housewives to prepare family meals with more plentiful organ meats, because
better quality meat was being used for the troops; Lewin, 1943). Lewin was
instrumental in founding the Society for the Psychological Study of Social
Issues, in 1936, an organization that continues to be a hub for social psycholo-
gists committed to social action.

Lewin’s decision to emigrate to the United States, then, turns out to be one
of the most important milestones in the history of social psychology. Many
other significant European scholars also emigrated to the United States in that
era, including Muzafer Sherif (whose pioneering work on social norm develop-
ment led to Asch’s conformity experiments) and Fritz Heider, which led
Cartwright (1979) to name Adolph Hitler as the person who most influenced
the development of social psychology. World War II had a further influence on
the field’s progress in that many leading researchers of that or the next genera-
tion worked for U.S. government research agencies involved in the war effort,
including Lewin himself, Rensis Likert (who advanced survey research meth-
ods for the Department of Agriculture), Samuel Stouffer (whose Army experi-
ence led directly to the concept of relative deprivation), Murray (who conducted
personality assessments for the Office of Special Services), and Carl Hovland
(whose evaluations of military training films for the Army led to the Yale tradition
of persuasion research). Thus, the impact of the zeitgeist on the development of
social psychology is not solely a matter of suggesting research topics; it also
involves the movement and activities of the people who do social psychology.

Full Steam Ahead!: 1946-1969

The post-World War IT era was a heady time for social psychology. The field was
expanding rapidly, fueled by the growth of universities and research. The G.I.
Bill, which funded undergraduate and graduate education for soldiers return-
ing from the war effort, created an immediate need for faculty and facilities.
Research funding also increased exponentially, particularly in psychology,
reflecting greater government investment in science and the mental health
needs of returning veterans and others affected by the war. Opportunities were
therefore great for the European emigrees and young American social psychol-
ogists alike. Social psychology was a relatively new science whose potential
resonated with the national mood, and universities were quick to add programs
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and positions. It was not uncommon in the early postwar era for positions to be
offered on the basis of a telephone conversation. Tenure could be achieved in a
year or two, and research grants were plentiful.

All these opportunities fed on the ideas and enthusiasms of social psycholo-
gists, especially young social psychologists, and it is no overstatement to
conclude that their accomplishments largely fulfilled their expectations. The
theoretical and empirical achievements of this period were considerable.
Researchers expanded on the grand theories of prior periods, adding and flesh-
ing out theoretical models, extending the field’s reach to new phenomena, and
building an empirical knowledge base to support theory. The laboratory exper-
iment entered its golden age, as researchers found ways to manipulate complex
concepts in clever, well-controlled, and highly involving scenarios [e.g., Asch’s
(1956) conformity experiments or Latané and Darley’s (1970) bystander inter-
vention experiments]. It was a good time to be a social psychologist.

Early in this interval, the dominant theme was group dynamics, reflecting
the influence of Lewin’s students and contemporaries, who fanned out across
the country following his death. Much of this research used field-theory
concepts and language, although this was usually more an approach than a set
of theory-derived propositions. The Lewinian tradition was plainly evident in
graduate curricula, embodied in a popular textbook of readings, Group
Dynamics: Theory and Research (Cartwright & Zander, 1953, 1960, 1968).
Among the more influential programs of group-dynamics research among
Lewin’s disciples were Festinger’s (1950) Theory of Informal Social
Communication, which identified and described three sources of communica-
tion (“pressures toward uniformity”) within groups (to establish social reality
through consensus, to move toward a goal, and to express emotional states),
and Deutsch’s (1949) studies of cooperation and competition. Another example
(albeit one that did not directly use field-theory terminology and concepts) was
Thibaut and Kelley’s Interdependence Theory (1959; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978),
which provided an elegant theoretical model for explaining how interdepen-
dence with respect to outcomes influences individuals’ behavior.

By no means was the study of group processes limited to the Lewinians,
however. Solomon Asch (1956) was busily conducting experiments on confor-
mity. Asch had been struck by Sherif’s (1936) experiments showing the effects
of social influence when subjects were confronted with ambiguous stimuli.
Asch removed the ambiguity, by asking naive subjects to judge which line
among a set of lines was longest. Despite the fact that the correct answer was
plainly apparent, confederates would give the wrong response, creating a
dilemma for subjects: accept the group consensus or go it alone. Asch’s work is
often cited for showing “blind conformity,” but this is a substantial miscon-
strual of his approach. Asch believed that disagreement in a group of one’s
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peers, each of whom has as much legitimacy as oneself in making a perceptual
judgment, required considering the possibility that one’s own judgment might
somehow be erroneous: “Not to take it [the group] into account, not to allow
one’s self to be in any way affected by it, would be willful” (Asch, 1952, p. 484).
This important point led to a distinction between private acceptance (informa-
tional conformity) and public compliance (normative conformity) as bases for
conformity, which was to fuel subsequent research and theory (Deutsch &
Gerard, 1955). Research identifying situational and dispositional bases for
nonconformity also became important during this period (e.g., Allen, 1975).

Nevertheless, by the mid-1960s, social psychologists were losing interest in
group process research (Wittenbaum & Moreland, 2008). In part, this waning
may have reflected the emphasis in American social psychology on the indi-
vidual. European social psychology had been decimated by the war’s destruc-
tion and the emigration of many important scholars to America. Much of the
group research being conducted moved away from studies of within-group
processes and instead focused in a much more conceptually limited way on
how groups influence the individual, a topic that acquired the label “social
influence” For example, research on the “risky shift’—the tendency of indi-
viduals to take more risks in group decisions than when deciding alone
(Wallach, Kogan & Bem, 1962)—was popular for a time.

Another example was Stanley Milgram’s obedience studies (1963, 1965).
Arguably, nothing has defined social psychology more sharply in the public
mind, for better and for worse, than Milgram’s research. Milgram’s thinking
derived from his penetrating synthesis of the group process and social influ-
ence studies that preceded him as well as from his personal observations about
the Holocaust (Milgram, 1974). In a series of dramatic experiments that remain
controversial to this day (Berger, 2009), Milgram demonstrated how, under
certain circumstances, ordinary adults could be induced to deliver lethal elec-
tric shocks. Identifying those circumstances, as well as the dispositional factors
that interacted with them, became the centerpiece of his research and the
research of others. In contrast, public and scholarly attention outside the field
largely ignored these moderators, focusing instead on the striking, and to some,
morally repugnant, behaviors that Milgram’s paradigm had elicited.

Social influence processes were pivotal in other phenomena that became
central to the field in the late 1950s and 1960s. For example, at Yale University,
Carl Hovland and his colleagues and students began the Yale Communication
and Attitude Change Program, which blended Hovland’s experience with pro-
paganda during World War II, Hullian learning theory, and group dynamics.
The basic premise of the Yale approach to persuasion was to ask, in a somewhat
mechanistic way, “Who said what to whom?” This led to numerous studies
investigating the factors that predict attitude change, many of which are still
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cited and applied today. Festinger’s interests evolved in a similarly individual-
centered direction, as reflected in his Social Comparison Theory (Festinger,
1954). Social Comparison Theory argued that people evaluate their abilities
and opinions by considering social reality, which they establish by comparing
themselves to similar others. In this theory, we can clearly see the field’s move
from one concerned with group dynamics to one examining the influence of
others on the individual.

Social psychology’s bandwidth was also widening during this expansionary
era. Social psychological theorizing and methods were being applied to an ever-
increasing range of phenomena. Person perception became a major topic,
following two important developments: (1) Asch’s (1946) work on trait-based
impressions, in which he showed that a list of traits such as industrious, skillful,
and practical would lead to a very different overall impression if paired with the
adjective “warm” than if paired with the adjective “cold;” and (2) the then-
innovative “New Look” in perception, which proposed that the act of percep-
tion was influenced by motives and expectancies. These models fostered
growing interest in understanding the relative contribution of perceivers and
percepts in the act of person perception, including enduring questions about
bias. Hastorf and Cantril’s (1954) classic “They Saw a Game,” in which Princeton
and Dartmouth students provided strikingly different accounts of rough play in
a football game between their two schools, dramatically illustrated principles
being studied in several laboratories (Bruner & Tagiuri, 1954). Another,
although very different, influence was Cronbach’s (1955) seminal critique of
simple trait ratings, in which he demonstrated that a single response was
actually composed of several distinct components. The complexities that he
introduced to the study of accuracy in person perception remain vital (albeit
often ignored) today (Funder, 1987; Kenny, 1994).

In 1957, Festinger introduced the Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, which
some believe to be the single most influential theory in the history of social
psychology (Cooper, 2007). The basic premise of this theory exemplified
Festinger’s talent for simple yet elegant and generative theorizing: When two
cognitions do not fit together, there is pressure to make them fit, which can be
resolved through various cognitive or behavioral changes. In its emphasis on
cognitive consistency, dissonance theory was not unlike other models popular
at the time (e.g., balance theory; see Abelson, Aronson, McGuire, Newcomb,
Rosenberg, & Tannenbaum, 1968, for a collection of theories and approaches),
but dissonance theory’s more dynamic, self-regulatory approach won out. The
original theory and experiments led to enthusiastic acceptance on some sides
and extensive criticism on other sides, particularly among behaviorists (e.g.,
Rosenberg, 1965), whose reinforcement principles made very different predic-
tions. It seems safe to say that over time, the cognitive-dissonance position won
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out, but more important are the changes the theory went through and the vari-
ous new theories it inspired. Over time, Festinger’s propositions were trans-
formed into a theory of behavior justification, postulating that behaviors
inadequately explained by external rewards or constraints would engender a
need for self-justifying attitude change. Other important work stimulated by
the cognitive dissonance tradition includes Bem’s model of self-perception
(Bem, 1972), reactance theory (Brehm, 1966), self-affirmation theory (Steele,
1988), and research on extrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985).

Still other enduring theories and phenomena introduced during this fertile
period include Schachter’s (1971) two-factor theory of emotion, which popu-
larized emotion as a topic for social-psychological inquiry and introduced ideas
about the attribution and misattribution of arousal. Interest in interpersonal
attraction and friendship formation grew, spurred by Newcomb’s (1961)
detailed study of the acquaintance process among new students at the University
of Michigan, Byrne’s (1971) studies of similarity and attraction, Altman and
Taylor’s (1973) studies of self-disclosure and social penetration, and, slightly
later, Berscheid and Walster’s (1974) physical attractiveness research. Stouffer’s
(1949) seminal book, The American Soldier, introduced the concept of relative
deprivation, which, integrated with George Homans’s (1950) social exchange
theory, led J. S. Adams to propose the Equity Theory (1965), all of which fos-
tered lasting interest in social justice research among social psychologists.

Finally, 1968 was the year in which Walter Mischel proposed that the then-
dominant stable-trait models of personality, which sought to identify cross-sit-
uational consistencies in behavior, be replaced by contextually varying “if-then”
models that sought to identify distinctive yet stable patterns of response to
particular situations. Mischel’s work was an influential reminder of Lewin’s
famous dictum, and was instrumental to the subsequent popularity of Person x
Situation interaction research. Moreover, Mischel’s influence reminded the field
that personality psychology and social psychology were most effective as a single
discipline (a reminder heeded more in principle than in practice).

The zeitgeist continued to play a significant role in the field’s evolution, as
social psychologists pursued research addressing important events of the day.
One of the most compelling examples began in 1964, when Kitty Genovese was
brutally stabbed to death outside her Kew Gardens (New York) apartment
while 38 witnesses reportedly did nothing to intervene or call the police. Public
outrage about urban apathy and callousness was intense. Bibb Latané and John
Darley, two young social psychologists residing in the New York City area, pro-
posed and began what became an extensive research program testing a
more social-psychological interpretation of factors that determine bystander
intervention and nonintervention. Two principles were key: diffusion of
responsibility—that bystanders are less likely to feel personally responsible to
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act if others are present—and situational ambiguity—that bystanders use situ-
ational cues, such as the nonresponse of others, to interpret whether the event
is truly an emergency. Even though later reports questioned some details about
this crime (Rasenberger, 2004), Latané and Darley’s research (1970) made
bystander intervention an enduring part of the literature. Perhaps more impor-
tantly, because their research continues to receive substantial media coverage, it
demonstrated to the public the value of social-psychological research.

Another current event, the civil rights movement, also dramatically affected
the field’s research agenda. Research on the causes and consequences of prejudice
and discrimination grew in popularity, serving as a theoretical foundation for later
interventions (e.g., the Jigsaw classroom, first used in 1971; Aronson & Patnoe,
1997). Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, the landmark 1954 deci-
sion in which the Supreme Court overturned the doctrine of “separate but equal,”
also energized the field, largely because social science research, as summarized in
Kenneth B. Clark’s testimony, was cited as particularly influential in the court’s
decision. Student antiwar protests in the late 1960s also found a resonant chord
in social psychology (e.g., Block, Haan, & Smith, 1969), perhaps because social
psychologists were at least sympathetic to and often active in the cause.

As the presence of social psychology on university campuses grew, so did
the field’s infrastructure. Division 8 (Social and Personality Psychology) of the
American Psychological Association was formed in 1947, with Gordon Allport
as the first Chair. [In 1974, the independent Society for Personality and Social
Psychology (SPSP) replaced Division 8 as the field’s leading professional orga-
nization.] Table 2.1 presents a list of the Presidents of Division 8 and SPSP since
then. The Society of Experimental Social Psychology was founded in 1965,
because, in the words of its first President, Edwin Hollander, Division 8 had
reached “intimidating dimensions” that made “personal contact and communi-
cation unwieldy” (1968, p. 280). Hollander envisioned slow growth “to perhaps
100” members® (Hollander, 1968, p. 281). European social psychology began to
be rebuilt, with significant input from the American-sponsored Committee on
Transnational Social Psychology, leading to the formation in 1966 of the
European Association of Experimental Social Psychology, with Serge Moscovici
as President. Journals also expanded, reflecting the need to disseminate the
new research generated by the growing field. The renamed Journal of Abnormal
and Social Psychology split into two journals in 1965. Daniel Katz, editor of the
new Journal of Personality and Social Psychology (JPSP), remarked:

It is appropriate with the launching of a new journal to hail the dawn of a
new day and to sound a call for revolutionary departures from traditions
of the past. . . . Now that the field of social psychology and its sister
discipline of personality have a journal all their own, we should take
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TABLE 2.1  Past Presidents of Social Psychological Organizations

Division 8, APA (Social and Personality Society for Personality and Social
Psychology) Psychology
1947 Gordon Allport 1974 Urie Bronfenbrenner
1948 Gardner Murphy 1975 Paul Secord
1949 Theodore Newcomb 1976 Marcia Guttentag
1950 Otto Klineberg 1977 Harry Triandis
1951 J. McVicker Hunt 1978 Bibb Latané
1952 Donald MacKinnon 1979 Irwin Altman
1953 O. Hobart Mowrer 1980 Lawrence Wrightsman
1954 Richard Crutchfield 1981 Alice Eagly
1955 Nevitt Sanford 1982 Jerome Singer
1956 Abraham Maslow 1983 Ellen Berscheid
1957 Solomon Asch 1984 Albert Pepitone
1958 Else Frenkel-Brunswik 1985 Walter Mischel
1959 Jerome Bruner 1986 Ladd Wheeler
1960 Ross Stagner 1987 Elliot Aronson
1961 Robert Sears 1988 Edward Jones
1962 Henry Murray 1989 John Darley
1963 Leon Festinger 1990 Marilynn Brewer
1964 Garnder Lindzey 1991 Kay Deaux
1965 Morton Deutsch 1992 Mark Snyder
1966 Roger Brown 1993 Nancy Cantor
1967 Harold Kelley 1994 Susan Fiske
1968 Silvan Tompkins 1995 John Cacioppo
1969 Donald Campbell 1996 Robert Cialdini
1970 Julian Rotter 1997 Mark Zanna
1971 Herbert Kelman 1998 Gifford Weary
1972 Leonard Berkowitz 1999 Shelley Taylor
1973 William McGuire 2000 Abraham Tesser
2001 Ed Diener
2002 Claude Steele
2003 James Blascovich
2004 Hazel Markus
2005 Margaret Clark
2006 Brenda Major
2007 Harry Reis
2008 John Dovidio
2009 Richard Petty
2010 Jennifer Crocker
2011 Todd Hetherton

advantage of the fact by . . . dealing more adequately with variables
appropriate to our own subject matter. . . . It is our conviction that social
psychology is no longer divorced from the other behavioral sciences and
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that in the long run a journal of personality and social psychology can
profitably take account of this rapprochement. (1965, pp. 1-2)

Another primary journal formed during this expansionary period was the
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, founded in 1965. John Thibaut was
the inaugural editor.

As the 1960s came to a close, two trends were apparent. The first con-
cerned personnel. It has sometimes been said that “social psychology is what
social psychologists do,” and to this point, the social psychologists were, with
very few exceptions, white males. Academic institutions were starting to admit
more women at all levels, and social psychology was no exception. Looking
back on the period 1967-1992, Berscheid speculated that “the proportional
increase of women into research positions in social psychology was greater
than in any other subarea of psychology” (1992, p. 527). Arguably more impor-
tant than personnel statistics was the way in which the influx of women intrin-
sically changed the field, by creating “a single social psychology that has
integrated, and has been enriched by, the different experiences and views that
female social psychologists have brought to their work” (Berscheid, 1992,
p. 527). Progress in integrating the perspectives of nonwhite individuals has
been much slower.

The second indisputable trend was that the pace of the field’s growth was
slowing. Social psychology was young no more. Faculties and enrollments were
no longer expanding at a rapid pace, and grant funding would become increas-
ingly competitive. An impressive literature of theory and empirical findings
had been established, but future advances would be more challenging.

The Ascent of Social Cognition: 1970-1990

With the benefit of hindsight, it seems only natural that the rapid expansion of
social psychology after World War II would inevitably lead to soul-searching
about the value of the field’s work. In part, this may reflect the prevailing “ques-
tion authority” attitude of the late 1960s. Perhaps more strikingly, as the growth
in resources slowed, and as the field matured from vibrant adolescence into
early adulthood, doubts were voiced about its accomplishments and goals, so
much so that the early 1970s became known for the “crisis of confidence” that
was unmistakably visible in journals and at meetings. Many critiques appeared,
ranging from concerns about methodology and the ethics of experimental
manipulation (especially involving deception) to more fundamental questions
about the value of social-psychological findings and theories.
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Two critiques were particularly prominent. In one, Gergen (1973) argued
that social psychology should be considered an historical rather than a scien-
tific discipline, because the principles underlying social behavior vary as a
function of time and culture. Gergen’s position, which dovetailed with growing
reservations (noted above) about the dominance of North American white
males in social psychology, led many to question the experimental methods
and theoretical assumptions that were foundational at the time. The other
critique, more evolutionary and ultimately more influential® than Gergen’s rev-
olutionary charge, was offered by William McGuire. In “The Yin and Yang of
Progress in Social Psychology: Seven Koan,” McGuire proposed that

the paradigm that has recently guided experimental social psychology—
testing of theory driven hypotheses by means of laboratory manipulated
experiments [is dissatisfying] . . . an adequate new paradigm will . . .
[involve], on the creative side, deriving hypotheses from a systems theory
of social and cognitive structures that takes into account multiple and
bidirectional causality among social variables. (1973, p. 446)

Although McGuire’s forecast has yet to be realized, it clearly did usher in a new
generation of studies focusing on process models and their basic mechanisms,
as well as interest in more diverse methods (discussed below). More generally,
the crisis of confidence faded away in the late 1970s, as researchers redirected
their energy from self-criticism to improving their research.

McGuire’s critique was prescient in calling attention to the cognitive
structures underlying social behavior. The 1970s heralded the arrival of social
cognition as a dominant area of social-psychological research. In large part,
this movement reflected the so-called Cognitive Revolution, as psychology
distanced itself from the antimentalist behaviorist tradition (which had only an
irregular influence within social psychology) and instead whole-heartedly
embraced the study of cognitive processes and their impact on behavior. To be
sure, there had been earlier examples of social cognition within social psychol-
ogy (e.g., person perception, attitude structure), but the new-found legitimacy
of studying cognitive processes opened the door to a different level of analysis
and many new phenomena.

The first of these new social-cognitive phenomena was causal attribution.
Seminal groundwork had been laid earlier in three theoretical models. These
were Heider’s (1958) “common sense psychology;” which examined how people
make ordinary judgments about causation, in particular describing the constel-
lation of factors that fosters environmental or personal causation; Jones and
Davis’s (1965) theory of correspondent inferences, which proposed that lay
persons ascribe intentionality (and hence dispositional causation) to the extent
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that actions deviate from what the average person would and could do; and
Kelley’s (1967) covariation model, which proposed that causal inferences were
based on comparative judgments about whether a given action was consistent
over time, distinctive among related entities, and unique across persons.
Attribution research prospered for a time, and although interest subsequently
waned, it set the stage for much of what followed.

In broad perspective, the primary contribution of the new emphasis on
social cognition was to situate the major mechanisms for social-psychological
explanations of behavior within the mind of the individual. Contemporary
social psychology thus moved away from the interpersonal and group-process
models favored in earlier approaches, notably those popular in Europe and in
sociological social psychology, and toward more individualistic processes as
well as the increasingly popular field of cognitive psychology. Social psycho-
logical phenomena were seen as being caused proximately by “what the
individual makes of the situation” (Kelley, Holmes, Kerr, Reis, Rusbult, & Van
Lange, 2003, pp. 5-6) more so than by its distal causes, namely the situation
itself. This idea was expressed influentially in Ross and Nisbett’s (1991) principle
of construal: that causal analysis should focus on the personal and subjective
meaning of the situation to the individual actor.

Between 1970 and 1990, social cognition research flourished. Some of the
more influential and enduring work of this era includes research on judgment
and decision making (which contributed to the development of behavioral eco-
nomics); studies of social inference processes, such as research on heuristics
(Kahneman & Tversky, 1973) and other strategies for organizing and using
information; early studies of automaticity (e.g., Winter & Uleman, 1984); for-
mal theories of attitude change, such as the elaboration likelihood model (Petty
& Cacioppo, 1986), and of the attitude-behavior association, such as the theory
of reasoned action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1974); various models of social categori-
zation and schema use, including models of person memory (Ostrom, 1989);
dual-process models, such as those differentiating deliberative and implemen-
tal mind sets (Gollwitzer & Kinney, 1989) or systematic and heuristic process-
ing (e.g., Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly, 1989); and models differentiating
automatic and controlled processes in stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimina-
tion (e.g., Devine, 1989). Many other examples might be cited (see Fiske &
Taylor, 1991, for a review). The enthusiasm for social cognition was such that
Ostrom (1984) could proclaim, not without some credibility, that “social cogni-
tion reigns sovereign” (p. 29) over other approaches to understanding social
behavior.

This is not to say that other topics were dormant, however. Motivation was
becoming more important in social psychology, as exemplified by growing
attention to self-regulation. Several major models were formulated during this
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period, among them Carver and Scheier’s control theory (1981), Deci and
Ryan’s self-determination theory (1985), Higginss self-discrepancy theory
(1987), and terror management theory (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon,
1986). More broadly, self-related research expanded from viewing the self as
the object of knowledge (i.e., self-esteem, contents of the self-concept) to also
considering the self as a causal agent motivated to pursue personal and psycho-
logical goals. Numerous “self-"related processes became popular, such as self-
evaluation maintenance, self-enhancement, self-verification, and self-assessment
(Sedikides & Strube, 1997; Taylor, 1998). Some of this work, under the heading of
motivated social cognition, provided a much needed “hot” dynamic contrast to
then prevailing “cool” information-processing approaches to social cognition. It
was not until the 1990s, however, that these approaches became widely accepted.
Social psychology’s net was also widening during this period. Emotion and
emotion regulation were becoming increasingly popular topics (Zajonc, 1998),
coincident with the founding of the International Society for Research on
Emotions in 1984. Research on interpersonal attraction gradually slowed, but
was replaced in the 1980s by research on social psychological processes affect-
ing the development, maintenance, and termination of close relationships
(Berscheid & Reis, 1998). This vigorous extension was facilitated by a key pair
of conferences held in Madison, Wisconsin, in 1982 and 1984, which led to the
founding of a new society (now called the International Association for
Relationship Research) and two specialty journals. And what about social
psychology’s original research interest, groups? It became less central than in
earlier periods, although groups research was still being conducted, somewhat
more in a renaissance of European social psychology than in North America,
led by scholars such as Serge Moscovici and Henri Tajfel. Nevertheless, even
here the limits of models based in the mind of the individual were plain. As
Moreland, Hogg, and Hains (1994) document, research on traditional topics
such as group structure, performance, and influence ebbed whereas intergroup
relations research (social identity, stereotyping, and prejudice) thrived.
Perhaps more significant than all of these changes in content were changes
in the way that research was conducted. Research ethics boards became stan-
dard (and, some would say, overzealous), requiring more thorough attention to
the protection of research participants’ welfare, and raising questions about
procedures such as deception and informed consent (McGaha & Korn, 1995).
A more substantive change involved the introduction of microprocessors,
which made available sophisticated tools for conducting research and analyz-
ing data. For example, computerized technology allowed researchers to mea-
sure reaction times within milliseconds or to present stimuli at exposure lengths
that could be carefully controlled to be subliminal or supraliminal (Bargh &
Chartrand, 2000). These tools afforded unprecedented opportunities to ask
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questions (e.g., about automaticity or implicit processes) that earlier research-
ers could barely imagine.

Yet more widespread were changes in data analysis. In 1970, most analyses
were conducted using large, cuambersome, malfunction-prone manual calcula-
tors. Nearly all published studies presented very simple statistics, largely because
analyses involving more than three variables required matrix algebra (which
most social psychologists eschewed). By 1990, sophisticated statistical software
on mainframe or personal computers was ubiquitous, making complex multi-
variate procedures routine. Invention thus spawned necessity, in the sense that
social psychologists began to rely extensively, and often insist, on research and
statistical methods that took advantage of this new found computing power.
For example, diary methods such as experience sampling first appeared in the
1970s (see Wheeler & Reis, 1991, for a history), structural equation models
became known and useful (Reis, 1982), and Kenny’s social relations model
transformed studies of person perception (Kenny, 1994). Baron and Kenny’s
(1986) paper on mediation, the most-cited article in the history of JPSP, also
changed the way that research is done. Methods for assessing mediation were
not just a new tool for social psychologists; they altered the research agenda and
broadly helped advance theory by making routine the pursuit of evidence for
mediating processes.

Journals were changing, too. In April, 1980, JPSP split into its current three
independent sections under a single cover. Nominally designed to contend
with the distinct expertise that the three areas were presumed to require, as well
as the workload created by ever-increasing submissions, the split was a sign of
growing specialization and complexity. For similar reasons, several other new
journals were founded, including the European Journal of Social Psychology and
the Journal of Applied Social Psychology in 1971, and in 1975, the Personality
and Social Psychology Bulletin. Reis and Stiller (1982) provided more explicit
evidence of the field’s increasing complexity. Comparing articles published in
JPSP in 1968, 1978, and 1988, they found that over time, articles had become
longer, had more citations, and reported more studies with more subjects per
study, more detailed methods, and more complex statistical analyses.

All these activities suggest that although McGuire seems to have missed the
mark in predicting the demise of the laboratory experiment, he was spot-on
about much of the rest of it: “deriving hypotheses from a systems theory of social
and cognitive structures that takes into account multiple and bidirectional cau-
sality among social variables” (1973, p. 446). By 1990, social psychologists were
asking multifaceted questions about more intricate concepts, they were using
more sophisticated methods to collect and analyze their data, and their publica-
tions were growing in length, detail, and complexity. Even if bidirectionality
had not yet become endemic—for example, experiments with unidimensional
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causality continued to dominate over correlational approaches—researchers
were thinking in terms of and beginning to test mediational models. All of
these signs indicated that social psychology had progressed along the path of
becoming an established science (Kuhn, 1962).

Spreading Tentacles, Deeper Roots, and the Move
toward Biology: 1990-Today

By 1990, SPSP had about 2800 members. By the end of 2008, membership had
doubled, to over 5600. Although some of this increase may be the result of
growth in mainstream positions in academic psychology departments, a larger
portion likely reflects the spread of social psychology into related disciplines
and applied positions. Several such movements are apparent. Social psycho-
logical research is increasingly represented in law (e.g., eyewitness testimony,
jury decision making), business and economics (e.g., judgment and decision
making, motivated social cognition, persuasion), medicine (e.g., motivational
processes in health-related behavior, social influences on health and well-
being), family studies (e.g., dyadic processes in close relationships), education
(e.g., achievement motivation, student-teacher interaction), and politics (e.g.,
voting behavior). This scholarly diaspora may be seen as a sign of the field’s
health. The domain of social psychology is the study of how the social context
affects behavior, an expertise increasingly sought by basic scientists and applied
practitioners in other disciplines. Social psychologists also tend to have excellent
skills conceptualizing and conducting research on the effects of social context,
which is also valued in various academic and applied settings.

There is no irony in the fact that the influence of social psychology has
grown steadily by exporting its theories, methods, and talent to other fields. As
Taylor noted, “Whereas social psychology used to be a relatively small field of
scholars talking primarily to each other, now we have unprecedented opportu-
nities to collaborate with the other sciences in ways that we would have never
imagined even a few years ago” (2004, p. 139). Such outreach is an essential part
of scientific relevance in the contemporary world. It has often been argued that
the future of science rests in interdisciplinary research programs involving
multiple investigators with specialized expertise (sometimes called “big sci-
ence”) to address important problems, and this is no less true in translational
and applied settings. The spreading tentacles of social psychology, a trend that,
if anything, appears to be accelerating (though it is far from accomplished),
thus augurs the field’s continued participation in the most important science
and applications of the day.
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Social psychology’s dispersion did not occasion neglect of the field’s core.
Topics popular or emerging at the beginning of this period, discussed earlier in
this chapter, experienced theoretical advances, partly due to the accumulation
of research and partly due to the availability of yet more sophisticated methods
and tools. For example, programming packages such as E-Prime®, MediaLab®,
and DirectRT® enabled any researcher with access to a desktop computer to run
complex, precisely timed experiments. Relatively sophisticated social-cognitive
protocols, such as lexical decision tasks, subliminal and supraliminal priming,
and implicit assessment, became standard, and topics amenable to study by
these and similar methods, such as automaticity, dual-process models, the
impact of nonconscious goals, motivated social cognition, emotion, and affec-
tive influences on judgment and decision making, prospered. To be sure, social
psychologists had long been interested in nonconscious processes, but they
lacked the tools to study them and the data to theorize about them. The avail-
ability of such methods, and the resultant impact on research and (especially)
theory, might be considered a hallmark of this period.

Similarly, in the 2000s, the Internet grew in reach and bandwidth, making
large, international, and diverse*
ments to all researchers. Newer Internet-based tools, such as social networking
sites and immersive virtual worlds, and other microprocessor-based technolo-
gies (e.g., ambulatory assessment, virtual reality) are poised to further expand
the possibilities (Reis & Gosling, 2009). If the most influential figure in social
psychology of the middle twentieth century was Hitler, arguably the most influ-
ential figures since 1980 were the inventors of microprocessors.’

Indispensable as these new tools may be, Baumeister, Vohs, and Funder

samples accessible for surveys and experi-

(2008) note a downside: Direct observation of behavior has been increasingly
supplanted by the study of “self-reports and finger movements”—that is, con-
temporary social-psychological research is often based on data provided
through hand-written self-reports or keystrokes on a computer keyboard. By
their tally, only about 15% of the articles published in JPSP in 2006 included
behavioral measures (compared to about 80% in 1976). Many social psycholo-
gists trace their interest in the field to the “golden era” of laboratory experi-
ments, when experimental realism was high and research participants were
tully engrossed in experimentally created circumstances. (Think, for example,
about Milgram’s obedience experiment, Latané and Darley’s bystander inter-
vention studies, or Asch’s conformity research.) Vivid laboratory experiments
of this sort are rare these days, for reasons Baumeister et al. (2008) discuss.
Although many of the substantive advances in social psychology after 1990
represented deepening of what was known about established theories and
phenomena, two novel trends were also influential. One of these is greater
attention to biology, in particular the biological functions, consequences, and
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mechanisms of social behavior. For example, because social psychologists were
interested in situational causes of behavior, they tended to avoid evolutionary
accounts. As evolutionary psychology moved away from accounts featuring
inherited, relatively immutable dispositions and toward concepts that asked
about flexible behavioral adaptations designed to solve problems of survival
and reproduction, social psychologists became more interested. This interest
was highlighted in a seminal review by Buss and Kenrick, who noted that

evolutionary psychology places social interaction and social relationships
squarely within the center of the action. In particular, social interactions
and relationships surrounding mating, kinship, reciprocal alliances,
coalitions, and hierarchies are especially critical, because all appear to have
strong consequences for successful survival and reproduction. From an
evolutionary perspective, the functions served by social relationships have
been central to the design of the human mind. (1998, p. 994)

Since then, evolutionary psychology concepts have appeared regularly in social
psychology texts (albeit not without controversy about content; Park, 2007)
and are an increasingly valuable source of research hypotheses about, for exam-
ple, attraction, close relationships, prosocial behavior, aggression, social iden-
tity, in-group favoritism, leadership, social cognition, and emotion.

Another example of attention to biology in social psychology is the birth
and exceptional growth of social neuroscience, which seeks to identify and
understand the neural processes underlying social behavior. To be sure, psy-
chophysiological studies of social behavior, including psychophysiological pro-
cesses occurring primarily in the brain, are not new (Cacioppo & Petty, 1983).
But the rapid advance of cognitive neuroscience in the past two decades has
had a profoundly energizing effect. One key in this regard is the development
of functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) for noninvasively capturing
patterns of brain activation associated with psychological processes. Social
neuroscientists use neuroscientific methods to test hypotheses about the neural
processes responsible for the phenomena that social psychologists traditionally
study at a behavioral level. For example, Beer (2007) examined evidence about
activity in the medial prefrontal cortex to determine whether chronic self-
evaluation is best represented by accurate self-assessment or self-enhancement;
Aron, Fisher, Mashek, Strong, Li, and Brown (2005) used fMRI to support their
model of intense romantic love as a motivational state rather than as an emo-
tion; and Decety and Jackson (2006) have used fMRI to better understand the
neural and cognitive foundations of empathy. Social neuroscience is miscon-
strued when it is described as “finding social behavior in the brain” Rather, the
goal is to inform social-psychological theory according to what is known about
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neural function and architecture (i.e., how the brain works and does not work),
and simultaneously to better understand how the brain enacts the psychologi-
cal and social processes that characterize everyday life (Cacioppo, Berntson,
Lorig, Norris, Rickett, & Nusbaum, 2003). Though social neuroscience is still
very young, there is reason to believe that over time it will do much to better
ground social psychological theories of social behavior in a biologically plau-
sible reality.

The second trend that became prominent during the 1990s was culture.
Although culture was surely a part of social psychology in the early days (for
example, in Wundt’s folk psychology), over the years interest in culture waned,
probably because of the field’s goal of identifying invariant basic processes of
social behavior. Nonetheless, as social psychologists reconsidered the impact of
culture, partly stimulated by the growth of social psychology outside of North
America, research began to accumulate showing that many social psychologi-
cal processes once thought to be “basic” or “universal” did in fact vary from one
culture to another (Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett, 1998). Nowhere was
this more evident than in studies of social cognition comparing individualist
cultures (North America, Western Europe) with communal cultures (East
Asia). In one compelling instance, the so-called “fundamental attribution error”
was shown to be characteristic of European-Americans but not of Asians (e.g.,
Miller, 1984). By now there is sufficient evidence to indicate that cultural influ-
ences are relevant to most domains of social psychology.

It is too soon to know which of these trends will continue, which will turn
out to be dead ends, and where they will lead social psychology. But if nothing
else, they demonstrate that the relentless curiosity of social psychologists has
few boundaries.

Conclusions

Past is prologue, Shakespeare wrote, but the future is ours to create. What can
this history of social psychology reveal that might usefully guide new investiga-
tors preparing to create the field’s future? Our progress as a discipline suggests
several trends. Social psychologists have always been interested in the same
core phenomena—how behavior is affected by the social world in which our
lives are embedded—but, as we have seen, the ways in which that interest is
explored and expressed have varied markedly. Part of this variability reflects the
intellectual, social, and political context of the world in which we live and work.
Social psychologists by custom and by inclination tend to rely on the best avail-
able conceptual and methodological tools. To be sure, social psychologists are
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not mere followers of contemporary trends—through research, teaching, and
writing, social psychologists contribute to scholarly and popular movements.
We might reasonably expect, then, that future social psychologists will con-
tinue to explore important questions about timely topics, using state-of-the-art
tools.

These trends notwithstanding, the processes and phenomena most central
to social psychology have a certain timelessness to them, in the sense that the
best principles and theories are general enough to apply to whatever particulars
are most prominent at the moment. Whether the principle is Hammurabi’s “an
eye for an eye,” Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance, or automaticity in
social evaluation, the goal is to provide an abstract account of behavior that
transcends specific circumstances. For example, good theories of social influ-
ence ought to explain social interaction whether it occurs face to face, over the
telephone, on Facebook, or by some medium not yet invented. Of course this
does not mean that established theories will not be replaced with better ones.
A clear sense of history allows new scholars to propose and test better (more
accurate, more comprehensive, or more deeply detailed) theories. Isaac Newton
famously remarked, “[i]f I have seen a little further it is by standing on the
shoulders of giants” (1676). One way in which history informs current progress
is by providing a ladder up to the giant’s shoulders: identifying what has been
determined and providing important clues about what needs to be understood
better and what new research directions might be most informative. In this
regard, then, I disagree with one distinguished social psychologist’s recommen-
dation that new students not read the literature, because it would constrain
their imagination (see Jost, 2004, for additional information).

An indisputable prediction is that future technological advances in both
methods and data analysis will provide innovations that allow social psycholo-
gists to ask and answer more probing and, in some instances, entirely new types
of questions. As the complexity of these tools grows, so too will specialization,
increasing the necessity for collaboration with scholars who possess different
expertise. I expect, then, that the trend toward “big science” will continue—
multidisciplinary collaborations among researchers with diverse training and
expertise. Social psychologists have often been reluctant, perhaps more than
scientists in other areas, to initiate such collaborations, but there is little doubt
that such participation is needed for the field to thrive (Taylor, 2004). Even
more important is the necessity for social psychologists to make visible their
expertise so that researchers from other disciplines will invite them to contrib-
ute (Reis, 2007). A similar conclusion applies to becoming more involved in the
translation and application of basic principles to improve people’s lives.

The history of social psychology is the history of people trying to better
understand the intrinsically social world in which they live. Studying the field’s
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history represents one step in creating not just the future of the field but all of
our futures.

Acknowledgments

For helpful suggestions and comments on an earlier draft of this chapter,
I thank David Buss, Bill Graziano, Mike Maniaci, and the editors of this
volume.

Footnotes

1. Field theory is actually more a perspective and method than a formal theory, as
Lewin himself acknowledged.

2. The current membership in the Society is over 800.

3. Within social psychology, that is. Gergen’s writing has had more influence in
fields in which textual analysis is more important, such as discourse analysis and
communications.

4. Despite the fact that debate continues about the diversity and representativeness
of Internet samples (Gosling, Vazire, Srivastava, & John, 2004), there seems little
reason to doubt that such samples are more diverse than college freshmen and
sophomores.

5. Just who deserves this credit remains a matter of considerable debate, in both his-

torical accounts and the U.S. patent office.
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Chapter 3

Social Cognition

Don Carlston

Social cognition is both a subarea of social psychology and an approach to
the discipline as a whole. As a subarea, social cognition encompasses new
approaches to classic research on attribution theory (how people explain behav-
ior and events), impression formation (how people form impressions of others),
stereotyping (how people think about members of groups), attitudes (how peo-
ple feel about various things), and the self (how people think about themselves).
What binds these areas together is their emphasis on the social implications of
peoples’ thoughts and subjective perceptions of reality (i.e., their phenomenol-
ogy). Such work fell outside of the mainstream from the 1920s to the 1950s,
when behaviorism dominated the field of psychology with an ideology that
emphasized objective stimuli and behaviors, while trivializing cognition. But it
has been more in vogue since the cognitive revolution of the 1960s, and espe-
cially since the social cognitive revolution of the 1980s.

However, the cognitivism of modern social cognition differs from that
underlying earlier work in attribution, impression formation, and similar areas.
Today’s approaches to these issues rely heavily on concepts, theories, and meth-
ods borrowed from the field of cognitive psychology, a discipline that has
existed only since about 1967, when Neisser published the first cognitive psy-
chology text. In contrast, earlier work necessarily employed concepts, methods,
and theories created by social psychologists specifically for the domains of
interest. Thus, for example, balance theory (Newcomb, 1953) explained some
aspects of attitude change and interpersonal attraction by positing that triads of
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mental concepts are stable when the product of perceived relations among
them is positive, and unstable when that product is negative. This balance prin-
ciple successfully predicted some phenomena, but applied only within a very
limited context and relied on a mathematical algorithm that was not generally
employed by other psychological theories. Attribution theories, which are
discussed later in this chapter, provide additional examples.

The proliferation of such domain-specific “microtheories” was ultimately
troubling to some theorists who suggested that because people have only one
mind, a single set of concepts and principles ought to explain its role in all
psychological domains. In the 1970s, the leading candidate for this “single set
of concepts and principles” was the newly emerged field of cognitive psychol-
ogy, and more particularly, the information-processing model (see below). So it
was that by the end of that decade a new subdiscipline had arisen, dedicated
to promoting the use of cognitive concepts, theories, and methods in social
psychology.

Proponents of social cognition applied their enthusiasm for cognitive
psychology to their own research on attribution, impression formation, stereo-
typing, attitudes, and the self, generating research programs that extended
earlier work in those areas in new directions. The first books describing these
programs, and the philosophy underlying them, were published around 1980,
providing a rough kick-off date for the start of the field (Wyer & Carlston, 1979;
Hastie, Ostrom, Ebbesen, Wyer, Hamilton, & Carlston, 1980; Higgins, Herman,
& Zanna, 1981). Such volumes characteristically justified the new research pro-
grams as an improvement over past approaches that “had run their course”
(Hastie et al., 1980, preface), a view that may not have endeared the proponents
to those who had been doing the previous course running. But social cognition
polarized social psychologists in other ways as well.

Social Cognition as an Approach

The philosophies and practices of the eager new social cognition devotees
quickly coalesced into a perspective that some viewed as revolutionary (Ostrom,
1984) and others viewed as misguided and incomplete (Zajonc, 1980a; Forgas,
1983), or sometimes even as arrogant and confrontational (see Ostrom, 1994). The
core principles of this approach were that (1) researchers ought to employ general
concepts and theories rather than idiosyncratic microtheories; (2) cognitive pro-
cesses are a major determinant of human judgments and behavior; (3) the
information processing model provides a universally useful structure for
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examining cognition; (4) mediating processes should be measured (generally
using methods borrowed from cognitive psychology) rather than just assumed;
all of which together imply that (5) there should be one universal set of concepts,
principles, and practices underlying most, if not all, psychological theorizing
and research.

The construal of social cognition as an approach (see Sherman, Judd, &
Park, 1989) explains why it transformed research within those domains that it
subsumed (e.g., attribution theory). But it also explains why social cognition
enthusiasts saw their principles as applying beyond the borders of their own
subdiscipline, arguing that these principles should govern other areas of psy-
chology as well. For example, Ostrom (1984) wrote a controversial chapter in
the first Handbook of Social Cognition claiming that social cognition deserved
sovereignty over other areas of psychology. Although he later suggested that his
chapter was meant to be conciliatory (Ostrom, 1994, p. viii), the way that he
and others framed their philosophical principles tended to be provocative,
whether intentionally or not. Moreover, the argument for a universal set of con-
cepts and principles raised for some the specter of a scientific imperialism, with
the social cognition approach threatening to impose its own core principles on
the entire field of psychology. This imperialistic attitude did not sit well with
everyone. Many senior social psychologists had resisted behaviorist hegemony
to construct their own individual cognitive approaches even before there was a
formal field of cognitive psychology. Having enjoyed some vindication with the
eventual crumbling of the behaviorist empire, they were not inclined to submit
to a new, social-cognition-based tyranny.

Conflict between old and new approaches to science is almost inevitable
(Kuhn, 1962). In the present case (as, perhaps, with most scientific revolutions),
the flames of conflict were fanned by a variety of incidental events and circum-
stances, including the kinds of incendiary remarks previously noted. The new
adherents to social cognition had an evangelical zeal characteristic of those
who have recently “found religion.” The phrases that Ostrom (1994, p. vii) used
to describe the first Handbook of Social Cognition applied to the whole subfield:
“revolutionary,” “confrontational and passionate,” and “fists and sinew demand-
ing recognition and acceptance.” The zeal of the social cognition devotees pro-
duced conferences that some perceived as exclusive, editorships that some
perceived as parochial, and demands on resources (e.g., federal grants, journal
space, jobs) that some viewed as excessive. In retrospect, it is apparent why
non-social-cognitionists sometimes felt threatened, and why coolness, if not
actual hostility, sometimes permeated the relationship between social cogni-
tion and other subdisciplines. Still, these early reactions dissipated over the
years, leaving the younger generation of psychologists wondering what all the
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fuss was about. New graduate students studied social cognition as a normal
part of their curriculum, and often integrated the approach into their own
research programs. Over time, many principles of social cognition became so
widely accepted that by 1994, Ostrom (p. xii) concluded that social cognition
had become “standard science”

As a result, social psychology as a field has changed. Theorists and
researchers across the field routinely employ concepts, theories, and methods
borrowed from cognitive psychology. Mediating processes are routinely
examined using new methods, measures, and statistical techniques. And the
subdisciplines of the field are achieving some integration, as domain-specific
theories are reinterpreted or replaced by more universal ones. But this hardly
means that social cognition now enjoys sovereignty over the entire field—
because social cognition did not simply change social psychology, it was also
changed by it. To appreciate why this was necessary, we next consider one
central aspect of the social cognition approach—the information processing
model.

The Information-Processing Model

The information-processing model partitions “cognition” into component pro-
cesses involving (1) attention and perception, (2) memory, and (3) judgment.
Before the model existed, the mind appeared to be an inscrutable “black box,”
justifying behaviorists’ assertions that it was not a proper topic for scientific
study and that researchers ought to concentrate instead on more objectively
observable data such as behavior. This view dominated American psychology
for half of the twentieth century, marginalizing social psychologists who felt
that human thought was central to understanding human behavior. However,
toward the middle of that century scientists developed the first computer, which
provided a useful simplifying metaphor for the inscrutable human mind. If the
mind, like the computer, employed input operations (the human equivalent
being attention and perception), storage operations (memory), and processing
routines (evaluation and judgment), then perhaps these simpler, individual
stages would prove more amenable to research than the amalgamated whole.
This proved to be, contributing to the demise of behaviorism and the emer-
gence of modern cognitive psychology.

Social cognitionists embraced the information-processing model, not only
because it was central to cognitive psychology, but also because it emphasized
one problem with the microtheories that had proliferated in social psychology.
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These theories focused primarily on the contents of the final stage of informa-
tion processing (evaluation and judgment) with little consideration of the pro-
cesses underlying earlier stages of attention, perception, or memory. Kelley’s
(1967) influential attribution theory, for example, explained how patterns of
actors’ behaviors contribute to causal judgments, without taking into account
whether all such behaviors are equally attended, how they are interpreted, or
whether some are better recalled than others. The social cognition view was
that the different subprocesses of cognition needed to be considered in such
work. The research areas that arose to do this considering were termed person
perception and person memory, terms sometimes still used to refer to the whole
field of social cognition.

It seems evident that attentional, perceptual, and mnemonic processes are
important in attribution and other human cognitive processes. But the empha-
sis in social cognition on the information-processing model nonetheless pro-
voked criticism. For example, Forgas (1983) argued that social cognition ought
not to be “merely the information-processing analysis of social domains.” As he
implied, the major shortcoming of the model was that it was incomplete.
Because it was borrowed from cognitive psychology, it reflected the focus of
that field, while leaving out a number of concerns central to social psychology.
Nowhere in the model are components representing emotion or motivation.
Nowhere are processing systems to deal with information that is not attended
or remembered, but that nonetheless exerts an influence on human behavior.
And nowhere is human behavior itself, the endpoint of interest to most social
psychologists.

Such concerns were not fatal to social cognition, but they did force the field
to branch out to incorporate components that were missing initially. Emotions
and motivations are now represented in many social cognitive theories,
although often using processes and principles similar to those designed for
“colder” forms of cognitive content. Automatic processes and implicit cogni-
tions are now studied alongside more deliberative and conscious phenomena.
And behavior, rather than judgment, is often the ultimate focus of theory and
research in the field. As a consequence of such changes, social cognition now
looks more like other areas of social psychology, and less like cognitive psychol-
ogy, than might have been expected in earlier years.

This review focuses first on social cognition as a research area that encom-
passes earlier core concerns with attribution and impression formation. The
social cognition approach will be evident in the ways that research on these
topics has evolved and changed. The approach will then be discussed further in
relation to core social psychological areas other than social cognition (including
several that have their own chapters in this volume).
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The Core of Social Cognition

Attribution Theory

Attribution theory, the approach that dominated social psychology in the
1970s, can either be viewed as the last vestige of the old, pre-social-cognition
era or as the first harbinger of the new social cognition era. Attribution theory
is a bit of a misnomer, as the term actually encompasses multiple theories and
studies focused on a common issue, namely, how people attribute the causes of
events and behaviors. This theory and research derived principally from a sin-
gle, influential book by Heider (1958) in which he attempted to describe ordi-
nary people’s theories about the causes of behavior. His characterization of
people as “naive scientists” is a good example of the phenomenological empha-
sis characteristic of both early social psychology and modern social cognition.

Principal Theories

Two of the most important attribution theories were correspondent inference
theory (Jones & Davis, 1965) and covariation theory (Kelley, 1967). Jones and
Davis’ theory derived principally from Heider’s discounting principle, which
states that confidence in any cause is diminished to the extent that other causes
are plausible. One implication is that people will make fewer trait inferences
about someone whose socially appropriate behavior can be explained by their
personality and by social norms than about someone whose socially inappro-
priate behavior can be explained only by their personality. This prediction was
supported by a classic experiment (Jones, Davis, & Gergen, 1961) showing that
inferences about a job applicant’s traits were stronger when the candidate
behaved in a manner contrary to assumed job-seeking norms.

Kelley’s covariation theory derived principally from Heider’s covariation
principle, which states that people explain events in terms of things that are
present when the event occurs but absent when it does not. The logic is nicely
illustrated by the kind of stimuli that McArthur (1976) used in her test of the
theory. Suppose that you learned that Englebert fell asleep in psychology class
on Tuesday, but that he also fell asleep in most of his other classes on that day,
and that, in fact, he falls asleep in psychology class and most other classes
almost every day, though everyone else seems to stay awake. Most likely you
would conclude that Englebert is one sleepy guy.

Now suppose that instead, you learned that Englebert was just one of many
students who fell asleep in psychology class on Tuesday, although he stayed
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awake in all other classes, as he usually does. Do you find yourself now blaming
Englebert’s sleepiness on something about his psychology class—perhaps a
boring lecture, a warm room, or a gas leak? In the terms of the theory, the first
example suggests that sleeping behavior covaries with the presence of Englebert,
whereas the second suggests that such behavior covaries with the presence of
the psychology class. Thus the proper cause becomes evident through a mental
covariance analysis.

Errors and Biases

Attribution theories were very logical and sensible—and, it turned out, some-
times wrong. In McArthur’s (1976) experiment on Kelley’s theory, for example,
subjects’ inferences about a particular actor were predictably affected by the
extent to which that person’s behavior generalized across different settings
(termed distinctiveness information) and across different times (consistency
information), although not by the extent that it generalized across different
actors (consensus information). In other words, Englebert was viewed as one
sleepy guy even if he was just one of many who fell asleep in psychology class.
Thus, people sometimes did not appear to be as logical and sensible as the
theory said they should be.

Consequently, attribution research began to focus on attributional errors
and biases—that is, on subject responses that were less logical than the theories
predicted (e.g., Ross, 1977). The implicit message was that the theories provided
good baseline descriptions, but that people deviate from these for a variety of
reasons. Ultimately, however, some social cognitionists rejected the theories as
simply descriptions of what people should do rather than what they actually do.

Attribution theories were domain-specific microtheories that typically
ignored the information-processing stages of attention, perception, and mem-
ory, even though these could alter the information on which people based their
attributions. Furthermore, most research in the area, like the two studies
described, simply inferred attributional processes and principles from final
attribution judgments, rather than from more direct measures of the presumed
processes. In other words, attribution theory exhibited many of the deficiencies
characteristic of cognitively oriented work in the pre-social-cognition era.

Schema Theory

Although attribution theory was “pre-social-cognition” in some respects, the
issues examined and the emphasis on people’s phenomenology were quite
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congenial to the emerging field of social cognition. Moreover, the principles of
attribution theory were easily recast in terms more compatible with this emerg-
ing field (Hamilton, 1988). Kelley (1987) recognized that his covariance analy-
sis appeared to require more time and work, and even more information, than
people ordinarily have when evaluating the causes of events. He therefore
suggested a version of attribution theory in which people simply matched an
observed event with causal schemas they already possessed. Thus, when
Englebert falls asleep in psychology class, we might guess from past experience
that he has done this before, and that most students typically do not, so that the
event fits a “sleepy student” scenario. Application of causal schemas would be
expected to require less time, effort, and information than the covariance
analysis suggested by the original version of Kelley’s theory.

Schema theory was originally described by Bartlett (1932), based on exper-
iments he undertook on people’s memory for events. Such cognitively oriented
work was out of favor in 1932, and consequently it was largely ignored in the
United States until social psychologists discovered Bartlett’s legacy years later.
His ideas were surprisingly modern in many ways, but his methods and lan-
guage were not, so we focus here just on his ideas. Bartlett suggested that people
have organized conceptions of people, places, events, and other things that they
bring to bear in processing new information—conceptions that he called sche-
mas. He suggested further that these schemas provide a framework for remem-
bering information, so that things that can be interpreted in terms of the
framework are fit to it, and those that cannot are forgotten.

Heider and Simmel (1944) conducted one of the first schema studies in
social psychology, showing subjects a short film in which three geometric
shapes moved around the screen. Although there was nothing objectively
meaningful about the movements of the shapes, subjects generally interpreted
the film as a prototypical story about two males fighting over a female. In other
words, subjects brought to bear their existing schemas and these affected how
the film was remembered. These results are difficult for either correspondent
inference theory or Kelley’s original covariation theory to explain, although
Kelley’s later conception of attributional schemas could do so.

Status of Attribution Theory

Attribution work involved more than these two theories. Weiner, Frieze, Kukla,
Reed, Rest, and Rosenbaum (1987) proposed a theory of performance attribu-
tion that was extensively researched and continues to have an impact in educa-
tion, sports, and other applied areas. Attribution (or reattribution) therapy has
been used in counseling and clinical psychology with some success for years
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(Brewin, 1988). And many principles and ideas from attribution theory con-
tinue to attract interest and application (Maddux & Yuki, 2006; Sahar, 2008;
White, 2005).

Within social cognition, there has always been some ambivalence toward
attribution theory. As described earlier, many aspects of the approach are sus-
ceptible to the criticisms social cognitionists levied against most earlier forms
of cognitive social psychology. In fact, dissatisfaction with attribution theories
may have contributed to the rise of social cognition. But whether for positive or
negative reasons, attribution theory provided a bridge between the social psy-
chology of the 1960s and the social cognition of the 1980s. It is not surprising,
then, that the first social psychology book with social cognition in the title had
attribution in it as well (Social Cognition, Inference, and Attribution by Wyer &
Carlston, 1979) and that the first text in social cognition (Fiske & Taylor, 1984)
devoted a chapter to attribution theory.

Impression Formation

Imagine for a moment that you are interviewing a candidate for a job. Your goal
in this situation is logically to form an impression of the candidate, or more
specifically, of the candidate’s personality, skills, and dedication. This is the pro-
totypical situation with which impression formation research is concerned,
although of course the need to form impressions of others applies equally to
other situations, ranging from singles bars to dark alleys. Early work on impres-
sion formation focused on several issues: the effects of different cues on impres-
sions, the nature and organization of impressions, the processes involved in
impression formation, and finally, the accuracy of different people’s impres-
sions. The last three issues, which have been most thoroughly reexamined by
researchers in social cognition, will serve as the focus of our discussion here.
The vast literature on impression cues is touched on elsewhere in this volume
(see Finkel & Baumeister, Chapter 12, this volume).

The Organization of Impressions

One of the earliest studies on impression formation was conducted by Asch
(1946), who assessed some subjects’ traits toward an individual who was “intel-
ligent, skillful, industrious, warm, determined, practical, and cautious” and other
subjects’ impressions toward an individual who was “intelligent, skillful, industri-
ous, cold, determined, practical, and cautious” Asch noted large differences in
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these impressions, even though only one trait (warm/cold) differed between
the two descriptions. Based on this and similar studies, Asch suggested that
“warm/cold” was a central trait, around which other traits tended to be orga-
nized. Considerably later, Rosenberg and Sedlak (1972) used newer statistical
procedures to systematically plot out a more complete map of the relations that
people typically see among traits. Warm and cold traits were closely related to a
social/unsocial dimension that aligned with one major axis (with intellective
traits representing a second major axis).

Early work on the organization of impressions had two deficiencies in the
eyes of social cognition researchers. First, the work assumed, at least implicitly,
that impressions consist entirely of trait concepts and their interrelations. And
second, the theorized structures were reflections of regularities in impression
judgments, but not necessarily representations of their actual cognitive organi-
zation. Later social cognition models of impressions generally involve more
diverse kinds of impression-related material, organized in ways thought to
reflect the basic nature of underlying memory systems.

Psychologists have long viewed personality principally in terms of traits
(e.g., Allport & Odbert, 1936; Thurstone, 1934). At present, for example, the
most widely employed theory of personality (the Big Five) classifies people
along five trait dimensions: Openness, Extraversion, Conscientiousness,
Agreeableness, and Neuroticism (Goldberg, 1993). It was therefore natural for
social psychologists to assume that lay people’s impressions of others would
similarly rely on trait concepts. However, the prominence of attribution theory
in the 1970s led researchers to think more about the way that people might
represent behaviors they observe, as well as traits that they infer, in memory. As
a consequence, several models of impression organization were proposed that
involved both traits and behaviors (Carlston, 1980; Hamilton, Katz, & Leirer,
1980; Ostrom, Lingle, Pryor, & Geva, 1980), generally with the former serving
to organize the latter.

Impression-Memory Consistency One dilemma raised by these models
was the frequently observed lack of relationship between people’s impressions
of a stimulus person and their memories of that person’s behaviors. If you
mostly recall a person’s positive behaviors, it would seem that you should have
a positive impression of that person’s traits. And (to turn the example around),
if you have a negative impression of someone, it would seem that you should
mostly remember their negative behaviors. However, sometimes this expected
relationship occurs (Snyder & Uranowitz, 1978) and sometimes it does not
(Anderson & Hubert, 1963).

The resolution was suggested by Hastie and Park (1986), who proposed that
behavioral memories and trait impressions will be positively related when the
impressions are formed affer relevant behaviors are observed, but that this will
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not necessarily be so when impressions are formed as behaviors are observed.
Their logic was that in the former case, impressions are based on those behaviors
that can be recalled, but that in the latter case, impressions and memories are
formed concurrently, making the relationship between them uncertain.
Sometimes the impression and behavioral memories might have completely dif-
ferent implications, as suggested by a classic study by Hastie and Kumar (1979).

The Hastie and Kumar study might be viewed as an investigation into the
organization of impressions, pitting schema theory against the information-
processing model. These researchers wondered how an existing impression of a
target would affect people’s memories for new information that was either
congruent or incongruent with that impression. Schema theory predicts that
material that fits an existing schema (the impression) will be remembered
better, because the schema provides a framework for remembering it. But from
an information-processing perspective, material that is surprising or unex-
pected might be better attended and more carefully processed.

In their experiment, Hastie and Kumar told subjects that a target person
had some trait (e.g., honesty) and then presented a series of behaviors that were
congruent with that trait (e.g., “returned the lost wallet”), incongruent with it
(e.g., “stole candy from a baby”), or unrelated to it (e.g., “ate a hamburger at
McDonalds”). Results indicated that memory for incongruent behaviors was
superior to that for congruent behaviors, and that both were superior to that for
unrelated behaviors. Although this confirms the importance of information
processing, it does not necessarily challenge schema theory. The superiority of
schema-relevant information (both congruent and incongruent) to schema-
irrelevant information could be viewed as confirming the importance of an a
priori framework for thinking about stimuli.

From an information-processing perspective, the superior recall of incon-
gruent items is consistent with the idea that they received more attention or
were processed more thoroughly. However, the prevailing explanation (Hastie
& Kumar, 1979; Srull, 1981) is more complicated, suggesting that the result
reflects the organization of items in memory. Drawing on associative network
models of memory described in both the cognitive literature (Anderson &
Bower, 1973; Collins & Loftus, 1975) and the social cognition literature (Wyer
& Carlston, 1979), the Hastie-Srull model suggests that incongruent behaviors
become associatively linked to more material in memory than congruent
behaviors because people perseverate on incongruent information in an attempt
to make sense of it. When they later attempt to recall the behaviors, those
behaviors with more linkages to more other concepts have a recall advantage.
Research has subsequently confirmed many of the implications of this Hastie—
Srull model (1981), although some of these results have been controversial
(Skowronski & Gannon, 2000).
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Associative Network Models Associative network models have also been
used in more complex models of impressions. For example, Wyer and Carlston
(1979) described an associative network model of impressions in which traits,
behaviors, and schemas are connected by associative linkages of varying
strengths, reflecting the way that concepts were thought to be represented in
memory. Such models have been widely tested (see, for example, Carlston &
Skowronski, 1986; Higgins, Bargh, & Lombardi, 1985) and are now among the
most common models in social cognition. One of the more complex associative
network models of impressions is Carlston’s associated systems theory (1994),
which proposes that impressions consist of inferred traits, observed behaviors,
categorizations, visual images, evaluations, affective and behavioral reactions,
and relationships, all organized coherently through their connections with
basic brain structures. As discussed below, associative network models also
provided useful ways of integrating social cognition with concepts relating to
affect, evaluations, and attitudes.

Impression Processes

Theories of human judgment reflect two different viewpoints regarding how
people combine the implications of disparate items of information. The elemen-
tist view is that the separate implications of separate items of information are
mentally added or averaged to produce a judgment. The holistic view is that
different items of available information affect and change each other, so that
their combined implications determine judgments, but their separate implica-
tions are not very important. You may recognize this latter view as Gestalt the-
ory (“The whole is greater than the sum of the parts”), which was popular in
Europe during the era that behaviorism dominated in the United States. The
Asch warm/cold study (1946), described above, was an early attempt to pit the
elementist and the holistic views against each other. Asch reasoned that if peo-
ple were just adding or averaging items of information, then changing one of
seven descriptive traits (from warm to cold or vice versa) would have little effect
on judgments. But if people were considering the seven traits as a whole, then
changing one, central trait might have a substantial effect. This is in fact what
happened, with subjects given the descriptors intelligent, skillful, industrious,
determined, practical, cautious, and warm viewing the target as successful and
hardworking, and those given the same traits and cold viewing the target as
ambitious and conniving.

The most extensive examination of these issues was provided by Anderson’s
research on his information integration model (1968). Anderson (1974) believed
that people simply averaged separate items of information, and he conducted a
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vast program of research to demonstrate this for a variety of different kinds of
information, including that underlying impression judgments. Ultimately he
described a complex equation suggesting that people average separate items of
information with the implications of their original opinion, weighting each
item differently depending on a number of factors.

In 1974, Anderson was co-sponsor of a workshop on mathematical
approaches to person perception to which many eventual founders of the social
cognition movement were invited (Hastie et al., 1980, preface). During the
workshop, these individuals found themselves questioning the adequacy of
mathematical models for representing what people really do with impression-
related information. As with attribution theory, the information integration
approach was a rigorous and logical approach that did not seem to reflect the
kinds of mental activities in which people actually engage during impression
formation. After the workshop, these dissidents continued to meet regularly to
discuss their ideas and research on social cognition. Many of these ideas, involv-
ing information processing, schemas, and associative networks, generally
reflected the holistic viewpoint more than the elementist one.

Today the holistic view generally dominates, as reflected in recent research
on the effects of context on impression judgments. For example, interpretations
of facial expressions depended on the context in which they occurred (Aviezer,
Hassin, Bentin, & Trope, 2008); reactions to pictures of minority individuals
were influenced by brief exposures to pictures suggesting different environ-
ments (e.g., a church versus a street corner; Wittenbrink, Judd, & Park, 2001);
and subjects’ views of a political candidate’s personality were affected not only
by his behavior, but by his political ideology (Wyer & Watson, 1969). Most
theorists today assume that complex, “holistic” interactions may occur among
different aspects of a stimulus situation.

The Accuracy of Impressions

Like most people, social psychologists believed that some individuals are more
socially perceptive than others. As a consequence, considerable research was
conducted to determine what social skills might lead some individuals to form
more accurate impressions than others. However, a critique by Cronbach (1955)
put a damper on this area for decades by showing that measures of accuracy are
affected by a number of artifacts, such as the similarity between the person
whose personality is being rated and the person rating that personality.
Somewhat later, a review by Cline (1964) confirmed that impression accuracy
had less to do with the social sensitivity of the perceiver than with the similarity
between rater and ratee. An additional problem with such research was that the
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criterion for accuracy was often unclear. If you perceive that I am honest, how
should we determine if you are right or wrong? Ask me, and I might give an
answer less accurate than yours! Ask others and you might get a common
stereotype rather than the correct answer. So, research on the accuracy of
impression formation largely ground to a halt.

In recent decades, research on impression accuracy has resumed, as a result
of several developments. Kenny’s Social Relations Model (Kenny & Albright,
1987) provided a method for measuring various factors that contribute to accu-
racy, including those identified by Cronbach as problematic. And the criterion
issue was resolved by comparing subject’s personality impressions with the Big
Five measure of personality (e.g., Borkenau & Liebler, 1992) or with objective
criteria such as sexual orientation (e.g., Rule, Ambady, Adams, & Macrae,
2008). Most research in this area focuses on “first impressions” formed from
minimal information about other people. One review of such work (Ambady &
Rosenthal, 1992) suggests that observers are as accurate after viewing a very
brief “thin slice” of behavior as after 5 minutes of observation, though other
research suggests that longer observational periods sometimes produce greater
accuracy (Rule et al., 2008). In general, accuracy also depends a great deal on
the dimension being judged (e.g., extraversion is more readily perceived than
openness) and on the nature of the observational situation (see Gray, 2008, for
areview). A very readable review of such work is provided in the book Blink by
Malcolm Gladwell (2005).

So, to get back to the original question, are some people more socially per-
ceptive than others? It would appear that accuracy in impression formation
relates to a number of individual difference variables, including social sensitiv-
ity (Carney & Harrigan, 2003) and the need to belong (Pickett, Gardner, &
Knowles, 2004). However, different kinds of people appear to be accurate with
regard to different attributes under different conditions, so there really is not
just one kind of person who is consistently more accurate in forming impres-
sions of others under all circumstances (Hall & Andrzejewski, 2008).

New Issues

In addition to addressing classic issues in impression formation, as described
above, social cognition also directed attention to issues that had not previously
concerned impression researchers. We will cover two of these, spontaneous
trait inference and priming effects, to illustrate some of the new directions sug-
gested by the social cognition approach.

Spontaneous Trait Inference In introducing this section, we cited the job
interview as the prototypic impression formation situation. In this context it
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can be taken as a given that those involved are motivated to form impressions
of each other. This may be equally true in singles bars and dark alleys. Thus, the
focus of most impression formation research has been on features of the
impression formation process, rather than on the question of when impression
formation processes will occur. Of course, social psychological laboratories are
not interview contexts, singles bars, or dark alleys (though they have been
known to house simulations of all three). But because the majority of labora-
tory experiments on impression formation simply asked subjects to report their
impressions, the issue of when they might engage in impression formation,
without being asked, was generally avoided.

In 1984, Winter and Uleman published an article that addressed the obvi-
ous, but previously unasked, question, “Do people form trait impressions spon-
taneously?” This is not a question that can be answered by giving subjects trait
rating scales, as done in most prior research, because the scales themselves are
likely to provoke impression formation. Nor isita question that can be addressed
directly to subjects, since there is ample evidence that people lack the ability to
accurately report their own mental processes (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). So a
new research method needed to be devised, and to do so, Winter and Uleman
followed the strategy central to social cognition, adapting ideas and methods
from cognitive psychology.

Winter and Uleman’s research strategy derived from cognitive psychologist
Endel Tulving’s encoding specificity principle, which states that the best cues
for retrieving information from memory are those that relate to the way that
information was first processed. Winter and Uleman reasoned that if subjects
given behavioral stimuli processed these by thinking about the actor’s likely
traits, then the traits they thought about would provide the best retrieval cues
for the stimulus behaviors. They conducted a study in which subjects were pre-
sented with a number of sentences such as “The plumber slips an extra $50 into
his wife’s purse,” and then were asked to recall as many of these as possible,
given cues such as “generous” (the trait cue) or “pipes” (an actor cue). The study
confirmed that trait cues were more effective in prompting retrieval than either
actor cues or no cues, suggesting that people spontaneously thought about
implied traits while processing the original sentences.

The Winter and Uleman study elicited considerable attention, much of it
critical of their methodological logic (Bassili & Smith, 1986; Wyer & Srull,
1989, p. 146). One pair of critics, Carlston and Skowronski (1994), proposed an
alternative method that they believed would disconfirm Winter and Uleman’s
conclusions. Like Winter and Uleman, Carlston and Skowronski’s research was
based on an application of cognitive principles, this time Ebbinghaus’ (1964)
savings in relearning principle. Ebbinghaus studied memory long before cogni-
tive psychology existed as a field, and like Bartlett, his work had little impact on
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social psychology prior to the social cognition era. Among the phenomena that
Ebbinghaus observed was the ability of people to relearn previously forgotten
material better than they had been able to learn it initially. For example, sup-
pose you were to read a difficult passage from this chapter right now (or even to
read it upside down!), and then to try to do this again a few years from now
when (unfortunately) you will probably have forgotten ever reading it.
According to Ebbinghaus, your initial experience, even though forgotten, will
leave memory traces that make it easier for you to repeat the process, or relearn
the material, years later.

So Carlston and Skowronski (1994) reasoned that if people spontaneously
form trait impressions of actors while reading about those actors’ behaviors,
they will more easily associate the actors with those traits in the future. In a
series of studies, these researchers presented subjects with numerous pairings
of actor photos and behavior descriptions with instructions either to form
impressions of the actor or to simply familiarize themselves with the materials.
Later, subjects tried to memorize an assortment of photo-trait pairs, some of
which corresponded with the implications of photo-behavior pairs presented
earlier. As expected, subjects instructed to form impressions had an easier time
recalling photo-trait pairings that corresponded with information they had
been given earlier than they did recalling novel pairings. Contrary to Carlston
and Skowronski’s expectations, however, an equally strong savings effect was
evident among subjects who were not told to form impressions. The research
thus inadvertently confirmed that people do form trait impressions spontane-
ously, a conclusion in which we are quite confident because it is now supported
by many other studies (e.g., Carlston, Skowronski, & Sparks, 1995; Carlston &
Skowronski, 2005) and methods (e.g., Todorov & Uleman, 2002).

Trait Priming Effects Another novel social cognition finding was that peo-
ples’ impressions can be altered by priming them with trait concepts. Suppose
we told you that “Donald was aware of his ability to do many things well”
Would you have a positive or negative impression of Donald? According to
research by Higgins, Rholes, and Jones (1977), this probably depends on
whether you view Donald as confident or conceited. Did you think of Donald as
confident? If so, could it have anything to do with the fact that you read the
word confident in the previous paragraph? There is considerable research to
suggest such a priming effect. In the study by Higgins et al., for example, sub-
jects’ views of Donald (who was described partly with the same phrase given
above) were manipulated by exposing them to either the word self-confident or
the word conceited in a “unrelated” experiment they completed before reading
about Donald.

To fully understand this priming effect, you need to know more about the
associative network models described earlier. We noted previously that such
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models are derived from cognitive models of memory, and that they involve
linkages of varying strength among concepts. Specifically, as illustrated in
Figure 3.1, concepts in these models are represented by nodes and links are
construed as pathways. Nodes representing concepts that are being thought
about become activated and then pass excitation through connecting pathways
to other, associated concept nodes. When enough excitation accumulates at an
associated node, that concept is retrieved, and it then spreads excitation to its
associates. Stronger pathways conduct more excitation, so more strongly asso-
ciated concepts are more likely to foster each other’s retrieval. (In terms of the
figure, for example, thinking of Tiger Woods is likely to activate the profes-
sional golfer node, which in turn may activate other golfers such as Phil
Mickelson.) And most important in terms of the priming work, once activated,
a node loses its excitation only slowly, with any residual excitation making it
easier for the concept to become reactivated later.

From this perspective, the prior activation of a trait term, even during a
separate experiment or task, leaves that term (or, to be more exact, the node
representing it) with some residual level of excitation. Later, when an individual
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FIGURE 3.1. A portion of an individual’s mental representation of golfer Tiger Woods as
depicted in an associative network model. Thicker lines represent stronger associations.
(Editor’s note: This figure was submitted for publication prior to highly publicized
events that may alter the associations that some readers have of Tiger woods.)
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hears about Donald and begins to search memory for appropriate constructs to
use in interpreting Donald’s description, the previously activated trait term is
likely to come to mind. As a consequence, the individual is more likely to view
Donald in a manner consistent with the primed concept.

What if, instead of subtly exposing subjects to the trait word, the research-
ers had just entered the room with confident stamped prominently on their
foreheads? Would subjects still have formed impressions consistent with the
activated trait term? Probably not. People are generally smart enough to parti-
tion out concepts that they know are activated for the wrong reasons (Martin,
1986). In fact, they sometimes bend so far backward to avoid influence that
they are actually influenced in the opposite direction (Strack, Schwarz, Bless,
Kubler, & Wanke, 1993). In the forehead example, they might be more likely to
think of Donald as conceited than as confident, despite prior exposure to the
latter term. What this demonstrates is that memory and judgment are not
totally passive activities controlled by the mindless ebb and flow of excitation
through an associative network. Nonetheless, the network does underlie human
thought and memory, and it does have an impact, perhaps especially when
people are not thinking very hard.

Social Cognition and Other Core Topics

As an approach to psychological theorizing and research, social cognition ulti-
mately influenced almost every area of social psychology. (To be fair, almost
every area of social psychology also influenced social cognition.) In this section
we describe some of those influences, focusing on several central topics in the
field. Most of these core topics have their own chapters in this volume, so the
current exposition will be kept short, with the intention of illustrating, rather
than belaboring, the impact of social cognition.

Nonconscious Processes

An early complaint about the social cognition approach (and also about the
attribution approach that preceded it) was that it seemed to (over)emphasize
conscious, deliberative cognitive processes, disregarding the kinds of less delib-
erate, learned responses emphasized by the behaviorists. This was probably a
fair criticism, as the victors in the cognitive revolution may have thrown out the
baby with the behaviorist bathwater. The information-processing model, which
social cognitionists tended to adopt, does seem (at least on the surface) best
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suited for handling information that is consciously attended and explicitly
recalled. So the influence of things not attended or not recalled was initially
given short shrift.

But nondeliberative and nonconscious processes were coming to the atten-
tion of cognitive psychologists (e.g., Schneider & Shiffrin, 1977) and some
models popular among social cognitionists (e.g., schema theory and associative
network models) accomplished much of their work outside the range of con-
scious attention. So the field was somewhat receptive when Bargh (a student of
social cognition critic Robert Zajonc) introduced the concept of automaticity
to the field in 1982 (see also Bargh, 1984). Following up on earlier work on
social “mindlessness” (Langer, Blank, & Chanowitz, 1978) and on cognitive
theories of automaticity (e.g., Schneider & Shiffrin, 1977; Posner & Snyder,
1975), Bargh argued that people engage in both controlled and automatic pro-
cesses, with the latter distinguished from the former by four features. Automatic
processes initiate without intention, occur outside of awareness, are difficult to
control, and use little of the mind’s limited capacity. Bargh (1994) quickly real-
ized that very few processes meet all four criteria, and the theory was revised to
suggest that processes are relatively more automatic when they possess more of
these features and relatively controlled when they possess fewer.

The critical point is that social cognition expanded to embrace processes
that would once have been thought to lie outside its reach. Admittedly, incor-
poration of Bargh's ideas has not been all hugs and kisses (see, for example, the
entire Advances in Social Cognition, 1997). But the field now accepts the idea of
automaticity, and theories of mental representation now routinely accommo-
date unconscious (“implicit”) representations and processes as well as con-
scious (“explicit”) ones (Carlston, in press). As a result, notions of automaticity
and implicitness were less challenges to the validity of social cognition than
challenges to expand and refine social cognition theories.

The Self

The Self (see Baumeister, Chapter 5, this volume) is one of the oldest topics in
social psychology, having been addressed by William James in 1890. The term has
been applied to people’s self-concept, as well as to whatever it is that is self-
conscious and responsible for control and deliberative processing (see Allport,
1955, for an early treatment). Many psychologists (especially behaviorists) have
been uncomfortable with the subjective and seemingly unscientific nature of the
self, especially the “whatever it is” part. It is not surprising, then, that self-theorists
sought acceptance by periodically recasting the concept in terms of the newly
popular psychological constructs of each era (see Linville & Carlston, 1990).
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BASIC PROCESSES

With the emergence of cognitive psychology, this included the “self as schema”
(Markus, 1977) and the “self as (associative) cognitive structure” (Bower &
Gilligan, 1979.).

Researchers discovered that information is recalled better when initially
thought about in relation to the self than when thought about in other ways
(Rogers, Kuiper, & Kirker, 1977). This self-reference effect (SRE) parallels, but
was even stronger than, a depth of processing effect that had been documented
in cognitive psychology—people who think about the meaning of material
remember it better than those who think about it more superficially (Craik &
Lockart, 1972). In theor