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Social psychology is a broad field devoted to studying the way that people relate
to others. Our discussion will focus on the development and expression of
attitudes, people’s attributions about their own behavior and that of others, the
reasons why people engage in both antisocial and prosocial behavior, and how
the presence and actions of others influence the way people behave.

A major influence on the first two areas we will discuss, attitude formation and
attribution theory, is social cognition. This field applies many of the concepts you
learned about in the field of cognition, such as memory and biases, to help
explain how people think about themselves and others, The basic idea behind
social cognition is that, as people go through their daily lives, they act like
scientists, constantly gatheﬁng data and making predictions about what will
happen next so that they can act accordingly.

Attitude Formation and Change
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One main focus of social psychology is attitude formation and change. An
attitude is a set of beliefs and feelings. We have attitudes about many different
aspects of our environment such as groups of people, particular events, and
places. Attitudes are evaluative, meaning that our feelings toward such things are
necessarily positive or negative.

A great deal of research focuses on ways to affect people’s attitudes. In fact, the
entire field of advertising is devoted to Just this purpose. How can people be

The
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encouraged to develop a favorable attitude toward a particular brand of potato chips?
Having been the target audience for many such attempts, you are no doubt familiar
with a plethora of strategies used to promote favorable opinions toward a product.

The mere exposure effect states that the more one is exposed to something, the
more one will come to like it. Therefore, in the world of advertising, more is
better. When you walk into the supermarket, you will be more likely to buy the
brand of potato chips you have seen advertised thousands of times rather than
one that you have never heard of before.

Certain characteristics of the person imparting the message, the communicator,
have been found to influence the effectiveness of a message. Attractive people,
famous people, and experts are among the most persuasive communicators. As a
result, professional athletes and movie stars often have second careers making
commercials. Certain characteristics of the audience also affect how effective a
message will be. Some research suggests that more educated people are less likely
to be persuaded by advertisements. Finally, the way the message is presented can
also influence how persuasive it is. Research has found that when dealing with a
relatively uninformed audience, presenting a one-sided message is best. However,
when attempting to influence a more sophisticated audience, a communication
that acknowledges and then refutes opposing arguments will be more effective.
Some research suggests that messages that arouse fear are effective. However, too
much fear can cause people to react negatively to the message itself.

The Relationship Between Attitudes and Behavior

Although you might think that knowing people’s attitudes would tell you a great
sion of deal about their behavior, research has found that the relationship between
TS, the attitudes and behaviors is far from perfect. In 1934, LaPiere conducted an early
d how study that illustrated this difference. In the United States in the 1930s, prejudice
and discrimination against Asians was pervasive. LaPiere traveled throughout the
nation visiting many hotels and restaurants with an Asian couple to see how they
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n an
ts yos would be treated. On only one occasion were they treated poorly due to their
» help race. A short time later, LaPiere contacted all of the establishments they had
ehind visited and asked about their attitudes toward Asian patrons. Over 90 percent of
t like the respondents said that they would not serve Asians. This finding illustrates that
¢ will attitudes do not perfectly predict behaviors.
Hint: Attitudes do not perfectly predict behaviors. What pmple say they would do
and what they actually would do often differ.
| Sometimes if you can change people’s behavior, you can change their
An attitudes. Cognitive dissonance theory is based on the idea that people are
Tent ‘ motivated to have consistent attitudes and behaviors. When they do not, they
and : experience unpleasant mental tension or dissonance. For example, suppose Amira
are | ' thinks that studying is only for geeks. If she then studies for 10 hours for her
i chemistry test, she will experience cognitive dissonance. Since she cannot, at this
the point, alter her behavior (she has already studied for 10 hours), the only way to

be reduce this dissonance is to change her attitude and decide that studying does not
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necessarily make someone a geek. Note that this change in attitude happens
without conscious awareness. ‘

Festinger and Carlsmith conducted the classic experiment about cognitive
dissonance in the late 1950s. Their subjects performed a boring task and were then
asked to lie and tell the next subject (actually a confederate! of the experimenter)
that they had enjoyed the task. In one condition, subjects were paid $1 to lie, and in
the other condition they were paid $20. Afterward, the subjects’ attitudes toward
the task were measured. Contrary to what reinforcement theory would predict,
those subjects who had been paid $1 were found to have significantly more positive
attitudes toward the experiment than those who were paid $20. According to
Festinger and Carlsmith, having already said that the boring task was interesting,
the subjects were experiencing dissonance. However, those subjects who had been
paid $20 experienced relatively little dissonance; they had lied because they had
been paid $20. On the other hand, those subjects who were paid only $1 lacked
sufficient external motivation to lie. Therefore, to reduce the dissonance, they
changed their attitudes and said that they actually did enjoy the experiment.

Compliance Strategies

Often people use certain strategies to get others to comply with their wishes.
Such compliance strategies have also been the focus of much psychological
research. Suppose you need to borrow $20 from a friend. Would you be better off
asking him or her for $20 right away, asking the friend first for $5 and then
following up this request with another for the additional $15, or asking him or
her for $100 and, after the friend refuses, asking for $20? The foot-in-the-door
phenomenon suggests that if you can get people to agree to a small request, they
will become more likely to agree to a follow-up request that is larger. Thus, once
your friend agrees to lend you $5, he or she becomes more likely to lend you the
additional funds. After all, the friend is clearly willing to lend you money. The
door-in-the-face strategy argues that after people refuse a large request, they will
look more favorably upon a follow-up request that seems, in comparison, much
more reasonable. After flat-out refusing to lend you $100, your friend might feel
bad. The least he or she could do is lend you $20.

Another common strategy is known as norms of reciprocity. People tend to
think that when someone does something nice for them, they ought to do
something nice in return. Norms of reciprocity is at work when you feel
compelled to send money to the charity that sent you free return address labels or
‘when you cast your vote in the student election for the candidate that handed out
those delicious chocolate chip cookies.

Attribution Theory

Attribution theory is another area of study within the field of social cognition.
Attribution theory tries to explain how people determine the cause of what they
observe. For instance, if your friend Charley told you he got a perfect score on his

'Many social psychology experiments use confederates to deceive participants. Confederates are
people who, unbeknownst to the participants in the experiment, work with the experimenter.
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math test, you might find yourself thinking that Charley is very good at math. In
that case, you have made a dispositional or person attribution. Alternatively, you
might attribute Charley’s success to a situational factor, such as an easy test; in
that case you make a situation attribution. Attributions can also be stable or
unstable. If you infer that Charley has always been a math wizard, you have made
both a person attribution and a stable attribution, also called a person-stable
attribution. On the other hand, if you think that Charley studied a lot for this one
test you have made a person-unstable attribution. Similarly, if you believe that
Ms. Mahoney, Charley’s math teacher, is an easy teacher, you have made a
situation-stable attribution. If you think that Ms. Mahoney is a tough teacher who
happened to give one easy test, you have made a situation-unstable attribution.
Harold Kelley put forth a theory that explains the kind of attributions people
make based on three kinds of information: consistency, distinctiveness, and
consensus. Consistency refers to how similarly the individual acts in the same
situation over time. How does Charley usually do on his math tests? Distinctiveness
refers to how similar this situation is to other situations in which we have watched

~ Charley. Does Charley do well on all tests? Has he evidenced an aptitude for math in

other ways? Consensus asks us to consider how others in the same situation have
responded. Did many people get a perfect score on the math test?

Consensus is a particularly important piece of information to use when
determining whether to make a person or situation attribution. If Charley is the -
only one to earn such a good score on the math test, we seem to have learned
something about Charley. Conversely, if everyone earned a high score on the test,
we would suspect that something in the situation contnbuled to that outcome.
Consistency, on the other hand, is extremely useful when determining whether to
make a stable or unstable attribution. If Charley always aces his math tests, then
it seems more likely that Charley is particularly skilled at math than that he
happened to study hard for this one test. Similarly, if everyone always does well

“on Ms. Mahoney’s tests, we would be likely to make the situation-stable

attribution that she is an easy teacher. However, if Charley usually scores low in
Ms. Mahoney’s class, we will be more likely to make a situation-unstable
attribution such as this particular test was easy. ‘

People often have certain ideas or prejudices about other people before they
even meet them. These preconceived ideas can obviously affect the way someone
acts toward another person. Even more interesting is the idea that the expectations
we have about others can influence the way those others behave. Such a
phenomenon is called a self-fulfilling prophecy. For instance, if Jon is repeatedly
told that Chet, whom he has never met, is really funny, when Jon does finally meet
Chet, he may treat Chet in such a way as to elicit the humorous behavior he
expected.

A classic study involving self-fulfilling prophecies was Rosenthal and
Jacobson’s (1968) “Pygmalion in the Classroom” experiment. They administered
a test to elementary school children that supposedly would identify those children
who were on the verge of significant academic growth. In reality, the test was a
standard IQ test. These researchers then randomly selected a group of children
from the population who took the test, and they informed their teachers that these
students were ripe for such intellectual progress. Of course, since the children
were selected randomly, they did not differ from any other group of children in

. the school. At the end of the year, the researchers returned to take another

measure of the students’ IQ and found that the scores of the identified children











































