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1 ..I What is Social Psychology?

The primary goal of social psychology is to understand how people think, feel,
and act in social situations. As social psychologists have long known, the presence of
others, be they real or imagined, has a powerful influence on human psychology. For
example, suppose you can play Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata very well, at least when
you are alone. How well do you think you can play it when you are not alone, when you
are on stage in front of a large audience? It is quite likely that your performance would be
influenced by the presence of the audience, even though they only quietly listen from their
seats. You may become anxious and notice that a certain part of the sonata is more difficult
than usual. Or by contrast, you may find the audience to be a source of vigor, and perform
more passionately than ever (we will see which outcome is more likely under what conditions
in CHAPTER 7). Either way, the presence of others can change our cognitions (how we
think), emotions (how we feel), and behavior (how we act).

After a short introduction (CHAPTER 1), this textbook aims to acquaint you with “the
classics” of social psychology, the well-known studies that deal with cognitions, emotions,
and/or behaviors in the context of social settings. We first explore the social nature of the
self (CHAPTER 2), after which we examine how our thoughts are shaped by social set-
tings as well as how we think about other people (CHAPTERs 3 & 4). We next investigate
emotions (CHAPTER 5) and attitudes (CHAPTER 6). Continuing our journey, we consider
how cognitions, emotions, and behaviors are influenced in general by the presence of
others (CHAPTER 7) and in specific by outgroup members (CHAPTER 8). Towards the end
(CHAPTERs 9 & 10), we look at two distinct types of social behavior—prosocial behav-
iors (i.e., behaviors complying with social norms) and antisocial behaviors (e.g., aggression).
Finally, we explore how the social mind is influenced by culture (CHAPTER 11).

Throughout this textbook, we include as many examples of social psychological
experiments as possible. In studying these examples, you are likely to find that social psy-
chological explanations differ from the kinds of explanations you are used to hearing in
daily life. This is because people typically assume that personal factors (personality and other
individual differences), as opposed to situational (or external) factors, are the best way
to explain the actions of others. For example, if someone performed the Moonlight Sonata
terribly while on stage, one may rush to conclude that he/she is a poor pianist, without con-
sidering the importance of situational factors (e.g., how the presence of the audience affects
performance). However, as we will see in this introductory chapter, there is a good under-
lying reason for using the experiment as a research tool—situational factors, as compared
to personal factors, are often better predictors of why we think, feel, and act in the various

ways that we do.
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a .5 Self-Esteem Tracks Others’ Valuation of the Self
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Social psychologists use the term self-esteem to describe a person’s valuation of
him/herself. It is usually an affectively-laden term—people feel good about themselves
when they favorably appraise themselves. Accordingly, high self-esteem is linked to high
subjective well-being, while low self-esteem is related to mental illness.

Recall that people have a motivation to protect and promote their self-esteem (see
Section 2.4 regarding the “self-enhancement motive”). Moreover, we appear to have some
biases for seeing ourselves in a positive light compared to others (see Section 2.3 regarding
“positive illusions”). Given the presence of these self-oriented predispositions, one might
wonder why on earth self-esteem should ever go down. Isn’t it a good idea to have some
psychological mechanism that keeps self-esteem always high?

This is in fact a misguided idea. Self-esteem is important not for its own sake, but
for its relation to some real, social, consequences. Leary and Baumeister (2000) proposed
the sociometer theory, whereby self-esteem is conceived as “a subjective monitor of one’s
relational evaluation—the degree to which other people regard their relationships with the
individual to be valuable, important, or close” (Leary & Baumeister, 2000, p. 9). According to
the sociometer theory, self-esteem fluctuates as a reflection of other people’s evaluations,
but not in response to one’s own non-social evaluation.

If the sociometer theory is valid, self-esteem should go down when an individual
experiences social exclusion. Leary, Tambor, Terdal, and Downs (1995), in fact, tested this
prediction with an experiment employing a 2 (exclusion: included vs. excluded) x 2 (assign-
ment: random vs. group choice) factorial design. To start, participants were told that they
would engage in either a group decision-making task or an individual decision-making
task. After this instruction, a quarter of participants were told that they were assigned to
engage in the group task because other members wanted to work with them. Another quar-
ter were told that they were assigned to engage in the individual task because other people
did not want to work with them. The remaining half were told that they had been randomly
assigned to the group or individual task.

As shown in Figure 2-2, the results of Leary et al.’s experiment confirm the main
prediction from the sociometer theory, that self-esteem is calibrated in response to infor-
mation about one’s social standing. Participants felt bad about themselves (i.e., experienced
decreases in self-esteem) only in the excluded-group choice condition, which implies that
they were not valued by other group members. Working alone due to random assignment
(i.e., the excluded-random condition) did not hurt self-esteem. Therefore, it is clear that while
simply being alone matter little for self-esteem, being alone due to others’ social disregard

is potentially devastating.
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Self-Regulation and Delay of Gratification

The classic research question for self-regulation involves explaining why people
are somewhat poor at delaying gratification; in particular, why people are often willing
to exchange a small reward now for a larger, better, reward that comes later. This sort of
self-regulation problem manifests in daily life all the time. For example, imagine you are
on a diet trying to lose 5 kilograms, and a friend offers you some fried chicken. Do you
eat the fried chicken now, and experience the pleasure of the food, or do you turn down
the temptation now, in order to experience the eventual satisfaction of losing weight in the
future (i.e., delayed gratification)? Or, imagine you are at home working on an important
term paper. Then, out of nowhere your friend invites you to play a brand new videogame.
Do you play the videogame with your friend, or do you decline the offer and continue to
work on your paper? While it is obvious in these examples that waiting for a “larger, later”
reward is the rational choice, we sometimes surrender ourselves to the “smaller, sooner”
reward. Intuitively, there seem to be large individual differences in the ability to delay grat-
ification.

Mischel and colleagues designed a simple yet clever experiment on the delay of grat-
ification, commonly called the marshmallow test (see Mischel, Shoda, & Rodriguez, 1989,
for a review). Before leaving a preschool child alone in a room, a researcher presents the
child with two sorts of snacks (marshmallows and pretzels, for example), and asks which of
the two snacks the child likes better. The child is told if he/she wishes to eat a snack, he/she
can ring a bell, and the experimenter will come back immediately at which point the child
will be allowed to eat the less preferred snack. If the child can wait until the experimenter
comes back (unbeknownst to the child, this time is set to 15 minutes), however, the child will be
allowed to eat the preferred snack.

Mischel and colleagues timed how long each child was able to wait before ringing
the bell, and revealed that many children had a very difficult time in this experimental set-
ting. Indeed, there were large individual differences in how long children were able to wait.
Nevertheless, the original studies have also revealed that the presence of distractors (e.g.,
attractive toys) can help children wait longer.

Another interesting set of findings emerged from a series of follow-up studies. Delay
of gratification measured at 4 years of age predicted how parents described their children
10 years later—children who had been able to wait longer in the original experiment were
seen as more socially competent, verbally fluent in expressing their ideas, and resilient to
stress. Delayed gratification even predicted the children’s Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT)
scores. Of course, these results are just correlations, but the connection between self-regu-

lation and success in life is difficult to deny.
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Did you have any friends in your childhood neighborhood? Most likely your answer
is YES. But can you explain why? Maybe, you went to the same kindergarten or elemen-
tary school, or perhaps you played together on weekends. You may have been in the same
club or on the same sporting team. These obvious conditions aside, there must be other rea-
sons for your friendship. Right?

Around the middle of the twentieth century, three social psychologists, Festinger,
Schachter, and Back (1950), conducted a field study at two dormitory buildings at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). The psychologists were interested in the
social dynamics of the residents of the two aforementioned buildings, and discovered that
proximity (also known by the formal term, propinquity, in older texts) is an important factor
in friendship formation. Residents were more likely to become friends with someone next
door than with someone at the other end of the same floor. Furthermore, when physical dis-
tance is the same, so-called functional distance (e.g., whether residents used the same stairway
of the building) becomes important.

Festinger et al. (1950) surmised that frequent contacts (mostly passive contacts)
facilitate friendship formation. This effect of passive contact is now known as the mere
exposure effect (Zajonc, 1968). Zajonc presented a series of photographs of men’s faces
to his participants, who were led to believe that they were taking part in a visual memory
study. The photos were presented for 2 seconds each. Unbeknownst to participants, each
photo was presented either once, twice, five times, ten times, or twenty five times. After
this serial presentation session, participants were asked how much they liked each of the
photos, along with new photos that had never been presented. Zajonc’s results are shown in
Figure 4-2. Consistent with Festinger et al.’s interpretation of the effect of proximity, the
more frequently participants saw a man’s face, the more they liked him.

Later studies have revealed that even unconscious exposure to stimuli yields the
mere exposure effect. If faces were presented to you very quickly (e.g., for 5 milliseconds),
you could not consciously perceive them. If asked, you would say “they are new to me.”
Nevertheless, liking faces increases as the frequency of unconscious exposure increases
(e.g., Bornstein & D’Agostino, 1992).

Your neighbors, by dictionary definition, are those people that live in close proximity
to you; you are exposed to them more frequently than people who are not your neighbors.
In the end, neighbors often become friends. According to the above studies, two mutu-
ally related factors over which we have little control, proximity and mere exposure, may

explain a large portion of our fondness for some individuals over others.
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Not every aggression is caused by frustration (or insults). Many social psychologists
accept the distinction between hostile aggression, harming someone for harm’s sake, and
instrumental aggression, harm which aims to achieve a desirable goal (Feshbach, 1964).
For example, a robber’s goal is to obtain money, not terrorize people. Nevertheless, an
aggressive behavior (e.g., stabbing someone with a knife) can be learned as an instrument to
achieve one’s goals (e.g., get money).

Social psychologist Bandura proposed the social learning theory of aggression.
According to Bandura, people can learn to respond to certain situations aggressively by
observing someone (a model) behave aggressively in a similar situation. In an early study
(Bandura, Ross, & Ross, 1961), an experimenter invited a preschool child and an adult to
play with toys in different corners of the same room. When the experimenter left the room,
the model (either a male or a female adult) attacked a doll (commonly known as a “Bobo doll”)
placed in the room. The model showed various types of aggressive behavior (e.g., hitting
it with a mallet, kicking and throwing it) accompanied by verbal aggression (e.g., “Hit him
down...,” “Pow...”). After exposure to the aggressive model (or a nonaggressive model in the
control condition), children were allowed to play with any of the toys in the room, including
the Bobo doll. As shown in Figure 10-2, regardless of the child’s own gender and the mod-
el’s gender, children exposed to the aggressive model behaved more aggressively toward
the Bobo doll than children exposed to the nonaggressive model.

Bandura (1965) further demonstrated that imitative aggression, as a learned response,
is sensitive to the presence of rewards and punishment. In this experiment, Bandura showed
a video of an aggressive adult model to a child. Again, the model attacked the Bobo doll.
In one version of the video (the model-rewarded condition), around the end of the video, a
second adult appears, praises the behavior, and offers a soft drink and snacks. In the mod-
el-punished condition, the second adult says “Hey there, you big bully. You quit picking
on that [doll]. I won’t tolerate it.” The second adult then spanks the model with a rolled-up
magazine. In the no consequences condition, the video did not include the second adult.
Next, children were allowed to play with the Bobo doll. As shown in Figure 10-3, children
in the model-punished condition were the least likely to imitate the model (see the middle
dark bars for boys and girls, respectively). After this free play session, however, the researcher
told the children “Show me what [the model] did in the TV program” and offered some
attractive rewards (e.g., stickers). When imitative aggression was explicitly requested (and
incentivized), the differences between conditions disappeared (see the light bars in Figure
10-3). Thus, Bandura concluded that whether socially learned aggression is acted upon is

determined at least in part, by anticipated rewards and punishment.
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. 2 Self and Other in the Context of East and West

Cultural psychology rose to prominence in the field of psychology following the
publication of Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) cornerstone article. They present an exten-
sive review of theoretical discourses and empirical findings documenting the existence
of both an Eastern interdependent concept of the self (Figure 11-1b), and a Western
independent concept of the self (Figure 11-1a). The authors conclude that these cultural
self-construals, in fact, explain a wide array of cultural differences in cognition, emo-
tion, and consequent behavioral styles.

These differences in self-construal translate to different styles of accommodation
to each culture. As we already learned, people tend to see the self in a positive light (e.g.,
Section 2.3). Indeed, many studies conducted in North America have revealed that partici-
pants are more sensitive to, and concerned with, information that enhances their self-image.
This tendency, called self-enhancement, was once considered a kernel of human social
psychology. However, Markus and Kitayama noticed that studies conducted in Japan not
only failed to observe self-enhancement, they showed a diametrically opposite tendency,
self-criticism (i.e., sensitivity to information that indicates one’s weaknesses).

Using a systematic pair of studies, Kitayama and colleagues demonstrated that
people in the U.S. and Japan actually differ in terms of self-evaluation styles (Kitayama,
Markus, Matsumoto, & Norasakkunkit, 1997). In the first study, both American and Japa-
nese students recalled multiple situations where their self-esteem had either increased or
decreased. The researchers then chose 400 representative situations that varied in terms of
self-esteem (increased vs. decreased), as well as the participant’s country (U.S. vs. Japan) and
gender (men vs. women). In the second study, the researchers sampled two different groups
of American and Japanese students, and asked whether (i) each situation would be relevant
to their self-evaluation if it had happened to them, and if so (i) how much it would increase
or decrease their self-esteem on a 4-point scale (1 = “slightly” to 4 = “very much”).

As expected, Japanese students chose a greater number of negative situations as rel-
evant to their self-evaluations, while American students chose a greater number of positive
situations. Moreover, on average, Japanese students rated the impact of negative situations
as greater than that of positive situations, while American students rated positive situations
as more impactful (see Figure 11-2). Self-criticism might appear undesirable (at least if you
are from a Western culture). However, according to Kitayama et al. (1997), self-criticism is
useful in Japan because knowing one’s own weaknesses helps one to “meet the standards of

excellence shared in a given social unit” (p. 1246).
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