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1

INTRODUCTION TO SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

CHAPTER 1

MAKING SENSE OF SOCIAL (AND ANTISOCIAL) BEHAVIOR:  
THE STORY OF SALVADOR AGRON

M
ost readers of this book probably will not have heard of Salvador Agron, “the Capeman” ( Jacoby, 2000), 
but for a brief period 40 to 50 years ago, he became a household name. Born in Puerto Rico, Agron 
moved with his mother and sister to New York in the early 1950s, at about age ten. He did not adjust 

well to life in the United States, where he got caught up in just about every kind of trouble possible for a young 
person in the city. As a result, he spent much of his adolescence in reform schools and other detention centers. 
Even when he wasn’t incarcerated, Agron spent as little time as possible at his mother’s home, because her second 
husband was a stern Pentecostal preacher with whom he did not get along. Perhaps because of his alienation from 
his family, Agron joined a series of street gangs with names like the Mau Mau Chaplains of Brooklyn.

By the summer of 1959, Agron was spending most of his time in Manhattan, where he and a group of young 
Puerto Ricans formed a new gang, the Vampires. On August 29 of that year, he rendezvoused after dark with 
other gang members in a park on Manhattan’s West Side. Expecting a battle with a rival gang, the Norsemen, 
they instead encountered four boys and a girl who just happened to be walking by. Three of those boys were 
stabbed in the encounter; two died. Witnesses reported that the murder victims had been attacked by two 
teenagers, one carrying an umbrella with a sharpened point and the other wearing a black cape with a red satin 
lining. The one with the cape—“the Capeman”—was said to be the one who did the stabbing. A few days later, 
after a widely publicized search of the city, the Capeman was apprehended. He turned out to be Salvador Agron, 
and he confessed to the killings.

Why begin this book with Agron’s story? We did so because the key events of Agron’s life involve the kinds of 
human behaviors and experiences that social psychologists seek to explain, and because many of the questions 
those events raise are questions social psychologists try to answer. In other words, by telling you about Agron’s 
story, we can tell you about the nature of social psychology. Although many of the events of Agron’s life were 
extreme and unusual, his behavior and his reactions to his social environment can be discussed and explained 
in the same terms as anyone else’s.
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In this chapter, we will define and introduce social psychology and explain how it differs from other branches 
of psychology. We will also go over some of the general issues and themes highlighted throughout the book, 
especially the idea that people typically are not aware of many causes of their social behavior.

WHAT IS SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY?

You’re rushing through your neighborhood, heading toward campus, trying not to be late for class again. Not 
many people are out at this early hour, but as you turn a corner to take a shortcut down a side street, you find you 
have some company. Ahead of you is a couple—or at least, a rather unhappy looking man and woman. They’re 
fighting about something—no, maybe they’re just bickering. Or would you have to call this a fight? It’s hard to 
say, and hard to figure out what the conflict is about. The two of them are really shouting now, and the guy—a 
heavyset, disheveled-looking man—is becoming particularly agitated. Is he going to hit the woman, or is he 
just gesticulating in a particularly emphatic way? And did you just see a look of fear cross her face, or is she only 
annoyed and disgusted?

What’s going on here? And more to the point, what should you do? If someone is about to get hurt, then 
clearly, the right thing to do would be to intervene and help in some way. But if this is just a heated argument 
(for all you know, maybe they always talk to each other this way), you should mind your own business. You don’t 
want to embarrass yourself by butting into other people’s private lives.

If you did want to intervene, what would you do? You could call the police on your cell phone, but by the 
time help arrived, it might be too late. Will you need to get a little aggressive with the man to get him to back off? 
Would that be justified? Maybe you could calm the two of them down just by talking to them, but what would 
you say to influence their behavior?

It might be worth asking yourself if your interpretation of the situation would vary if different kinds of 
people were involved. What if the man was thin and well dressed—would you judge him and his behavior 
differently? How about the couple’s ethnicity—would your impression change if they were white, black, Asian, 
or Latino?

If only some other people besides you were on the scene, and you weren’t the only onlooker—that would 
make it easier to figure out what was going on, and what action you should take … at least, you think it would.

If you actually experienced the situation just described, answering all these questions at once might be dif-
ficult. And because you weren’t standing on that street, you couldn’t answer them, even if you wanted to. Yet 
these are questions social psychologists would ask, and they all relate to the more general issues that interest 
them. Social psychologists are interested in how people think about other people and themselves; how people’s 
social identities (their race, ethnicity, gender, and age) affect those social judgments; why interactions with 
other people sometimes go smoothly and sometimes do not; and why some people attract us and others repel 
us. Social psychologists want to understand how people influence the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of other 
individuals; how people’s behaviors affect their self-concepts; and how the presence of others can lead ordinary 
people to do extraordinary things. You will never really know what might have been going on between the man 
and woman on that side street, but by the time you finish this book, you will know a great deal more about the 
issues raised by that hypothetical incident.
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Social Psychology Defined
A classic definition of social psychology is “an attempt to understand and explain how the thought, feeling and 
behavior of individuals is influenced by the actual, imagined or implied presence of others” (Allport, 1924). 
That definition does an admirable job of summarizing a great deal of the work carried out by social psycholo-
gists, especially the research covered in this book in Chapters 6 (Persuasion and Attitude Change), 7 (Social 
Influence: Compliance, Conformity, and Obedience), and 8 (Group Processes). But it does not really do justice 
to the breadth of issues now studied by social psychologists. For example, for many years, two of the most 
heavily researched questions in social psychology have been (1) how people go about forming impressions of 
others and figuring out what they are like (Chapter 3); and (2) the extent to which people’s attitudes predict 
their behavior (Chapter 5).

Of course, one could argue that you cannot form impressions of people until they actually do something, 
and in that way “influence” you by giving you something to think about. In addition, your beliefs about other 
people’s attitudes affect whether your own attitudes will or will not predict your behavior (“I’d like to go out 
with him this weekend, but I know my girlfriends hate him”). That is certainly an example of social influence. 
But many other factors play a role in the relationship between people’s attitudes and their behavior. Overall, 
the stretching and straining we would need to do to make everything social psychologists study fit the classic 
definition suggests that a broader one may be needed.

A better definition of social psychology is the study of how people think, behave, and feel in social contexts 
(see Brehm, Kassin, & Fein, 2002, for a similar definition). Let’s pick this definition apart, starting with “people.” 
If you once believed that social psychologists focus only on how people behave in groups, it should be clear by 
now that that is not the case. Group processes, as we will see in Chapter 8, are indeed important topics of study, 
but not the only ones. Individual social behavior, defined more broadly, is another topic of interest. Moreover, 
as the definition suggests, social psychologists do not concern themselves only with overt, observable social 
behavior. They are also interested in how people think and feel about their own and other people’s behavior, and 
in how their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors affect each other.

What about “social contexts?” Clearly, that phrase can refer to the actual physical presence of other people, 
or to what we ordinarily think of as social situations (for example, parties, classrooms, workplaces, sporting 
events, or your local café). That is not all that it means, however, for the imagined or implied presence of others 
can, in a variety of ways, be considered a social context. Certainly, the rise of social media and online communi-
ties has stretched the definition of what a social experience is. More generally, we think about people even when 
they are not around, and the thoughts we have about them can have important implications for our interactions 
with them.

It should be obvious, for example, that a fistfight is a social psychological phenomenon, and aggression is, 
in fact, one of the field’s classic topics (Chapter 13). But imagine a man sitting alone in his room, ruminating 
over an unpleasant exchange he recently had with an acquaintance and concluding that the fellow deserves 
(at the very least) a slap in the face. Is a private experience like that a matter of interest to social psychologists? 
Absolutely: the man is thinking about a member of his social world—thinking that was triggered by a social 
event—and what he is thinking might set into motion an interpersonal event, namely a brawl. More generally, 
human beings spend a great deal of time thinking about themselves, other people, their relationships, and their 
past and future behavior. Many of our thoughts arise from the fact that we live among other people, and those 
thoughts have the potential to affect our interpersonal behavior. Thus, a great deal of research in social psychol-
ogy focuses on understanding our thought processes.
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Just as we think about people when they are not present, we can also be affected by them when they are not 
present. If our enraged friend actually assaults his perceived enemy, he might feel less satisfied afterward than 
he had anticipated (Carlsmith, Wilson, & Gilbert, 2008). Needless to say, he might fear being punished for 
his behavior, but he might also be tormented by the knowledge that his father always preached self-control to 
him—despite the fact that his father died years ago. If his guilt and agitation are too great, the aggressor might 
try to rationalize his behavior, perhaps by concluding that his victim really deserved the beating (Brock & Buss, 
1962; Goldstein, Davis, & Herman, 1975). In fact, he might conclude that a more savage response would have 
been justified, and this new conviction might cause the conflict to escalate. In sum, the mere fact that we have 
relationships with other people creates a social context for our actions. How we conduct ourselves from day 
to day is shaped profoundly—often in ways we are unaware of—by the fact that our lives are intertwined with 
those of other people.

Acting aggressively, thinking about aggressing, observing aggression, encouraging 
aggression, and intervening to prevent aggression: All are  social-psychological 
phenomena.
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Overall, we spend a great deal of time thinking about other human beings, and they in turn think about us. 
We have feelings and attitudes toward other people, just as they do toward us. We behave in ways that affect oth-
ers, and at the same time are affected by them. All these thoughts, feelings, and behaviors intersect in a variety 
of ways. Described in this way, everyday life sounds like a hopelessly complex drama, but it is a mess that social 
psychologists happily plunge into.

Social Psychology Compared to Other Branches of Psychology  
and Behavioral Science

To appreciate more fully the questions social psychologists ask about people’s behavior—and how they differ 
from the questions other psychologists and social scientists ask—let’s revisit the story of Salvador Agron, the 
“Capeman.” Agron’s story raises all sorts of issues, but the kinds of issues that psychologists see as most relevant, 
important, or interesting will differ, depending on their particular area of study (see Table 1.1).

Table 1.1: Social psychology compared to other areas of psychology and the social sciences

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

Focus: How people think, behave, and feel in social contexts

Sample questions: What triggered Agron’s aggression? What were his beliefs about his victims? What was 
the immediate context like—how dark, how hot, how crowded? How was he influ-
enced by other people in the immediate context? What was the role of bystanders? 
How were Agron’s attitudes and behaviors changed by the experience?

PERSONALITY PSYCHOLOGY

Focus: Individual differences; how people’s traits cohere or hang together

Sample questions:  What were Agron’s traits? What were his long-term goals, beliefs, and capacities, and 
how did they combine to turn him into the person he was?

DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY

Focus: Age-related differences and the processes that play a role in normal and disturbed 
development

Sample questions:  What were Agron’s early experiences? What were his caretakers like, and who were his 
biggest social influences? 

CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGY

Focus: Diagnosis and treatment of psychological problems; factors relating to adjustment and 
well-being

Sample questions:  How can we best characterize or diagnose Agron’s maladaptive behavior? What caused 
it, and how might we intervene to change it?

SOCIOLOGY

Focus: Social institutions and other broad social and cultural forces and their impact on hu-
man behavior

Sample questions:  What were conditions like for urban youths in the 1950s, and what were Agron’s real-
istic life choices? What kinds of social support were available to young people? What 
were the prevailing values in Agron’s community?
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Other Disciplines
For example, personality psychologists, especially those who fall into the category of “trait psychologists,” would 
be most interested in learning about Agron’s traits or dispositions. These researchers believe they can get a fairly 
complete description of someone’s personality by measuring his or her standing on just five major personality 
dimensions (sometimes six—see Ashton & Lee, 2007). Known as the Big Five (McCrae & Costa, 2008; Widiger, 
2017), those dimensions are Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Neuroticism, and Openness. The 
Big Five can be used as a basis for predicting and explaining a person’s behavior (McCrae & Costa, 2003), includ-
ing aggression (Caprara, Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, & Perugini, 1994). Based on past research ( John, Caspi, Robins, 
Moffitt, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1994), we might expect that an adolescent like Agron, who engages in impulsive 
violence, would have low levels of Agreeableness (the tendency to be friendly, considerate, and sensitive to others’ 
needs) and Conscientiousness (the tendency to be careful, self-disciplined, and goal oriented).

Developmental psychologists would focus on how Agron became the kind of person who would engage in 
acts of impulsive violence. For example, they might want to know about his parents’ child-rearing practices and 
disciplinary style. When parents enforce rules harshly or inconsistently, children are less likely to internalize 
the norms their parents are trying to teach them. In other words, children are less likely to follow those norms 
(such as rules against harming other people) when no one is around to directly enforce them (Hoffman, 1977). 
Indeed, throughout most of his childhood, Agron’s parents and guardians were not particularly warm and atten-
tive to him. In fact, he lived for years in a poorhouse, cared for (if “cared” is even the right word) by a series of 
women, who often neglected and physically abused him.

Developmental psychologists might also want to know if important people in Agron’s life had modeled ag-
gressive behavior for him. Children imitate high-status models, especially when they see that those models’ 
behavior does not lead to negative consequences (Bandura & Walters, 1963). As we have already pointed out, 
the behavior of the people who raised Agron was often brutal. Finally, a developmental psychologist would be 
interested in the level of Agron’s cognitive development at the time of the murders. As people mature, their 
thinking about their own and other people’s behavior becomes more sophisticated, although the rate at which 
they progress (and how far they progress) varies from person to person (Carpendale & Lewis, 2015; Lerner & 
Lamb, 2015). When he was older, Agron often claimed that at the time he committed his crimes, he had the 
mind of a five-year-old.

Clinical psychologists might be interested in many of these same aspects of Agron’s background, but they 
would focus more specifically on whether his experiences caused him to develop abnormally. For example, 
they might conclude that Agron had developed an antisocial personality disorder (Rutter, 2003), defined as 
“a pervasive pattern of disregard for the rights of other people that often manifests as hostility and/or aggres-
sion” (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Clinical psychologists would also be interested in how best 
to intervene to help people with that diagnosis regain control over their behavior and conform more closely to 
social norms.

Like social psychologists, sociologists would be interested in a careful examination of the situation in which 
Agron’s act of violence took place. Compared to social psychologists, however, sociologists would concern 
themselves with broader aspects of the social context. For example, they might be interested in why young men 
with Agron’s background might have been more likely than others to become gang members and involve them-
selves in criminal activity in New York (and possibly other cities) during the late 1950s. Sociologists might take 
into consideration the economic and political environment in which Agron’s life took shape. In short, compared 
to social psychologists, sociologists study human behavior at the level of large groups, and their analyses are 
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more likely to focus on social institutions, social classes, ethnic groups, geographic regions, and political entities 
than on individual people.

Of course, this brief review does not exhaust the many ways in which social scientists other than social 
psychologists explain what goes on between people and make sense of the way they behave in their everyday 
lives. We could focus on the genetic material underlying many of the individual differences in personality, 
like those psychologists who are known as behavior geneticists (Plomin, DeFries, McClearn, & McGuffin, 
2009). Likewise, we could focus on people’s past learning—how rewards and punishments have shaped their 
behavior—like psychologists known as behaviorists (Skinner, 1976). Moreover, we should not discount the 
importance of the point in history at which people are living. As social historians would remind us, the behavior 
of people in the Middle Ages undoubtedly differed from the behavior of people in the late 1950s (Pinker, 2012). 
Needless to say, we could learn a lot about people and their behavior by looking at them from all these different 
perspectives, and social psychologists certainly find these perspectives to be interesting and useful.

Social Psychology
A social psychologist who was analyzing the Capeman murders would tend to focus on the event itself, the 
immediate context in which it took place, and the individuals who were involved. For instance, how did Agron 
himself understand what he was doing, and why? How did he explain his actions to himself? What was it about 
his victims and their behavior that led him to believe that he should assault them? Research on attribution and 
person perception (Chapter 3) addresses these kinds of issues, as does work on the thought processes underly-
ing aggressive behavior (Chapter 13).

Another set of questions social psychologists would ask focuses on the specific aspects of the situation in 
which Agron found himself. How dark was it in the park, for example? Research on deindividuation (Chapter 8) 
shows that any factor that makes people harder to identify as individuals loosens their inhibitions (Zimbardo, 
1969). Was it particularly hot that night? High temperatures are associated with a greater propensity for aggres-
sive behavior (Anderson, 2001).

Social psychologists would also emphasize that Agron’s violent behavior—though obviously committed by 
an individual—took place in a situation in which he was acting as part of a group (Chapter 8). Were the murders 
the culmination of a series of unfortunate group decisions? If so, how were those decisions made? Did the fact 
that Agron was with other people—and not just any people, but a group of people who were an important 
part of his personal identity (Chapter 4)—affect his behavior? Did the group encourage him to do what he did 
(Chapters 6 and 7)?

The behavior of others who witnessed the murders would also interest social psychologists. Were there any 
bystanders, and if so, did anyone attempt to intervene? How many people called for help, and how many gave 
information to the police? Research on bystander intervention (Chapter 12) addresses issues such as these.

Finally, social psychologists would want to investigate not just the causes of Agron’s behavior, but its  
effects—especially the effects on his attitudes (Chapter 5) and self-concept (Chapter 4). Although Agron had 
a history of antisocial and violent behavior, there is no evidence that he had ever killed anyone before. Did his 
attitudes toward violent behavior change after the stabbings in the park? How would he resolve the psychologi-
cal discomfort or “cognitive dissonance” (Festinger, 1957; Tavris & Aronson, 2015) caused by the knowledge 
that he had committed murder, despite his inhibitions against that socially proscribed act? Would he decide 
that murder was not as repugnant to him as it had once seemed? What would be the consequences of relabeling 
himself as a murderer?
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Notable in their absence from this list of issues that social psychologists pursue are questions about 
individual differences in behavior. One might get the impression, then, that social psychologists leave the 
study of individual differences to personality psychologists, or even downplay their importance. Compared 
to personality psychologists, social psychologists do put more emphasis on the importance of situational 
factors than on personality traits. At the same time, they recognize that social behavior is a function of both 
situational factors and personality variables, as well as the interaction between the two. Just as some situa-
tions are more likely than others to elicit aggression, for example, some people are more likely than others to 
act aggressively.

Not only that; situations do not always have the same effect on everyone. Certain situations will trigger 
hostile feelings in some people, but not in others. Similarly, some situations—for instance, loud parties—might 
cause some people (extraverts) to become more outgoing, but others (introverts) to withdraw socially. This 
insight is the essence of interactionism (Endler & Magnusson, 1976; Magnusson, 1990; Murtha, Kanfer, & 
Ackerman, 1996; Snyder & Ickes, 1985). As we will see, although most of the studies described in this book in-
volve the effects of specific situations on people, a great many also demonstrate how taking personality variables 
into account allows for a fuller understanding of human social behavior.

Situations (parties, for example) do not always have the same effect on everyone.
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Social Psychology: Life as It’s Lived
In sum, social psychologists take a unique approach, or what might be called a unique level of analysis. The 
best way to describe that level of analysis might be “life as it’s lived,” especially life as it is lived among other 
people. Social psychology basically holds up a magnifying glass to the day-to-day events of our lives. The other 
approaches to studying people—developmental, clinical, sociological, historical, and so forth—focus on im-
portant factors, but those factors typically are not the immediate causes of what people say, think, feel, and do 
from moment to moment.

For example, being an extraverted 20-year-old upper-middle-class woman in the 21st century with an anxiety 
disorder and intelligent, supportive parents will have all sorts of implications for how one thinks, feels, and behaves. 
Social psychologists recognize that, but they focus instead on the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors themselves and 
the general rules that govern them. Certainly, social psychologists do not dismiss the importance of historical pe-
riod, temperament, stage of life, social class (Kraus, Park, & Tan, 2017), mental health, genetic endowment, or even 
neurochemistry. What they want to know about those characteristics, however, is how they shape the way in which 
individuals think about and react to different situations, different people, and other aspects of their social world. In 
other words, the focus of social psychologists is on the implications of all these variables for “life as it’s lived.”

Social Psychology as a Science
No one needs to read a book about social psychology to speculate about human behavior. Turn on your radio 
or television, and you will find no shortage of different perspectives on what people are like and why they do 
what they do. Stroll over to your local coffee shop or park, and you will find even more experts eager to impart 
their wisdom. Few people will pretend to be authorities on cell biology, nuclear physics, organic chemistry, or 
computational linguistics, but everybody knows about people. In fact, finding a person who does not consider 
him- or herself something of an amateur social psychologist would be difficult.

Many people are, of course, very sensitive and perceptive, and social psychologists’ intuitions about behavior 
are not necessarily any more valid than anyone else’s. What is true, though, is that social psychologists tend to 
be more modest than most people about their understanding of the complexities of human behavior. For social 
psychologists, any general statement about people’s thoughts, feelings, and behavior is a hypothesis—a tentative 
guess or prediction—that must be tested. Such tests, of course, must be carefully controlled and unbiased, and 
when the topic of study is human beings, that is no easy task. In fact, producing compelling evidence in support 
of a hypothesis about the processes underlying human behavior can be extraordinarily difficult.

In sum, social psychologists must test their ideas carefully before taking them seriously and applying them 
to people’s behavior—Salvador Agron’s or anyone else’s. Chapter 2 will provide a review of the basic research 
methods social psychologists use to test their hypotheses. And in all of the later chapters, we will explain not 
only what social psychologists have learned about human behavior, but how they arrived at their conclusions. In 
other words, we will present detailed accounts of hundreds of studies.

All the studies you will learn about were conducted using variations of the methods described in Chapter 2, 
so you should keep the concepts and principles reviewed in that chapter fresh in your mind. To encourage you 
to do so, every chapter will include questions about research methodology and design, presented under the 
heading “Think Like a Social Psychologist: Designing Research.” In addition, each chapter will include a more 
extended discussion of research methods in a separate “Think Like a Social Psychologist” box. A number of 
those boxes will describe a hypothetical study whose methodology was flawed in some way, and you will be 
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asked to think critically about the study and determine its shortcomings. Solving these puzzles will require you 
to apply your knowledge of research methodology.

Summary
Social psychology is the study of how people think, behave, and feel in social contexts. It differs from other 
branches of psychology (personality, developmental, and clinical) in its focus on situational factors and normal 
psychological processes (that is, psychological processes that are not unique to specific kinds of people). More 
than other approaches, social psychology focuses on the immediate causes of what people say, think, feel, and 
do—in other words, on life as it is lived from moment to moment. As we will see, some of those immediate 
causes are far from obvious, so people are not always aware of them.

The kinds of issues that social psychologists study are also of great interest to other people. In fact, most 
people speculate frequently about social-psychological phenomena. Social psychologists, on the other hand, do 
more than speculate. Using the scientific method, they systematically gather data about human social behavior. 
They formulate testable hypotheses about human behavior, develop procedures to unambiguously test those 
hypotheses, and analyze the data generated by those procedures using formal statistical tests.

Think Like a Social Psychologist
Confronting Social Issues
This chapter focuses on a violent incident, though it could also have focused on a more uplifting one. 
For example, in 2005, a tour boat with many elderly passengers capsized on a lake in upstate New 
York. A number of people immediately hopped into small boats and put themselves at risk by trying 
to rescue the passengers. What kinds of questions would social psychologists ask about the rescuers’ 
behavior? What about developmental psychologists and personality psychologists—what kinds of 
questions would they ask?

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY: A PREVIEW OF SOME MAJOR THEMES

Why Did the Capeman Kill?
Each of the chapters that follow this one focuses on a different aspect of people’s social behavior. As a result, the 
chapters’ central questions and issues will vary quite a bit. Still, because the research in each one focuses on the 
same social animals—human beings—we will emphasize the connections between different concepts, ideas, 
theories, and research studies. In addition, a number of broader themes that run through the book will relate to 
material in all the chapters. We’ll review a few of them here.

Social Psychology and Hidden Influences on Behavior
At any given moment, most of us can provide a reasonable account of our behavior. That is, we usually have some-
thing to say about what we are doing, thinking, or feeling and why we are doing, thinking, or feeling it. We can also 
tell stories that make sense of our past behavior. Though these accounts of our own behavior are not necessarily 
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wrong, we suspect they may often be incomplete. In the course of our daily interactions with others, we may be 
affected by all sorts of things—that is, “stimuli”—of which we are unaware. In some cases, we may be well aware of 
the stimuli that affect our behavior, but we may not realize how they affect us. In general, then, the people, places, and 
things we encounter in our everyday lives can trigger unconscious psychological processes that have profound effects 
on our behavior. We will refer to these stimuli and the processes they trigger as hidden influences on behavior.

In extreme cases, hidden influences can leave us mystified about our own behavior (Wilson & Brekke, 1994). 
Salvador Agron, for example, could never adequately explain to other people why he stabbed three people. 
The best he could do was to describe what he had done as “a spontaneous explosion of emotions and feelings” 
( Jacoby, 2000, p. 335). It is not clear that he could explain his actions even to himself. Although we cannot know 
for sure, Agron’s confusion about his own behavior might explain why, over time, he increasingly denied his part 
in the violence. Fifteen years after the attacks, he claimed, “I could not see myself committing the killings in the 
playground. I could not remember the crime.” At about the same time, he declared, “I swear, by all that is holy, I 
do not remember using the knife that was in my hand” ( Jacoby, 2000, pp. 123, 176).

A great deal of the research conducted by social psychologists is devoted to revealing hidden influences. These 
stimuli can be separated into two broad categories. The first consists of subliminal stimuli, or visual stimuli that 
people perceive without being aware of them (Bornstein & Pittman, 1992). As will become clear, people can 
indeed be influenced subliminally—that is, their thoughts, feelings, and behavior can be affected by stimuli that 
they do not consciously register. For example, research suggests that if frightening images were flashed on your 
computer screen for a few milliseconds (a few thousandths of a second), you would subsequently feel more anxious 
than you would have felt otherwise, as well as more anxious than you would if the images had been pleasant ones 
(Robles, Smith, Carver, & Wellens, 1987; see Figure 1.1). You would, however, be unaware of the cause of your 
anxiety. Odors can also be detected subliminally (Li, Moallem, Paller, & Gottfried, 2007; Pazzaglia, 2015).

Levels of anxiety reported after viewing a film with positive, neutral, or negative subliminal images inserted.

Figure 1.1: Hidden (subliminal) influences on mood.

From Robles, Smith, Carver, and Wellens (1987).



12 | SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY: A STORYTELLING APPROACH

Subliminal effects are fascinating, but in our day-to-day lives, the hidden influences we encounter are more likely 
to be of another kind. Most hidden influences are not subliminal at all; we are perfectly aware of them, though 
we are unaware of how they affect us (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). For example, no one would be surprised to 
learn that watching a boxing match can have an impact on a person’s thoughts and feelings. What is less obvious, 
however, is that such an experience could have a negative effect on viewers’ interactions with other people long 
after the fight is over (Phillips, 1983). In fact, certain experiences bring particular thoughts to mind—that is, 
they prime them. Those thoughts (in this case, hostile and aggressive ones) can go on to affect a person even after 
the vivid (and not at all subliminal) experience that primed them is forgotten.

Similarly, there is nothing mysterious about the arousal you experience when you drink heavily caffeinated 
beverages. Most of the time, we are quite aware of the lift we get from a cup of coffee or a can of cola. How and 
why that arousal can, depending on the situation, lead you to feel more angry, frightened, or even amorous 
than you otherwise might is a more complicated story. We will discuss such hidden influences of mood and 
arousal in Chapter 9. To give one final example, if a person who is a foot taller than everyone else in the room is 
wearing outlandish clothing, your attention will be drawn to him or her, and you will be quite conscious of that 

fact. Nevertheless, you are less likely to be aware of 
the ways in which the tall person’s salience affects the 
impressions you form and the judgments you make 
about him or her (Chapter 3).

We suspect that when you learn about the 
many hidden influences on your behavior—even 
when you clearly understand how and why they 
work—you will be unable to avoid thinking that 
other people are more affected by them than you. 
That might be true in some cases, but the odds are 
that it is not. In fact, research indicates that most 
people see themselves as being less susceptible than 
the average person to the biases caused by hidden 
influences (Pronin, Lin, & Ross, 2002). The reason 
seems to be that when people introspect about their 
own behavior, they are unable (not surprisingly) to 
find any evidence for the nonconscious processes 
involved (Pronin & Krueger, 2007).

The point of our emphasis on hidden influences 
is not to make you paranoid about the difficulty of 
identifying all the immediate influences on your 
day-to-day behavior. We believe there is a benefit to 
becoming more conscious of factors that affect how 
you think about, feel about, and treat other people. 
Surely, it must be beneficial to understand how your 
mind works, how your perspective on your experi-
ences might be biased, and how you might treat 
other people unfairly without being aware of it (for 

There is nothing subliminal about this wrestling match, 
but you might not be aware of its effects on your 
thoughts and behavior—that is, the hidden influ-
ences of viewing it.
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an example, see Nasie, Bar-Tal, Pliskin, Nahhas, & Halperin, 2014). After all, hidden influences can have unwanted 
effects on your behavior (Wilson & Brekke, 1994). In sum, we hope that the effect of learning about hidden influ-
ences on your behavior will be not to make you paranoid, but to make you just a bit wiser and a lot more humble.

Social Cognition
Just as we can examine human behavior from many different perspectives, we can take several general ap-
proaches to studying social psychology in particular. As already noted, social psychologists tend not to be be-
haviorists. Nevertheless, one could develop a science of social behavior based on the assumption that people are 
passive beings whose behavior is shaped by reinforcements and other environmental events (Skinner, 1971). 
Psychoanalytic theorists also have much to say about the issues that interest social psychologists (Hall & 
Lindzey, 1968; Westen, 1998). Some social psychologists have even proposed Marxist approaches to many of 
the topics we will cover in this book (Wexler, 1983).

For the last 30 years or so, however, one of the prevailing themes in social psychological research has been 
social cognition. At the broadest level, social cognition research is based on the idea that because people are 
thinking organisms, social behavior is inextricably related to their cognitive processes (that is, thinking and 
other mental activity). That definition is admittedly a bit abstract, but that is because social cognition actually 
has at least two different meanings.

Cognitive Social Psychology
Salvador Agron claimed not to understand why he plunged his knife into the three young men he met in the 
park. Certainly, to fully explain why the crime took place, we would need to understand why he was carrying 
a weapon, why he was so ready to engage in violence, why he had joined a gang, and why there was so much 
tension among gangs on Manhattan’s West Side. At the very least, though, we can make an assumption about 
Agron’s state of mind just before he lashed out: he believed his victims posed some sort of threat to him. In 
other words, the most immediate cause of his behavior was an attribution of hostility (see Chapters 3 and 12). 
Aggressive behavior is often preceded by an inference that someone is intentionally trying to harm us (Dodge 
& Crick, 1990). Such inferences can take place without our awareness, and can differ from the conclusions 
we might reach if we thought more carefully about the other person’s behavior (Zelli, Huesmann, & Cervone, 
1995; Zelli, Cervone, & Huesmann, 1996).

This way of thinking about an act of aggression, or about any kind of meaningful social behavior, exemplifies 
a perspective known as cognitive social psychology, the first meaning of social cognition. Cognitive social 
psychology is defined as the study of the thoughts and other mental processes that underlie and lead to social 
behavior. Research of this kind concerns (1) what people notice and attend to in their social environments; (2) 
how people interpret or make inferences about what they notice; (3) how they evaluate it, or decide whether 
they like it; (4) what information people store in memory about different people, groups, relationships, insti-
tutions, and other important parts of their social world; (5) how all that information is organized; (6) how 
and why some of that information later comes to mind; and finally, (7) how all that mental activity ultimately 
expresses itself in people’s behavior (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Gollwitzer & Bargh, 1996; Isen & Hastorf; 1982; 
Manis, 1977; Moskowitz, 2005; Schneider, 1991; Sherman, Judd, & Park, 1989).

Described like that, social cognition refers to a general way to think about social psychology, as well as to the 
research social psychologists carry out based on that orientation. That is, cognitive social psychology is not just 
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another topic of study for social psychologists. Instead, it is a way of thinking about and studying just about any-
thing social psychologists are interested in, including aggression, altruism, interpersonal attraction, impression 
formation, relationships, prejudice, intergroup relations, leadership, social influence, conformity, and attitude 

change. Indeed, one could go so far as to say that 
the cognitive social psychology approach is as cen-
tral, intrinsic to, and inseparable from the material 
covered in this book (and more generally, most of 
the work done by social psychologists over the last 
few decades) as bubbles are to a glass of club soda.

To summarize, one way of understanding 
people’s social behavior is in terms of how they 
think about their social worlds. Cognitive social 
psychologists study those thought processes 
directly. What that means is that many social psy-
chologists focus less on actual behavior than on 
what is presumed to come before it, such as people’s 
inferences, judgments, and decisions. This focus on 
thought processes, especially as they relate to social 
stimuli, also means that more social psychology ex-
periments than you might guess involve collecting 
data that might not seem very “social” (Baumeister, 

Is she sad, angry, bored, or just sleepy, and why? Was it something you said? 
How should you react? Cognitive social psychologists study the processes in-
volved in making such judgments, attributions, and decisions.

A cap with electrodes connected to an electroen-
cephalograph (EEG). A variety of tools and measure-
ment techniques allow social-cognitive neuroscientists 
to directly examine the neural activity associated with 
exposure to different kinds of people, social situations, 
and social information.
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Vohs, & Funder, 2007), such as the recall and 
recognition of information about people, and even 
reaction times (how quickly people answer ques-
tions or identify stimuli). In fact, social cognition 
researchers—especially those who call themselves 
social-cognitive neuroscientists—are increas-
ingly turning to electrochemical activity in the 
brain in their search for the underlying causes of 
social-psychological phenomena (Harmon-Jones 
& Winkielman, 2007; Lieberman, 2010; Mitchell, 
2008; Rilling & Sanfey, 2011). We will see that 
such information can tell us a great deal about 
people’s interpersonal behavior.

The Social Psychology of Cognition 
and Socially Shared Cognition
The main idea underlying cognitive social psychol-
ogy is that we cannot fully understand people’s so-
cial behavior without taking into account mental 
processes. The flip side of that statement, on the other hand, is also true. People’s thinking does not take place 
in social isolation. To fully understand people’s mental processes, then, we must take into account the social 
context in which they do their thinking. The way in which people’s social environments affect the way they think 
has been called the social psychology of cognition (Higgins, 1992; Levine & Higgins, 1995).

An example of the social psychology of cognition is provided by research on the self-concept (see Chapter 4). 
People do not always describe themselves in the same way when asked to do so. On different occasions, for 
example, a reader of this book might think of herself primarily as a student, a psychology major, a sibling, a 
Canadian, a libertarian, or a fan of techno music. A major factor affecting the perceived importance of these 
different personal characteristics is the nature of the situation in which she thinks about herself. Different 
characteristics are distinctive in different settings, and those tend to be the ones that make their way into our 
descriptions of ourselves (McGuire & Padawer-Singer, 1976). For example, our hypothetical student is more 
likely to perceive and describe herself as a “woman” in a classroom in which all the other students are males than 
in a classroom in which the majority of students are female (see Figure 1.2). Similarly, an avid swimmer might 
describe himself that way when talking to a person sitting next to him on an airplane. He would be less likely to 
do so with other swimmers in the locker room after a swim.

These different ways of thinking about ourselves have important implications for our behavior. Shortly after 
Salvador Agron was taken into custody by the police, his sister told a reporter how shocked she was to learn that 
he was the notorious Capeman. Agron was a “good, quiet kid,” she said, “very religious” ( Jacoby, 2000, p. 182). 
That description hardly seems appropriate for the violent hooligan who ran wild through the streets of New 
York. We should, however, take seriously the possibility that how Agron thought about himself, what he wanted 
to do and be, and how he evaluated his own behavior was different when he was in the company of his fellow 
gang members than it was elsewhere. Not only do people behave differently in different settings; to a certain 
extent, the “self ” that directs our behavior in one setting is not the same “self ” that does so in a different setting. 

Images of the brain captured via a technique called 
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) allow 
social-cognitive neuroscientists to learn what regions 
of the brain become active in response to different 
kinds of social stimuli.
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Because we think about ourselves in very different ways in different situations, the standards by which we judge 
ourselves also vary. How we think about and evaluate ourselves is affected by our social surroundings, typically 
without our awareness. Thus, an appreciation of the social psychology of cognition can help us to understand 
why Salvador Agron might have behaved like the proverbial choirboy in one setting, yet be capable of boasting 
that “my mother can watch me burn” in another setting.

Cognition is even more social when it takes place in groups of people engaged in some kind of collective or 
cooperative activity. This kind of social cognition is often referred to as socially shared cognition (Resnick, 
Levine, & Teasley, 1991; Thompson & Fine, 1999). That term refers to the joint cognitive activity that takes 
place in groups (or even in pairs of people, called dyads), especially when that activity is collaborative and goal 
oriented (Hinsz, Tindale, & Vollrath, 1997; Ickes & Gonzalez, 1994; Larson & Christensen, 1993). If you belong 
to a group that is trying to reach some conclusion or make a decision, your own knowledge, beliefs, and values 
will affect that decision, but so will other people’s, so will your perception of their knowledge and beliefs and 
values, so will their understanding of what is going on in your head, and so will people’s perceptions about what 
other people know about their knowledge and beliefs and values. Clearly, groups are complicated creatures. To 
understand them, we need to treat them as more than just collections of separate, independent human beings.

Similarly, trying to understand Salvador Agron’s behavior on that fateful night in 1959 without taking into 
account the fact that he was participating in a group activity might be a mistake. Many of the decisions that led 
up to the murders were group decisions. Understanding how they were made would require more than just an 

How likely are you to mention your sex (male or female) in answering the question “Tell me about yourself” in groups 
of varying sex compositions?

Figure 1.2: The social psychology of cognition.

From Cota and Dion (1986). All groups consisted of three people (all male, all female, two females and one male, or 
two males and one female).
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analysis of the thoughts and feelings of individual group members. Agron may have made his own personal judg-
ments and decisions, and the results of his own individual thought processes certainly played a key role in turning 
him into a notorious killer. But he made the headlines in New York newspapers because he was a Vampire gang 
member, and on August 29, 1959, the Vampires made some socially shared—but ill-advised—group decisions.

Evolutionary Social Psychology
To some extent, anything we learn about human cognition should help us understand how we think about 
people, groups, relationships, and all other aspects of our social world. How we reach conclusions about people 
should be quite similar to how we reach conclusions about anything, and how we remember things about people 
should be explainable in terms of the basic rules of memory. According to evolutionary social psychologists, 
though, the mental mechanisms that come into play in social behavior are unique, having been shaped by many 
millennia of natural selection to guide our social behavior.

For instance, it is safe to say that most social psychologists have long believed that at some basic level, the 
mental mechanisms people use for categorizing objects—that is, for classifying and making distinctions be-
tween things like fruits and vegetables, pieces of furniture, weapons, appliances—are the same mechanisms 
they use to make distinctions between people and other social entities (for example, personal relationships). 
Similarly, social psychologists have had little reason to doubt that the thought processes involved in making 
inferences—that is, reaching conclusions about the underlying properties of one kind of thing (for instance, 
how dangerous different bodies of water might be)—are the same thought processes involved in making other 
kinds of inferences, even those about human beings (for example, how dangerous different kinds of people 
might be). Yet proponents of evolutionary psychology (Buss, 2005, 2014; Buss & Kenrick, 1998; Cosmides 
& Tooby, 2013; Neuberg, Kenrick, & Schaller, 2010; Schaller, Simpson, & Kenrick, 2006; Scher & Rauscher, 
2003), an increasingly popular perspective, reject these assumptions.

Evolutionary psychologists stress that natural selection shaped not only our species’ physical characteristics, 
but also our psychological characteristics (Schmitt & Pilcher, 2004; Stevens & Fiske, 1995). Just as certain 
features of our bodies increased our chances of surviving and reproducing, various evolved psychological 
mechanisms also promoted what biologists refer to as inclusive fitness. Those people with the best mental tools 
for dealing with the challenges our ancestors faced, goes the reasoning, would have been more likely than others 
to survive and pass down their psychological mechanisms to their descendants. As an illustration, fear of snakes 
(LoBue & DeLoache, 2008; LoBue, Rakison, & DeLoache, 2010) would probably have motivated people to 
engage in behavior that promoted self-preservation (like keeping their distance from snakes). Similarly, evolu-
tion seems to have led human beings to prefer dwellings that provide both a good view of the surrounding area 
and a place to find shelter and hide (Mealey & Theis, 1995).

Significantly, some of the challenges or “adaptive problems” that our ancestors faced were social ones. In 
other words, human beings had to develop the capacity to deal with more than predators, scarce resources, harsh 
climates, and other obvious threats to survival. They had to evolve the capacity to both affiliate with and protect 
themselves from other people. In other words, they had to evolve a capacity for group living.

An important feature of psychological mechanisms, as described by evolutionary psychologists, is domain 
specificity. That is to say, psychological mechanisms are activated and affect behavior only in certain situations 
and in response to certain stimuli. The mechanisms that evolved to help people deal with the problem of 
dangerous animals are not the same as those that evolved to help them cope with threatening people. Similarly, 



18 | SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY: A STORYTELLING APPROACH

the mechanisms that evolved to help people distinguish between nutritious and poisonous plants, and to 
categorize them accordingly, are unrelated to the mechanisms that they use to categorize their different kinds 
of relationships with people.

Thus, evolutionary psychologists argue, human beings have developed a set of domain-specific mental mecha-
nisms—evolved social-psychological mechanisms—for dealing with social situations. Specifically, people possess 
species-general psychological mechanisms that are hypothesized to have evolved to solve adaptive problems in the 
social domain (Tooby & Cosmides, 1992). Because throughout their evolutionary history, human beings faced 
countless adaptive problems related to social interaction, evolutionary social psychologists have proposed a great 
many species-general social-psychological mechanisms (Buss, 1995). Among them are sexual jealousy and gender-
specific mate preferences (see Chapter 9 and Buss & Schmidt, 1993; but see Eagly & Wood, 1999, for a counterargu-
ment), a tendency to attend to and imitate powerful and high-status models (Abramovitch & Grusec, 1978; Ratcliff, 
Hugenberg, Shriver, & Bernstein, 2011), fear of strangers (Chapters 11 and 13), and even a procedure for detecting 
when others are cheating (Cosmides, 1989; Cosmides & Tooby, 1989; but see Bell & Buchner, 2012).

Evolutionary psychology is a broad perspective on human behavior that has inspired new ways of thinking 
about many of the issues social psychologists study. It should not, however, be confused with the philosophy 
known as Social Darwinism, or the idea that people (or races of people) who are weak or “unfit” should be 
dominated by those with superior genes. In fact, evolutionary psychologists assume that the psychological 
mechanisms they study are species-general—that is, part of the genetic inheritance common to every person. 
The study of individual differences is only a minor aspect of evolutionary psychology.

Consider, for example, how an evolution-
ary psychologist would address the issue of 
violence in impoverished urban areas. Would 
he or she suggest that inferior or “less fit” 
people have either gravitated toward or been 
restricted to these less desirable parts of the 
community? Nothing could be further from 
the truth (Wright, 1995). Instead, evolution-
ary psychologists would focus on the fact 
that inner cities are often crowded, chaotic, 
and lacking in critical resources. They would 
suggest that psychological mechanisms have 
evolved for coping with such situations, and 
that those mechanisms might cause people 
to behave in ways that might seem undesir-
able today, but which may have enhanced 
their chances for survival in the past. To put 
it simply, people in a stressed inner-city area 
behave in certain ways because that is the 
way humans are programmed to behave in 
that kind of social context. Salvador Agron’s 
behavior could be discussed in similar terms. 
His aggressiveness, his hostility toward 

Evolutionary psychologists suggest that a healthy fear of 
spiders is innate. Human beings with no inhibitions about 
handling these creatures were less likely than others to 
pass on their genes to future generations.
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authority, his need to find groups (even antisocial ones) with whom to affiliate, and his striving for power within 
those groups—all could be seen as resulting from the activation of psychological mechanisms designed to help 
humans cope with low status, alienation from kin, and the need to fend for oneself in a dangerous environment.

In sum, evolutionary psychologists’ analysis of inner-city violence would be compatible with a policy of 
funneling more money and other resources into depressed parts of the city. The point is not, however, that all the 
predictions of evolutionary psychology are more congenial or consistent with liberal than conservative political 
ideologies. Instead, it is that evolutionary psychology should not be associated with a particular political agenda 
at all. It is simply an approach to human behavior that suggests that to a great extent, social behavior is controlled 
(without our awareness) by inherited psychological mechanisms that evolved specifically to help people man-
age the complexities of interpersonal behavior in their social worlds.

Boston, Berlin, Bombay, and Beijing: Culture and Social Psychology
Social psychology, you will recall, can be defined as the study of how people think, behave, and feel in social 
contexts. One important aspect of social contexts is the culture in which they are situated. More and more, 
social psychologists’ theories and hypotheses are taking into account what has been learned about how people 
of different cultures behave and think about themselves, other people, their relationships, and their social insti-
tutions (Chiu & Hong, 2006, 2007; Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett, 1998; Heine, 2008; Sorrentino, Cohen, 
Olson, & Zanna, 2005). In short, cross-cultural research has become central to social psychologists’ efforts to 
understand behavior.

As promised, in this book we will describe hundreds of studies of social behavior. But in many (or maybe 
most) cases, the people involved in those studies are of a certain type: college students. Because research in 
social psychology is typically conducted in universities, researchers study the people they find in those settings. 
In addition, much social psychological research has been conducted not only at universities, but at universi-
ties with a predominantly white middle-class population. Needless to say, young, white middle-class college 
students are people like everyone else, so we can learn a great deal from the studies in which they participate. 
However, there are limits to what we can learn about human beings’ thoughts, feelings, and behavior by studying 
such narrow samples (Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010; Henry, 2008; Sears, 1986). This, then, is another 
consideration that has motivated the recent explosion in cross-cultural research.

Individualistic versus Collectivistic Cultures
Much of the cross-cultural research conducted by social psychologists has been guided by the distinction be-
tween individualistic and collectivistic cultures (Kim, Triandis, Kagitcibasi, Choi, & Yoon, 1994; Markus 
& Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1995; but see Cohen, 2009). Although the boundaries between the two are 
fuzzy, North American and Western European cultures tend to be dominated more than others by individual-
ism. In those parts of the world, people tend to see themselves as independent individuals who control their 
own fate. They focus more on their own individual goals than on group goals. Collectivism, on the other 
hand, is more common in Asia, Africa, much of South America, and Eastern Europe. Collectivists are more 
likely than individualists to define themselves in terms of their relationships and group memberships, and 
less likely to assume that their own needs and desires are of primary importance (see Table 1.2). As we will 
see, this distinction has profound implications for a wide range of human behavior (see, for example, MIller 
et al., 2014; Na, Choi, & Sul, 2013).
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Understanding how different cultures can affect the way we think and behave is interesting and important, 
but that is not the only benefit of this research. The study of cross-cultural differences helps us to test the extent 
to which general statements about human behavior can be considered universal truths. As we will learn in 
Chapter 3, a classic finding of social psychology, called the fundamental attribution error, is that we tend to 
assume human behavior is caused by people’s traits, attitudes, beliefs, and abilities, even when other explana-
tions are plausible (Gilbert & Malone, 1995; Ross, 1977). For example, people may conclude that a man who 
displays fear in the face of a snarling pit bull is a coward, even though that conclusion is not very reasonable. 
At one time, psychologists explained this phenomenon in terms of basic perceptual processes ( Jones, 1979). 
Because the person stands out from his surroundings, or is salient, went their reasoning, we direct our attention 
to the person rather than the situation in which his behavior takes place. In general, people tend to attribute 
more importance to things when they are visually prominent. Thus, it seemed reasonable to conclude that the 
tendency to overemphasize the role of personality traits in causing behavior was just a specific case of something 
“people” inevitably do.

Most of the original research on the fundamental attribution error was conducted in the United States. 
When cross-cultural studies began to indicate that people from Asian countries were not as liable to explain 
behavior in terms of personal dispositions, the perceptual explanation of the phenomenon ran into trouble 
(Menon, Morris, Chiu, & Hong, 1999; Miller, 1984; Morris & Peng, 1994; Norenzayan, Choi, & Nisbett, 2002; 
Singelis, 1994). Some of the studies indicated that people from more collectivistic cultures preferred to explain 
behavior in terms of external, situational influences. Other studies suggested that they focused more on the 
characteristics of groups than on the characteristics of individuals. Thus, cross-cultural research showed at least 

Table 1.2: Cross-cultural comparisons of the self-concept

People in individualistic cultures like the United States tend to see themselves in terms of personality traits, but people in collectivistic cultures like 
Japan and India define themselves more in terms of social relationships and roles. Researchers in two studies used the Twenty Statements Test 
(TST) to measure the relative importance of personality attributes and social roles or identities in the different cultures.

COUSINS (1989)

United States Japan

Personality attributes 58% 19%

Social roles/identities 9% 27%

DHAWAN et al. (1995)

United States India

Personality attributes 49% 3%

Social roles/identities 26% 32%

The TST requires people to complete 20 statements starting with the words “I am.” These data were derived from studies by Cousins 
(1989; “social” and “pure attribute” categories) and Dhawan, Roseman, Naidu, Thapa, and Rettek (1995, “social identity” and “psycho-
logical attributes/self-worth” categories).
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one claim about a universal process—a tendency 
to focus almost exclusively on “person causes” as 
a result of our visual and perceptual systems—to 
be incorrect.

Social-psychological research in one culture 
can also shed light on the behavior of individuals 
in other cultures, explaining what might other-
wise be difficult to analyze. For example, even in 
an individualistic culture like the United States, 
situations exist in which people will focus more 
on group goals than on individual goals, and 
will be very aware of and concerned about their 
relationships with others. The same person may 
behave quite differently when participating in 
a communal activity with members of his or 
her church, synagogue, or mosque than when 
immersed in a competitive work environment. 
Understanding cultures in which collectivistic 
values dominate allows us to better understand 
pockets of collectivism within individualistic 
cultures (and individualism within collectivistic 
cultures; Yuji, 2017).

Cultures of Honor
Another example of how research on a particular 
culture can help us to understand human nature in 
general is provided by Nisbett and Cohen’s studies 
of the Southern region of the United States (Cohen & Nisbett, 1994; Nisbett & Cohen, 1996). According to 
popular stereotypes, Southerners are more prone to violence than Northerners. The truth seems to be more 
complex, however. In general, Southerners are not more violent than people from the North. Instead, they are 
more likely to feel that aggressive behavior is appropriate in a limited set of situations: those involving direct 
insults, humiliations, or challenges to their pride. More generally, Nisbett and Cohen characterize the South as a 
“culture of honor.” Indeed, a study of letters written by soldiers during the United States’ Civil War revealed that 
Southerners, but not Northerners, were more likely to justify their participation in the war in terms of “honor” 
than in terms of “duty” (McPherson, 1997).

Research on the Southern “culture of honor” (see also Brown, Osterman, & Barnes, 2009) can shed light 
on other people’s behavior, too—including Salvador Agron’s. Recall that he and his fellow Vampires converged 
on the park in Manhattan hoping to ambush another gang, the Norsemen. What led them to assemble there, 
however, was not an arbitrary impulse to engage in violence. They had received reports (vague, to be sure) that 
a Norseman had tried to sell drugs to the mother of a Vampire. They had also heard that Norsemen had beaten 
up some Puerto Ricans (recall that most of the Vampires were from Puerto Rico). For the Vampires, the proper 
response to such provocations was clear: immediate retaliation. In this case, even though the provocations were 

Major league baseball players who go to Japan to 
play often have trouble adjusting to the more team-
oriented, collectivistic style of play there. Top players 
in Japan are less likely to receive special treatment 
than top players in the United States.  In the words of 
one team manager in Japan, “if you allow individual-
ism, it will surely spoil your organization” (Whiting, 1990, 
p. 62).
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just rumors, the potential consequences of letting the insult go unanswered outweighed the potential costs of 
lashing out based on faulty information.

One can understand Agron’s behavior, then, not just in terms of (1) how he individually perceived his 
victims’ behavior and intentions; (2) how the presence of other people affected his perceptions; (3) how the 
Vampires collectively perceived the situation; or (4) how his evolutionary heritage predisposed him to respond. 
Instead, one can focus on the fact that he was immersed in a culture of honor, and that his behavior was a predict-
able if tragic consequence of embracing that culture’s values. We could speculate that in some other context, his 
reaction to a perceived slight might have been very different from his reaction in the park. Would an insult or 
snub at his stepfather’s Pentecostal church have triggered such a murderous response? That is not likely; we can 
assume that other values influenced Agron’s behavior there. Unfortunately, when Agron encountered people he 

thought were his enemies, he was surrounded by people who reinforced—even enforced—culture-of-honor 
values. What followed was his deadly assault, and his arrest, incarceration, murder trial, and death sentence, 
handed down in October 1960.

Summary
Although social psychologists study a broad range of topics, much of their research involves the study of social 
cognition and is based on the assumption that to understand social behavior, we must understand the thought 

Dueling to avenge a perceived insult is more common in cultures of honor than in other cultures.
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processes that lead to that behavior. Research of this kind is also referred to as cognitive social psychology. A 
great deal of social psychological research also involves the study of how social situations change the way people 
think (the social psychology of cognition). Social psychologists who study small groups emphasize that the kind 
of thinking groups do (socially shared cognition) must be distinguished from individual thinking.

A growing movement called evolutionary social psychology involves thinking about social cognition and 
social behavior as adaptive processes that evolved to increase people’s fitness (that is, the likelihood that they 
will survive to reproduce). From this perspective, social behavior is driven by psychological mechanisms that are 
common to all human beings’ genetic inheritance. At the same time, social psychologists recognize individual 
and group differences in behavior. In particular, all human beings belong to cultural groups, whose members 
share important values, basic beliefs, and assumptions about human beings and their behavior. Indeed, cultural 
differences will be discussed throughout this book.

Although people are profoundly affected by their social contexts, they are not always aware of how those 
contexts are affecting them. Similarly, although social contexts generally affect our behavior by triggering specific 
thought processes, those thought processes themselves often take place without our awareness. Overall, people 
are not always conscious of the factors affecting their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Social psychological 
research sheds a great deal of light on these hidden influences on our behavior.

Think Like a Social Psychologist
Thinking Critically
—Most people believe that others are more affected by hidden influences than they themselves are. 
Why do you think that is so?
—More people die from smoking cigarettes than are killed by spider bites, but more people are afraid 
of spiders than are afraid of cigarettes. How would an evolutionary psychologist explain these facts?

Understanding Everyday Behavior
—Can you think of times when you belonged to a group that seemed to have a mind of its own? That 
is, can you think of cases in which socially shared cognition led your group to make a decision that no 
individual member would have made?
—Sometimes people who were born and raised in one kind of culture (collectivist, for example) 
move with their families to another kind of culture (such as an individualist one). Do you think such 
people adopt blends of the different cultural values, behaving like collectivists in some situations and 
individualists in others? In general, how do you think they manage their multicultural status?

THE “DARK SIDE” AND THE “BRIGHT SIDE” OF SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

As we have noted, despite the fact that we will be focusing on the many ways in which your behavior is affected 
without your awareness, our intent is not to make you paranoid. Similarly, we would prefer not to depress you. A 
social psychology book could easily have that effect on a person, because much of social psychological research 
boils down to a careful analysis of all the nasty things people do and say to each other, and the sometimes 
unfortunate outcomes of their social interactions. People do aggress against each other (Chapter 13) and fail to 
help those in distress (Chapter 12). They hate and discriminate against members of other groups (Chapter 11) 
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and try to persuade others to share their prejudices (Chapter 6). Group attempts to solve problems can backfire 
(Chapter 8); more generally, the presence of others can often bring out the worst in us (Chapters 7 and 14). Out 
of mental laziness, people may make disastrous decisions. Their relationships fail (Chapter 10). It should not be 
surprising, though, that social psychologists are drawn to these subjects. In general, people are more interested 
in trying to explain negative or unexpected events than positive or expected ones (Weiner, 1985a).

Our discussion of these phenomena could also leave you confused. The research covered in social psychol-
ogy textbooks does not typically present a clear picture of human nature. In fact, one could be left with the 
impression that social psychology is rife with contradictory findings. Are people inherently prejudiced, aggres-
sive, reluctant to help, and prone to shortcuts in their social judgments? Or are they open-minded, congenial, 
helpful, and thoughtful? One of our goals is to show that depending on the situation, people can be either 
admirable or reprehensible, and their social interactions can lead either to positive (even wonderful) or negative 
(even horrifying) outcomes.

For example, we will discuss research showing that people often fail to help others, even when they come 
face to face with those in need of assistance and could easily offer it (see Chapter 12). Needless to say, when 
others’ suffering is less obvious, people are even less likely to be helpful. Thus, when Salvador Agron was found 
guilty of murder and sent off to prison, the public forgot him. His mental state deteriorated rapidly, but few 
people seemed interested in finding out whether he could be rehabilitated, and fewer still acted to prevent him 
from sinking into madness and despair.

On the other hand, in certain circumstances, some people will respond with empathy to those in distress. 
When we empathize with others—that is, imagine ourselves in their situation and experience indirectly what 
they are feeling—we are more likely to help them (Batson, Chang, Orr, & Rowland, 2002), even if we must go to 
great lengths to do so. Indeed, within a few years of Agron’s incarceration, a number of people who were moved 
by his plight reached out to him, sacrificing a lot of time and energy in the process. These people—strangers at 
first—contributed greatly to his moral, social, intellectual, and spiritual development. Agron eventually earned 
a high school diploma and even some college credits behind bars. He became a poet, a leader among his fellow 
inmates, and an articulate advocate of prison reform.

In each chapter, we will highlight the “dark side” and “bright side” of different social psychological issues in 
separate boxes. By the time you have finished reading this book, you should understand that there are no simple 
answers to questions about the inherent goodness or badness of human beings, or about the inherent joys or 
dangers of human interaction.

Think Like a Social Psychologist
Thinking Critically
—Are people inherently selfish or generous? Come up with an argument for the “dark side”—that 
is, make the case that people care basically only about themselves. Now do the same for the “bright 
side,” arguing that people are naturally concerned for others’ welfare.
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GIVING PSYCHOLOGY 
AWAY: APPLICATIONS  

OF SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

In a now famous speech before the American 
Psychological Association, George Miller (then 
the organization’s president) urged members to 
“give psychology away” (Miller, 1969; see also 
Fowler, 1999). By that he meant that psychologists 
should not only share the results of their research 
with people outside the field, but also communi-
cate their findings in such a way that people can 
clearly see the relevance of the research to every-
day life. We have taken that message to heart. Our 
goal is not simply to tell you what social psycholo-
gists have done and learned. We hope too that you 
will develop a more sophisticated perspective on 
human behavior, which you can bring with you 
to your relationships, your workplaces, and all 
your other everyday interactions.

Another of our goals is to help you apply the 
principles of social psychology to other fields. Politics, medicine, law, business, education, and sports all involve 
complex social interactions and relationships. Thus, all the ideas and findings reviewed in this book can be ap-
plied to people who work in those (and other) settings. At the same time, some social psychological phenomena 
are more relevant to some settings and institutions than to others, and some issues and problems are unique to 
specific domains of human behavior. To illustrate these points, in each chapter we will present brief discussions 
of how social psychology can shed light on two specific topics.

The first of those topics is the law (Brewer & Williams, 2007; Greene & Heilbrun, 2013; Kovera & Borgida, 
2010). According to Salvador Agron, when he was tried in court for his crime, he and his friends were referred to 
as “Puerto Ricans” and “Spanish boys,” while his victims were consistently referred to as “Americans” and “white 
boys.” Can that kind of labeling have an effect on how juries arrive at their verdicts? In Chapter 11 we will consider 
such issues. The second applied topic we will focus on is health psychology (Friedman & Silver, 2006; Miller, 
Chen, & Cole, 2009; Taylor, 2008). Interest in both topics has been growing in recent years, and social psycholo-
gists have made important contributions to both. By the end of the book, you should have a better idea of what 
social psychology can contribute to these two fields.

The final chapter of this book (Chapter 14) will focus exclusively on what social psychological research 
can teach us about an even more vital issue: genocide and mass killing. Attempts by one group of people to 
exterminate another have long plagued human relations (Diamond, 1992; Smith, 2007). In recent history, 
unfortunately, we have seen some horrendous episodes of human brutality. Perhaps nothing could be more 
pressing than the need to investigate the causes of such events. Social psychologists, however, have long been 
modest about applying their research to genocide. That is not too surprising, given the fact that social psy-
chologists so often conduct laboratory research and emphasize the direct or controlled observation of human 
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behavior. Needless to say, those re-
search methods are not well suited to 
the study of genocide.

Nonetheless, at this point, a wealth 
of social psychological research exists 
that can shed light on the motives and 
behavior of perpetrators of genocide, 
and the group processes that trigger 
such explosions of violence (Bilewicz 
& Vollhardt, 2012; Newman & Erber, 
2002). Not to examine that research 
and elaborate on the lessons it teaches 
us would be a tragedy. In the last chap-
ter, titled “The Social Psychology of 
Genocide, Terrorism—and Heroism,” 
we will examine such research. As the 
title suggests, we will also discuss what 

leads some people to refrain from participating in genocide, and even to actively oppose it.

Think Like a Social Psychologist
Confronting Social Issues
—More and more, people have not only social lives, but “virtual” social lives on the Internet. Do the 
interactions people have with each other in cyberspace qualify as social behavior? Can you think of 
issues that a social psychologist who is interested in such interactions might want to study?

EPILOGUE: WHATEVER HAPPENED TO SALVADOR AGRON?

During his years behind bars, Salvador Agron became a changed person, both through his own efforts and with a 
helping hand from supporters. The state of New York eventually recognized his growth and development, and in 
1979 granted him a parole from prison. Years later, the internationally acclaimed musician Paul Simon produced 
an album and a Broadway musical based on Agron’s story (Simon, 1997). Unfortunately, that story did not end 
happily. Despite his efforts to educate himself and prepare for life after prison, Agron, like many others, found 
the transition from incarceration to freedom a difficult one. He died in 1986, from an illness that was brought on 
at least indirectly by heavy drug use.

It is not clear that Agron himself could have explained what caused all the difficulties he experienced after his 
release. Undoubtedly, many of the factors involved in his decline were hidden influences, of which he would not 
even have been aware. Social psychologists, though, would have much to say about the difficulties Agron faced 
after his release. The relevant issues would include (among many others) the stereotyping and prejudice that 
ex-convicts experience (Harding, 2003), the difficulty of making any kind of major transition in social status 
(Ruble, 1994), the psychological effects of being deprived of control over one’s environment for long periods 
(Pittman, 1998), and the variables that affect people’s ability to resist temptation, such as the short-term stress 

Can basic research in social psychology shed light on why 
groups of people—like these Yazidi children in Iraq in 2014—
might become the victims of ethnic cleansing and genocide?
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relief many drugs offer (Baumeister & Heatherton, 1996; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999). By the end of this book, 
you should be able to engage in this kind of analysis yourself.

KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Social psychology: the study of how people think, behave, and feel in social contexts 
Interactionism: the idea that a complete understanding of people’s social behavior requires us to take into 
account individual differences, the nature of situations, and how those factors combine and interact
Hidden influences on behavior: stimuli or psychological processes that affect our behavior without our aware-
ness, because we are unaware either of their existence or of the way in which they are affecting us 
Social cognition: the study of the cognitive processes involved in people’s social behavior
Cognitive social psychology: the study of the thoughts and othher mental processes that underlie and lead to 
social behavior
Social-cognitive neuroscience: an approach to studying social psychology that employs the methods of cog-
nitive neuroscience (such as the measurement of electrochemical activity in the brain) in order to understand 
the neural basis of social cognition and social behavior 
The social psychology of cognition: the way in which social situations and the presence of other people 
affect our thinking 
Socially shared cognition: the collective thinking engaged in by groups of people; group thinking 
Evolutionary psychology: an approach to studying human behavior that assumes that people’s thoughts, feelings, 
and behaviors are directed by psychological mechanisms that evolved because they were adaptive and increased 
fitness 
Evolved social-psychological mechanisms: the psychological mechanisms humans developed as a result of 
the social challenges they faced throughout their evolutionary history
Individualistic culture: a culture in which people define themselves and others as independent actors with 
unique attributes, and in which individual goals take precedence over group goals
Collectivistic culture: a culture in which people define themselves and other people in terms of group mem-
berships, and in which group goals take precedence over individual goals


