
Overview of Social 
Psychology

http://www.apa.org/action/science/social/


Discussion Questions

1. What is social psychology? What do social 
psychologists study?

2. How is social psychology different from other 
fields of study? Why should we learn about social 
psychology?

3. How was the field of social psychology 
established? How has the field changed over 
time?

4. What is trending in the field of social psychology?
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What is social psychology? 
What do social psychologists 

study? 



What is social 
psychology?
• Social psychology: The 

scientific study of 
individuals’ thoughts, 
feelings, and behaviors in 
social contexts

• Reliance on evidence
• Social and nonsocial 

factors
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What do social psychologists 
study?





How is social psychology 
different from other fields of 
study? Why should we learn 

about social psychology?



How is social psychology different 
from other disciplines?

Social Psychology
• Individuals
• Typical behavior
• Individual similarities
• Mental processes 

within social contexts

Other Fields
• Sociology – Groups
• Clinical psychology – 

Abnormal behavior
• Personality psychology 

– Individual differences
• Cognitive psychology – 

Mental processes



Why should we learn about social 
psychology?
• Reason #1 – Gap between what the research 

suggests and what society believes



What society 
believes

What research 
suggests

Why should 
we learn 

about social 
psychology?



Why should we learn about social 
psychology?
• Reason #2 – “Common sense” is not always 

supported by research.
• Conflict with other common sense
• Untestable, oversimplified, or misleading
• “Knew-it-all-along” phenomenon



• Reason #3 – Our social interactions and 
relationships influence us in many ways.

Why should we learn about social 
psychology?



How was the field of social 
psychology established? How 

has the field changed over 
time?



How was the field 
established?

• 1898: Norman Triplett 
published the 1st 
research article in social 
psychology

https://summitcountyvoice.com/tag/bicycle-racing/


How was the field established?
1913: Max Ringelmann published article



How was the field 
established?

• Early 1900s: Established as 
a distinct field of study 
when 3 textbooks were 
published

• William McDougall’s in 
1908

• Edward Ross’ in 1908
• Floyd Allport’s in 1924

http://cdn8.openculture.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/08/free-textbooks.jpg


How has the field changed over time?

• 1930s—1950s: 
‒ Adolf Hitler and the actions of Nazis during World 

War II sparked a global interest in social psychology.
‒ Examples - Violence, prejudice, conformity, obedience, 

and genocide



How has the field changed over time?

• 1936: 
‒ Muzafer Sherif’s experiments demonstrated the 

influence of groups on individuals (and that 
complex social behavior can be studied 
scientifically)

‒ Society for the Psychological Study of Social Issues 
established



How has the field changed over time?

• 1930s—1940s: 
‒ Kurt Lewin promoted applied social psychology
‒ Interactionist perspective: Assumes behavior is a 

function of both the person and the environment



How has 
the field 
changed 

over 
time?

• 1950s: 
‒ Gordon Allport’s book on 

stereotypes and prejudice
‒ Solomon Asch’s conformity study
‒ Leon Festinger’s social 

comparison and cognitive 
dissonance theories



How has the field changed over 
time?

• 1960s and early 
1970s: 
‒ Expansion of 

topics
‒ Increased 

criticism
‒ Stanley 

Milgram’s 
obedience 
study

https://th.bing.com/th/id/R.65e8c1e28ac17767dfa385609041214b?rik=%2for00H3OgchLSg&riu=http%3a%2f%2fblog.eternalvigilance.me%2fwp-content%2fuploads%2f2012%2f06%2fstanley-Mil.jpg&ehk=7yFp5Cz3Hq9D9o6YvD8S6L29xAIlzs5VHBkXIx7o3cI%3d&risl=&pid=ImgRaw&r=0


How has the field of social psychology 
changed over time?

• Late 1970s—1990s: 
• Concerns about research ethics, researcher bias, 

and generalizability
• Pluralism: Encompass a range of methods and 

perspectives



What is trending in the field 
of social psychology?



What is trending in social 
psychology?
• Integration of emotion, 

motivation, and 
cognition

• Conflicts
• Automatic versus 

controllable processes

Social Behavior

Cognition

Motivation

Emotion



What is 
trending in 
social 
psychology?

• Genetic and evolutionary perspectives

• Social neuroscience: Neural and social processes

• Behavioral genetics: Study of the effects of genes 
on behavior

• Evolutionary psychology: Study of adaptations and 
functions of social behavior



What is trending in social 
psychology?
• Culture: The shared beliefs, values, assumptions, 

and practices of a group of people
• Cross-cultural research: Examines the similarities and 

differences between cultures
• Multicultural research: 

Examines similarities and 
differences between groups 
within a culture

https://media.giphy.com/media/UOdoMz3baCENO/giphy.gif


What is trending in social 
psychology?

• Behavioral economics: Study of the 
relationship between psychological 
factors and economic decision 
making

• Embodied cognition: Connections 
between mind and body

• Intersection with political science



What is trending in social 
psychology?
• Technological advances

• Examples - Brain imaging, dialogue coding, 
virtual reality, and social media
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