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OVERVIEW 

Social psychology is a broad field devoted to studying the way that people relate to others. Our 

discussion will focus on the development and expression of attitudes, people's attributions 

about the�r own behavior and that of others, the reasons why people engage in both antisocial 

and prosocial behavior, and how the presence and actions of others influence the way people 

behave. 

A major influence on the first two areas we will discuss, attitude formation and. attribution 

theory, is social cognition. This field applies many of the concepts you learned about in the field 

of cognition, such as memory and biases, to help explain how people think about themselves 

and others. The basic idea behind social cognition is that, as people go through their daily lives, 

they act like scientists, constantly gathering data and making predictions about what will hap

pen next so that they can act accordingly. 
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Attitudes do not 

perfectly predict 

behaviors. What 

people say they 

would do and 

what they actually 

would do often 

differ. 

ATTITUDE FORMATION AND CHANGE 

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

such things are necessarily positive or negative. 
A great deal of research focuses on ways to affect people's attitudes. In fact, the entire field of 

advertising is devoted to just this purpose. How can people be encouraged to develop a favorable 

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

toward a product. 
The mere exposure effect states that the more one is exposed to something, the more one will 

come to like it. Therefore, in the world of advertising, more is better. When you walk into the super
market, you will be more likely to buy the brand of potato chips you have seen advertised thousands 

of times rather than one that you have never heard of before. 
Persuasive messages can be processed through the central route or the peripheral route. The cen

tral route to persuasion involves deeply processing the content of the message; wh,:J.t about this 
potato chip is so much better than all the others? The peripheral route, on the other hand, involves 

other aspects of the message including the characteristics of the person imparting the message ( the 
communicator). 

Certain characteristics of the communicator, have been found to influence the effectiveness of 

a message. Attractive people, famous people, arn:.l experts are among the most persuasive commu
nicators. As a result, professional athletes and movie stars often have second careers making com
mercials. Certain characteristics of the audience also affect how effective a message will be. Some 
research suggests that more educated people are less likely to be persuaded by advertisements. 
Finally, the way the message is presented can also influence how persuasive it is. Research has 
found that when dealing with a relatively uninformed audience, presenting a one-sided message is 
best. However, when attempting to influence a more sophisticated audience, a communication that 
acknowledges and then refutes opposing arguments will be more effective. Some research suggests 

that messages that arouse fear are effective. However, too much fear can cause people_ to re/let nega-

tively to the message itself. 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIOR 

Although you might think that knowing people's attitudes would tell you a great deal about their 
behavior, research has found that the relationship between attitudes and behaviors is far from per

fect.In 1934, Richard LaPiere conducted an early study that illustrated this difference-. In the United 
States in the 1930s, prejudice and discrimination against Asians was pervasive. LaPiere traveled 
throughout the West Coast visiting many hotels and restaurants with an Asian couple to see how 

they would be treated. On only one occasion were they treated poorly due to their race. A short time 
later, LaPiere contacted all of the establishments they had visited and asked.about their attitudes 
toward Asian_ patrons. Over 90 percent of the respondents said that �hey would not serve Asians. 
This finding illustrates that attitudes do not perfectlypredict behaviors. 

Sometimes if you can change _people's behavior, you can change their attitude . Cogniti11e dis

sonanc theo,y is based on the idea that people are motivated to have consistent attitudes and 

behaviors. When th,ey do not, they experience unpleasant mental tension or dissonance. For 
example, suppose Amira thinks thaL studying is only for geeks. If she then studies for 10 hours for 
her cherni try test, she will experience cognil"ive dissonance. Si.nee she cannot, at this point, alter 
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