Exploring the Boundaries of Social psychology

1

EXPLORING THE BOUNDARIES OF SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

by Alex Bennet


What is social psychology?  The unclear boundaries of the social sciences have left the field open for social psychologists to passionately position the field as either an interdisciplinary or separate disciplinary approach, a field separate from either psychology or sociology.  In general, this positioning has failed, and “social psychology has clearly evolved as a subdiscipline of psychology – with some resonating pockets of highly compatible interest in sociology.” (Jones, 1985, p. 3)  Jones supports this position by citing the “history of failed disciplinary administrative arrangement in U.S. universities, by the increasing domination by psychologists of the social psychology textbook market, and by the proportionate volume of social psychological literature in psychological journals.” (Jones, 1985, p. 3)  

To understand the import of these arguments and the alignment of social psychology within the discipline of psychology, there is a need to understand the generally accepted content of the field.  I searched for overview texts used for research, reference and educational purposes that would provide differing points of view on what is and is not included in the field.  This exploration began by reviewing the focus of these texts.

Content of Overview Texts


In the text Social Psychology in the ’90, Deaux, Dane and Wrightsman  define social psychology as the “field of study concerned with interpersonal behavior.”  As such, it is concerned not only with an individual’s actual behavior but with any behavior “in which the presence of others is imagined or anticipated.” (Deaux, Dane and Wrightsman, 1993, p. 22)  Social psychologist John Touhey feels this loose definition is the charm of it:

[Social psychology] hasn’t crystallized or hardened or limited itself to any narrow approaches.  What I find wonderful about doing social psychology is that I’m free to bring in ideas from all of the allied social sciences and from the humanities as well.  That’s the charm, that to me is the cream – the fascination, the addiction if you will – of modern social psychology. (Aron & Aron, 1989, p. 127)


Broadly, the content of this text deals with:  (1) the self, understanding others and interpersonal communications; (2) the nature of attitudes, persuasion and attitude change; (3) social influence and personal control; (4) affiliation, attraction, love, aggression and violence; and (5) prosocial behavior, behavior in and between groups, and social behavior in the physical environment.  


In the text Social Psychology, Myers defines social psychology as “the scientific study of how people think about, influence and relate to one another.” (Myers, 1987, p. 3)  He goes on to say that social psychology, a subfield of its parent disciplines, sociology and psychology, shares common interests with sociology (studying how people behave in groups), and personality psychology (focusing on the individual person).  Myers organizes his text around his definition, dividing the field into social thinking (behavior and attitudes, social beliefs); social influence (cultural and group influences, conformity, persuasion); and social relations (aggression, altruism, prejudice, attraction).


In the text Social Psychology (8th Ed.), Baron and Byrne define social psychology as “the scientific field that seeks to understand the nature and causes of individual behavior and thought in social situations.” (Baron and Byrne, 1997, p. 6)  The authors attempt to (1) integrate emergent thinking in social behavior and social thoughts; (2) integrate major principles which seem to cut across many different areas of the field (attribution and its role in persuasion, prejudice, long-term relationships, social influence, and conflict); and (3) integrate (or link) all the topics covered in the text.


The model of social psychology proposed by Gold and Douvan in A New Outline of Social Psychology places the individual in the middle of their social environment, which is comprised of culture, social organization and interpersonal relations.  The focus area of social psychology is the boundaries.  “The mission of social psychology is to explain how influence is exerted across these boundaries, that is, to state the conditions at the boundaries under which change occurs in one or the other.” (Gold and Douvan, 1997, p. 49)  Although the boundaries between the three environmental factors are of interest insofar as they comprise indirect paths of influence between the social and the psychological, the boundaries between the individual and the three social environments are the “zones of interpenetration.”  


Focusing on these boundaries of interaction touches on both psychology and sociology, but also encompasses new areas that have historically not been considered as either in the domain of psychology or sociology.  The structural components of the Gold and Douvan model include motives, resources, social organization and social roles, interpersonal relations and identities, and culture and benefits (Gold and Douvan, 1997, p. 17).  


The collection of material published in The Handbook of Social Psychology (Fourth Ed.) includes recent papers by recognized experts in the field of Social psychology.  The two-volume collection organizes around the broad areas of historical, methodological, interdisciplinary and emerging perspectives, and intrapersonal, personal, interpersonal and collective phenomena.  The following areas of concern are grouped under these broad headings.


Historical Perspectives:  Major developments, the social being


Methodological Perspectives:  Experimentation, survey methods, measurement, data analysis


Intrapersonal Phenomena:  Attitudes, persuasion, mental representation and memory, control and automaticy, decision making and judgment, motivation, emotions


Personal Phenomena:  Personality, the self, development in childhood and adulthood, gender


Interpersonal Phenomena:  Nonverbals; language; norms, conformity and compliance; attraction and close relationships, altruism; aggression; stereotyping, prejudice and discrimination


Collective Phenomena:  Small groups; conflict; stigma; intergroup relations; social justice and social movements


Interdisciplinary Perspectives:  Health; psychology and law; organizations; politics; world politics


Emerging Perspectives:  Culture; evolutionary social psychology.

Core Theories


Despite the very different approaches to organizing the field of social psychology, there is a set of core theories that are discussed throughout these overview texts.  The first broad category of theories deals with attitude change.  These include social judgment theory, balance theory, cognitive dissonance, self-perception theory, functional theory and the theory of psychological reactance.  Other central theories include social learning theory, social exchange theory, equity theory and social comparison theory.  To get a grasp on the field, the general content of these theories is explored below.


Attribution theory looks at the way people make judgments about people.  It explores the logical patterns people pursue in attributing actions to internal and external causes while trying to make sense of the world.  Of course, in the process of sensemaking, causes are generally attributable to a combination of both internal and external causes.  However, this distinction can be useful in building understanding, discovering primary causes and identifying leverage points for change.  A subset of Attribution theory is Self-perception theory, which deals with how people make attributions about themselves, also considering both internal and external causality.  


In attributing causality, there is a strong tendency to assume that intentions and dispositions correspond to actions (Jones and Davis, 1965).  Jones and Davis developed a “theory of correspondent inferences” which specifies the particular conditions that are present when such attributions are likely, i.e., a cause and effect or action/response theory.  A similarly logical approach comes out of work done by attribution theorist Harold Kelley.  Kelly observes that people use information about “consistency,” “distinctiveness,” and consensus” to explain people’s behavior.  Kelly notes that this “common sense psychology” often explains behavior similarly to the approach taken by a seasoned scientist.  He does, however, address the difficulty that in using this common sense psychology, people tend to discount a contributing factor when a specific cause has already been identified. (Kelly, 1973, pp. 107-128)  

Norman Anderson’s work on “information integration” also shows some logical rules on how people combine different pieces of information to reach an overall conclusion.  Specifically, his research shows that people will weigh attributes according to the importance of those attributes to themselves.  (Anderson, 1968)


Despite the logical approaches discussed above, people are consistently prone to two errors:  the fundamental attribution error and self-serving bias.  The fundamental attribution error is the tendency for people to attribute behavior strongly to internal characteristics and attitudes to the exclusion of considering of external causality.  The reason for this error is that people have a tendency to focus on what is immediately in front of them.  So when watching the actions of a person the focus is on that person, and thus the perceived causality of action tends to relate to that person.  When people are considering themselves, the opposite is true.  Because the focus is on the situation, there is a tendency to blame the situation, at least in negative situations.  In positive situations, however, people take credit.  This is attributable to (1) the fact that we seek to present a positive image, (2) that we “genuinely perceive ourselves in self-enhancing ways” or (3) a result of a self-esteem motivation (Myers, 1987).  This, then, is the self-serving bias.


Social judgment theory  suggests that people know what their attitudes are, and are in a position to determine what attitudes they will and will not change.  This information resides in consciousness and is the reference point when the individual receives any persuasive communication.  In developing this theory, Muzafer Sheriff introduced three new concepts:  latitude of acceptance (things that are consistent), latitude of rejection (things that are inconsistent), and latitude of noncommitment (an inbetween range).  (Sherif & Hovland, 1961)  An individual judgment falls into one of these three categories.  Judgments that fall into the latitude of rejection are difficult to change.  


Balance theory, developed by Theodore M. Newcomb, explains the relationship between attraction and similarity.  This original work led other researchers to explore the effect of attitude similarity on attraction.  Balance theory is built on cognitive consistency theory, which assumes that people have awareness of their attitudes and behaviors, and the ability to change their attitudes.  Fritz Heider developed a consistency theory that explains how the individual relates to other people and their environment.  He represents the individual (or person) as “P”, the second individual (or other) as “O” and the environmental factor (which can be an idea, another person, a thing or any attitude object) as “X”.  The goal of Heider’s work was to determine within P’s cognitive structure the relationships among P, O and X.  He proposed that there were two possible relationships that could occur among P, O and X: (1) a unit relationship (belonging together) and (2) a liking relationship.  He further explained that these relationships can be either balanced or unbalanced.  Balanced states exist either when all relationships are positive or when there is an even number of negative relationships.  Unbalanced states exist when there is an uneven number of negative relationships.  Balance theory, then, serves as a tool toward understanding attitude change. (Heider, 1946, pp. 107-112)


Cognitive dissonance theory, also a consistency theory, proposes that dissonance is an umcomfortable state for people, thus motivating people to eliminate the dissonance.  It exists when there is a relevant inconsistency among an individual’s thoughts, attitudes and beliefs.  As Leon Festinger proposed the theory 35 years ago, it was quite simple:  “discomfort of dissonant cognitions motivates a change in one of the relevant cognitions” (Deaux, et al., (1993), p. 170)  This work led to the recognition that a change in behavior can lead to a change in attitude.  There are three basic mechanisms to bring about consistency:  (1) change attitudes or behaviors so that they become consistent with each other; (2) acquire new information that supports the attitude or behavior; or (3) trivialize the differences, i.e., decide that these differences are really not important. (Simon, Greenberg, & Brehm, (1995), pp. 247-260)  


Self-perception theory, proposed by Daryl Bem,  suggests that we make inferences about our own behaviors under different circumstances, much in the same way we make inferences about other people’s behaviors, i.e., our words and actions provide clues as to our belief and value systems.  Experiments at Dartmouth College in 1976 (Lanzetta, 1976, pp. 354-370) found that people tended to sense what their faces displayed, i.e., if you mimic the expression of another person you can perceive what that person is feeling.      


Functional theory, assuming that attitudes exist and change as needed to fulfill the needs of the individual, focuses on the reasons for attitudes.  The way to change an attitude is to change the need for that attitude.  This approach is Phenomenological in that an individual’s attitudes can only be understood in the context of that individual’s needs and personality.  Because there are different attitude functions for different objects and different personalities, it is complicated to identify strategies for changing attitudes.  “”One needs to know, for example, whether an attitude is based on the function of the object or based on a function of the individual’s personality.”  (Deaux, et al., 1987, pp. 175)  


The theory of psychological reactance, originated by Jack Brehm, suggests that any attempt to reduce an individual’s perception of control will motivate that individual to reassert control.  This includes attitudes, which are incorporated into an individual’s self-concept.  The exact response the individual chooses depends on both the nature of the threat and the amount of freedom being threatened.  To reassert control, the individual may jump to a more extreme position, thereby reducing the likelihood of a future attack by the same person.  “Forewarned is forearmed” (Petty & Cacioppo, 1977, pp. 645-655).  In situations where there is a potential negative outcome, individuals are willing to forgo control.  “People voluntarily relinquish control in order to avoid responsibility for some unpleasant outcome” (Feldman-Summers, 1977, pp. 543-553).


Social learning theory, developed by Albert Bandura, proposes that learning occurs by observing the behavior of another person.  The departure from traditional learning is the fact that reinforcement has little to do with the learning, but does contribute to performance.  Mental rehearsing – imagining a behavior – completes the learning process.  (Deaux, 1993, p. 13)  

Though still based on stimuli that elicit social behaviors and anticipated reinforcements, social learning theory allows more complicated forms of learning than earlier models.


Social exchange theory, which also relies on principles of reinforcement, considers human interactions as transactions, where each individual is minimizing their costs and maximizing their rewards.  These considerations, then, can be used to predict behavior.  This definition brings the concept of altruism into question; can there be altruism that is not concerned with self interest?  Abraham Lincoln would say no.  The story goes that while in a horse-drawn coach and conversing with a fellow passenger, Abraham Lincoln was arguing that all good deeds are indeed prompted by selfishness.  As his words drew to a close, he heard a terrible noise from a nearby sow, and saw that her piglets had fallen in a pond and were struggling for breath.  Lincoln halted the coach, lept out, and lifted the piglets to safety.  Here is the conversation that followed:  “Now, Abe, where does selfishness come in on this little episode?”  “Why, bless your soul, Ed, that [act] was the very essence of selfishness.  I should have had no peace of mind all day had I gone on and left that suffering old sow worrying over those pigs.  I did it to get peace of mind don’t you see?”  (F. C. Sharp, cited by Batson, et al., 1986, pp. 290-302)


Altruism does, of course, have both external and internal rewards.  Altruistic acts may be done to receive friendship or appreciation, or to create an image.  They might also be done to calm internal discomfort, as in the case above, in response to an internal value or belief set.  Until recently, genuine altruism has been denied by psychologists; today “a small but growing number of psychologists believe that some of our behaviors are ultimately aimed at others’ welfare rather than our own.” (Myers, 1987, p. 447)   


Equity theory, a version of social exchange theory, proposes that people in relationships consider not only their own costs and rewards but the costs and rewards of the other person.  The concept of equity is the notion of equality.  Equity theory suggests that the expectations from the relationship are based on what that individual puts into the relationship, i.e., a give and take based on the giving.  A prediction of equity theory is that whenever the relationship is out of balance, people become dissatisfied with the relationship.  Relationships that both partners perceive as equitable are most likely to be successful (Davidson, 1984, p. 36-42).  


Social comparison theory, originated by Leon Festinger, says that it is human nature to evaluate our ideas and opinions by comparing them with the ideas and opinions of others.  As people seek to verify their perceptions through others, attitudes can be formed.  Additionally, research disclosed that when people find out others hold their same opinion, the strength of that opinion is proportionate to the number of people who hold similar opinions.  (Festinger, 1954, p. 117-140)  This important work is an element of group polarization that led to the discovery of Group Think.

Developing a Vocabulary for Social Psychology.  In A New Outline of Social psychology, Gold and Douvan feel that a lexicon that includes motives, resources, social organization and social roles, interpersonal relations and identities, and culture and beliefs is sufficient to “constitute the structure of a model of social psychology.” (Gold & Douvan, 1997, p. 17)  Yet the study of attitudes is the most constant topic of social psychology and appears most often in its literature. (Gold & Douvan, 1997, p. 17)  


The above overview of basic theories in the emerging field of social psychology have both similarities and differences of opinions on the overall content of the field.  There is a closer agreement on Social psychology methodology.  

Methodology in Social Psychology Research


A common thread running through all the texts discussed above is the focus on social psychology in action, with specific research provided throughout.  A second common thread is that the Social Psychologist as a researcher appears to embed the approach of a skeptic.


Experimentation.  In Social psychology, experimentation appears to be the preferred method of gathering information about social behavior.  While valuable insights can certainly be made by the observational method – systematically observing and recording behavior in its natural setting – experimentation provides the opportunity for a deeper understanding of the cause of the phenomenon.  This is done through the discovery of variables that cause the behavior.  “The great advantage of the experimental method is that the causal relationship between variables can be determined with much greater certainty” (Aronson, Wilson & Brewer, 1998, p. 102).  The control of all factors except the independent variable, and by randomly assigning the evaluators/observers to the experimental condition, decreases the likelihood of prejudice and bias.


Experimentation can focus on either a phenomenon itself or the underlying mechanisms causing the phenomenon.  This second approach provides the insights needed to understand and change the phenomenon, an applied research approach.


While many observational and correlational studies are actually conducted in the field, experiments are often conducted in settings where people are aware they are being observed and are part of an experiment, with the potential of this awareness affecting behavior.  However, this “laboratory research” provides more control over the situation, allowing Social psychologists to be able to make causal inferences.  The laboratory setting also makes it easier to randomly assign people to experimental conditions.  On the other hand, field experimentation offers the opportunity to observe people in their natural setting, where the setting is more likely to be that encountered in their everyday lives.


These tradeoffs between control and realism can directly affect the internal validity of the research, the confidence we have that research results demonstrate true cause and effect relationships.  Good research design addresses internal validity through designing procedures for standardizing treatments, avoiding bias and assuring the comparability of participant groups.


An important issue in experimentation is ethics, specifically, the tension between the need for free scientific inquiry and the dignity and right to privacy of human participants.  In 1992, the American Psychological Association published guidelines for research involving human subjects.  These include the following principles:

· Investigators must take steps to protect the rights and welfare of their participants, including seeking ethical advice from others.

· The researcher should inform participants about the research to the greatest extent possible.

· If the participant is incapable of granting consent, permission must be gained by a legally authorized person.

· Deception may only be used if “justified by the study’s prospective scientific, education, or applied value” or if “equally effective alternative procedures that do not use deception are not feasible.”

· Results will be made available to all participants, but information from individual participants is confidential unless full consent for release is given.

(American Psychological Association, 1992, p. 1609)


Survey Methods.  Much like the experimentation approach, the use of surveys requires tradeoffs and compromises.  How much cost can you expend when trying to locate persons in a randomly-chosen sample frame?  How large a group can you survey to avoid sampling error before the cost becomes overwhelming?  How long a survey will improve precision but still get the highest response rate at the lowest participant and research cost?  On the positive side, surveys can reach large populations.  On the negative side, once done, it is difficult to go back and ask clarifying or emergent questions.


The survey process is fraught with potential error, and data and information gained from surveys is only as good as the questions, and answers provided by respondents.  Errors can come from the social environment (political, economic, neighborhood); the respondent (demographic characteristics, knowledge of subject, experience, state-of-mind); the interviewer (demographic characteristics, experience, expectations); and survey design.  In addition, the interaction between interviewer and respondent can affect participation.  Surveys can also act as interventions, in that specific questions may surface intent residing in the respondent’s non-conscious and serve to facilitate action on that intent.


Pretesting of questionnaires has expanded from field pretests to what are called cognitive methods.  Respondents are asked to paraphrase questions, or think aloud while answering, to ensure question comprehension.  Concurrent or retrospective thinking-aloud procedures are the most widely used method of these verbal protocols.  These methods can uncover problems that may go unnoticed in traditional field tests (Sudman, et al, 1996, Chapter 2).


With the advent of the Internet, computers are joining the growing role of telephone computer data collection.  Computer assistance in survey collection and analysis has significant impact on the quality of survey results.  For instance, because computers can jump from one question to another based on the answer to the previous question, and because they can “stick” to a question until it is answered, computer surveys tend to yield more focused and complete answers.  Computer surveys can also instantly tailor themselves to individual respondents and facilitate survey administration.  On the negative side, there is still a large segment of the population who do not have computers or would not complete a computer survey.  Careful survey design is necessary to assure the target audience is one who would access and respond to computer surveys.


An acute ethical issue with the use of surveys is that of treating human beings as objects of investigation.  This is similar to the tension of scientific needs versus human rights previous discussed.  Informed consent, which is essential, can also sway respondent’s willingness to participate.  Additionally, there is the issue of influence to address, since surveys do have the potential to affect respondent behavior.


Measurement.  There has been a lack of attention to measure in the field of Social psychology.  Judd and McClelland contend that the discipline suffers from this lack of attention since “conceptual advances in science frequently follow measurement advances” (Judd and McClelland, 1998, p. 180).  Judd and McClelland go on to define measurement as the process by which the infinitely varied observations of Social psychologists are reduced to “compact descriptions or models that are presumed to represent meaningful regularities in the entities that are observed” (Judd and McClelland, 1998, p. 181).


There are two different measurement traditions in Social psychology:  representational measurement and psychometric measurement.  Representational measurement assigns numbers to entities so that the properties of the numbers represent empirical relationships, in its simple form using the ordinal numeric scale.  Another scaling approach, assuming that everyone is looking from the same perspective, takes into consideration noticeable differences not necessarily subjectively equal (Thurstone and Fechnerian scaling).  Coombs added an “unfolding” concept to this scaling approach, stating that this ordering approach did not account for preferences.  “Liberal and conservative people might well agree on the ordering of attitude statements but their preference orderings might be exactly opposite” (Judd & McClelland, 1998, p. 193).  Fechnerian scaling and Coombs unfolding are considered special cases of what is called conjoint measurement.  Conjoint measurement is the measurement of one variable against another, and vice versa, in an empirical combination of variables.


Psychometric measurement looks at patterns of data to evaluate a measurement model.  An example of this would be the Likert attitude scale.  This is the approach most often used in Social psychology.


The primary concern of these measures is the construct validity of the measures themselves.  The variable may not be the perfect indicator of underlying cause, and it may be measuring a variety of constructs, not just the one of research interest.  An additional issue is that of linearity, in that psychometic measurement relies on linear associations of things that may well act in a non-linear fashion.


New advances (generalization theory and the use of factor analysis) in this measurement tradition are allowing Social psychologists to look at systemic sources of error variation, and permitting more rigorous examination of measurement models (Judd and McClelland, 1998, p. 223).


Data Analysis.  Meta-analysis is an important methodological advance in Social psychology.  Meta-analysis uses statistical procedures to combine the results of multiple studies to “estimate the direction and size of the effects of the independent variables in these studies” (Baron & Byrne, 1997, p. 27).  This analysis allows the Social Psychologist to look across different studies and reach conclusions about how a particular variable influences behavior.


Still, the analysis of variance (ANOVA) remains the standard tool for most Social psychologists, despite the serious issue of non-independence of observations.  Structural equation modeling and multi-level modeling are emerging as competitors to ANOVA.  However, in structural equation modeling, there is still some question whether a given model can be estimated and whether the results indicate the existence of cause and effect.  Multilevel modeling is useful because it can handle instances of continuous variables and missing data on repeated measures.  It can also handle the non-independence of people in a group, and does not require equal number of people in groups.  This multilevel modeling approach can be used to analyze data that requires two levels of analysis.  Some Social psychologists feel that “multilevel modeling is the wave of the future” because it allows a larger scope of study and analysis (Kenny, et al, 1998, p. 263).

Connected Interdisciplines


Health and Social Psychology.  Although social psychology theories were not developed originally to explain health behavior, theories on attitudes and behavior, attribution theory, social cognitive theory and social comparison theory have become “prominent approaches to understanding decisions to engage in health protective and illness-reducing activities.” (Salovey, et al, 1998, p. 634)  It was in the 1970s with the publication of the book Health Psychology that applied social psychology was connected to the field of health to any extent.  Health psychology is defined as “the educational, scientific, and professional contributions of the discipline of psychology to the promotion and maintenance of health, the prevention and treatment of illness, the identification of etiological and diagnostic correlates of health, illness, and related dysfunction, and the improvement of the health care system and health policy formation.” (Matarazzo, 1980, p. 815)  The place where social psychology embraces health, then, is in the interplay between the individual and health and/or illness.


Psychology and Law.  The interdisciplinary study of social psychology and law started in 1908 with publication of Hugo von Munsterberg’s On the Witness Stand, that discussed the application of psychology to courtroom testimony.  Since then social psychology has made contributions to determining causation and assigning responsibility in legal proceedings; jury decision making; and the study of legal sanctions, particularly the death penalty.  


Psychology and law have fundamental differences in their basic assumptions and goals.  Social psychology seeks to look at causes and law seeks to determine responsibility.  They also have very different intellectual traditions.  Psychology values empirical investigation.  Social psychologists use aggregate data, and look for decisions based on probabilities and explicit quantified probability judgments.  The law relies heavily on writings of jurists and legal scholars.  Lawyers place limited value on the basis of data drawn from other people, and are less concerned with accuracy than convincing.  While both social psychology and the law are provisional, the appearance of finality is important to the law, i.e., a case must generally be decided when it appears before the court.  There are no levels of degree or probability in the legal yes-no decision.  (Ellsworth & Mauro, 1998, pp. 685-6, 721)


In 1980, Haney developed a framework to differentiate psychology “in the law,” “and the law” and “of the law”.  (Haney, 1980, pp. 148-9)

Psychology in the law:  when the legal system poses a question and calls on a psychologist to answer it, i.e., Is this person competent to stand trial?.

Psychology and the law:  when research on legal assumptions and practices is carried out by psychologists to develop theory.  

Psychology of the law:  when abstract philosophical issues of law are studied by psychologists, i.e., Why do people obey law? 

To date, most of the work social psychologists do in this interdisciplinary field falls in the area of “Psychology and the Law”, performing “considerably more research than is potentially applicable than research that has actually influenced the operation of the legal system.”  (Ellsworth & Mauro, 1998, p. 721)


Social Psychology in Organizations.  We are born in organizations, live in a country run by organizations, earn our living in organizations, and when we die organizations will announce our death and issue our death certificate.  In short, our life is bound up in organizations.  


All of these organizations are social entities, or, “social structures created by individuals to support the collaborative pursuit of specified goals” (Scott, 1992, p. 10).  Pfeffer expands on this definition as he compares organizations to other social groups.  “We can say that organizations … are more likely to have a goal of survival and self-perpetuation, possess more clearly defined and defended boundaries, and often have a formal relationship with the state that recognizes their existence as distinct social entities …” (Pfeffer, 1998, p. 734).


An important area of social psychology study is understanding behavior, particularly in light of cultural norms and values.  Over the past 20 years there has been an increasing interest in locating the causes of behavior in individual personality or dispositions.  In 1995, Schneider, Goldstein and Smith noted that “the situation is not independent of the people in the settings; the situation is the people … structure, process and culture are the outcome of people in organizations, not the cause of the behavior of the organization” (Schneider, et al, 1995, p. 751).  


Theories of disposition look for the origins of disposition, such as genetics and dimensions of personality (extraversion, agreeableness, consciousness, emotional stability, and openness to experience).  Other theorists feel that situations, and the interaction of personalities with situations, account for behavior in organizations.  However, Barrick and Mount found that under conditions of job autonomy, personality had the greater effect (Barrick & mount, 1993, p. 111).


Models of behavior are helping to capture empirical reality more accurately and completely.  These include economic, social, rational and moral models of organizational behavior.  Mechanisms of social control identified in organizations include: (1) rewards, incentives and surveillance; (2) commitment and socialization processes; (3) organization culture; and (4) leadership.


This field of study is changing rapidly as organizations change in response to the every-increasing availability of ever-increasing data and information.  Pfeffer sees this challenge as finding ways of addressing connections, connections between content and process, between knowledge and action and between practice and theory (Pfeffer, 1998, p. 765).


Social Psychology in Politics.  The conversation between political science and Social psychology began just after the turn of the century with the publication of Graham Wallas’s Human Nature in Politics.  This conversation certainly continues today, as evidenced by the incredible mix of political and personal on the part of President Clinton and the action/response of citizens in both the political and personal arenas.  This incredibly rich dialogue between citizens and politics explores the American myths of citizen ignorance, intolerance and simplemindedness; the pursuit of private interests and effects of group-centrism; and matters of principle.  In bringing psychology, society and politics together, there are studies of the processes of opinion formulation, the diverse social experience of Americans, and the roles of campaigns and media.  All of these things drive opinion and behavior.


Social psychology takes both the individual and society serious as it explores the boundary conditions among politics and people.  McGuire characterizes this relationship as “lively and long-lasting as interdisciplinary affairs to, fostered by the protean nature of the collaboration, with frequent shiftings of its popular topics, methods, and theories” (McGuire, 1993, p. 32).

Emerging Perspectives of Social Psychology


Two emerging perspectives of social psychology are culture and evolutionary psychology.  The term “emerge” means to rise from, but not necessarily as a part of.  Thus, by using this term “emerging,” I insinuate that Social psychology somehow affects these two new areas, but is not necessarily in a direct cause and effect relationship.


Culture.  Culture psychology begins with the thesis that “cultural practices and meanings complement and inform psychological processes, which in turn generate and transform these cultural practices and meanings” (Fiske, et al, 1998, p. 916).  The purpose of cultural psychology is to:

· Study cultural meanings and practices and the psychological processes; and structures that link them;

· Look for systemic principles; and

· Describe the processes which psyches and cultures use to construct each other.

The large amount of research underway – including such areas as the self, cognitive consistency, moral judgment, cultural change, and values – indicates that “social psychology must consider the idea that psyche and social relations are culturally contingent” (Fiske, et al, 1998, p. 963). Fiske contends that a culturally informed experimental social psychology must focus on meaning as much as methods since “the validity of any method depends on how closely its meaning corresponds to the everyday practices it is intended to reflect” (Fiske, 1998, p. 963).  Fiske calls for collaboration among researchers to continue this important work.


Evolutionary Psychology.  Evolutionary psychology connects the past the present, including the developmental experiences of each of us in our varied setting and the strategies for social interaction that we use today.  It is clear to see that social psychology plays n important role in this emerging discipline.


Evolutionary psychologists are on a quest to understand the origins and adaptive functions of the mechanisms of the mind that respond to the environment and manifest behavior.  In short, what is alluded to as peering into a black box.  Buss and Kenrick believe there are four basic premises of evolutionary psychology.  These are:

· All social behavior is a product of psychological mechanisms triggered by environmental input.

· Evolution by selection is the only known causal process powerful enough to create complex organic mechanisms.

· Mechanisms cannot be understood without an understanding of their adaptive design.

· Social psychological mechanisms are large in number and modular in nature.

(Buss & Kenrick, 1998, p. 987)


Buss and Kenrick feel that evolutionary psychology theory and specific theories in social psychology are complementary.  Social psychology theories such as cognitive dissonance theory, social exchange theory and equity theory, all discussed earlier, have specific premises about the nature of social psychological mechanisms, “mechanisms that find conflicting thoughts uncomfortable (dissonance), keep track of the approximate value of goods traded (social exchange), or strive to select partners of approximately equal social desirability (equity).”  In contrast, evolutionary theory focuses on the causal process that creates these mechanisms (Buss and Kenrick, 1998, pp. 987-991).


Current research in evolutionary social psychology has provided a metatheory of sex differences and is developing insights into many areas that are core to social psychology such as altruism and helping, attraction, mating relationships, conflict and aggression and evolutionary social cognition.

Concluding Thoughts


In 1986, when Converse wrote about the obligations of social psychology, he stated that it “must cope with social structure, with political and economic institutions, with cultural values, and with historical sequencing” (Converse, 1986, p. 58).  Some of these incredibly diverse areas of social psychology have been touched on in this overview paper, with the unifying theme always the focus on the boundaries between these structures/institutions and the individual, and the relationships and interactions of people across these boundaries.


Over the past two years in my work as Chief Knowledge Officer for the Department of the Navy, I have become intrigued with the importance of social capital and, using the Gold & Douvan model discussed earlier, have developed key thoughts to communicate the importance of this domain.  I would like to share those thoughts here.


Social capital is the value of the interactions across networks, built on relationships among data and information, people and organizations.  It encompasses all the elements that accrue to language (culture, context, formal and informal, verbal and nonverbal) and something else I have come to call patterning.  Patterning has to do with the rhythm of interaction:  the sequence, the frequency, the density.


It strikes me as I think back over the past two years, struggling through social psychology texts to pull together snippets of thought for this overview paper, just how important the concepts of boundaries and boundary conditions have become in my everyday thinking and lexicon.  Interactions across boundaries permeate my relationship with the world in which I live.  
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