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1. Introduction to social psychology
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Psychology in general concerns itself with the experience and behavior of humans. Social psychology concerns itself with the experiences and behaviors of humans in social situations. This short introduction into social psychology is meant to provide you with a rough overview of the topics that social psychology deals with concretely. The aim is to bring the most important areas of research and application closer to you. For this you will be introduced to the most diverse notions of common theories from all kinds of areas. Essential elements of chosen social psychological models will be presented to you. With the help of guiding questions, examples and small thought experiments, you will be invited to think about social psychological phenomena on your own. 

The aim of this introduction is not to deal with individual theories to the last detail and to analyze them in their whole complexity. This is why especially chapters 2 and 3 of this introduction fall rather short. These two chapters are of a more theoretical and abstract nature but still an important foundation for the understanding of social psychologic research. This introduction, of course, does not replace a social psychological module at a university. It is more so intended to awake an interest in social psychology within you. 

When it comes to content, all social psychological topics can be divided into four big processes. First of all, there are intrapersonal processes (chapter 3). Intrapersonal processes are processes that take place within one person. These processes include things like impression formation, social cognition or the rationale behind decisions. The second area of social psychology includes interpersonal processes (chapter 4). These are processes that take place between single persons. These include thematic areas like friendship, love and attraction. The third big area concerns itself with intragroup processes (chapter 5). Intragroup processes are processes that take place within a group of people. Typical intragroup issues deal with group performance, the work ethic and decision-making within a group, as well as with authorities and majorities. The fourth and final big area of social psychology deals with intergroup processes (chapter 6).  These are processes that take place between different groups. Relevant topics from this area are prejudices, conflicts and solidarity between group structures. You might have already noticed that social psychology is concerned with extremely relevant topics from the daily social life of every human being. 

Due to this high variety of topics the range of professions of social psychologists is quite wide. Social psychologists work in the most diverse areas. Of course, they are active in the research of foundations and application. Social psychologists describe, research and analyze the most different areas of social life. They are teachers or more so tutors in the education of adults. You can find them in management consultation as well as in the research of market behavior and opinions. Even the advertising sector makes use of the expertise of social psychologists every now and then. Institutions of social welfare, such as juvenile welfare offices, social welfare offices or other social institutions, are dependent on the support of social psychologists as well. Last but not least, social psychology and its findings supports politics with advice and action.   Groups representing interests, authorities and associations often make use of the expertise of social psychologists. You can see that the professional opportunities within social psychology are thus quite versatile.

In the field of social and behavioral sciences, social psychology can be seen as a linking factor. It connects processes on the so-called macro level with processes on the micro level. Macro processes are political, economic or socio-structural processes. They usually fall within the remit of political sciences, economics or sociology. Micro processes describe the subjective experience of the individual. These processes are usually dealt with by cognitive psychology, personality psychology or neuroscience. Social psychology eventually investigates how macroprocesses affect microprocesses and vice versa.  

Before you can jump into the content topics of social psychology, chapter 2 will present the most important research methods, basic concepts of scientific theory and the quality criteria of social science research. Knowledge of these theoretic foundations is important for understanding the results of research. This chapter again will be kept quite short and, if you are interested, a more in-depth self-study is recommended. 

Throughout the entire text you will find words in bold. If you enter those into an internet search engine or an (online) encyclopaedia, you will most certainly find in-depth literature on the respective subject area. In addition, important social psychological authorities are italicized. With a bit of luck, you will, at least partially, find their original works online as well. 

One last note: For reasons of better readability this text will not explicitly reference both sexes. Thus, unless explicitly mentioned otherwise, both sexes are always meant. 

And now have fun with your introduction to social psychology.
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2. Research methods
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Social psychologists basically deal with the same things that you deal with most of your life. As a rule, you try to recognize, predict and explain regularities in people’s behavior. How should you best behave in situation X or why you prefer to help some people more than others are typical questions of social psychology that you encounter each and every day. However, unlike social psychologists, you do this in a non-scientific way. This means that insights, predictions, and explanations that a social psychologist makes must stand up to certain scientific criteria that do not matter to you in everyday life. In order to gain a better understanding of how a social psychologist conducts research, the following section will therefore first present the most important basic scientific theoretical concepts, quality criteria and research methods from the world of social psychology.  
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2.1 Scientific theoretical basic concepts 
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Every scientific theory is made up of concepts and hypotheses. Especially in the field of social psychology the exact definition of these terms is of enormous importance. This is due to social psychology often working with hypothetical constructs. Behind a hypothetical construct lies an abstract theoretical concept that cannot be directly observed or physically measured but can only be observed or derived with the help of indicators. It is, for example, not possible to directly measure the extent of prejudice in one person against a particular group of people. It is necessary to find indicators that make this hypothetical construct visible. In the case of prejudice, this could be derogatory remarks or gestures towards a particular social group. This process is called operationalization. If the hypothetical construct is adequately represented, one speaks of construct validity. 

Hypotheses, on the other hand, specify the exact relationship between the individual hypothetical constructs. The relationship in socio psychological theories often takes the shape of an if-then relationship. If you identify yourself very strongly with a particular group, then your willingness to help other members of that group increases—this would, for instance, be a typical hypothesis from social psychological research. A more concrete example: You assume that a football fan of Arsenal would be more helpful towards another Arsenal fan than towards a fan of Manchester United. The hypothesis in line with this is: if two people perceive themselves as football fans of the same club, then their willingness to help each other is greater. 
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2.2 Quality criteria for the assessment of socio-psychological research areas
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How good a theory ultimately is depends on a number of quality criteria. Within the scientific community very specific quality criteria, which are used to assess and analyse scientific theories, have become established overtime. 

	Internal consistency – you should not be able to derive both a statement and its opposite from one theory 







	External consistency – a theory should not contradict other, already proven theories without explaining exactly where and why those already proven theories are to be contradicted







	A good theory should make as precise explanations and predictions as possible 







	A theory that can be applied to several situations is better 


This short enumeration of quality criteria is by far incomplete but can give you a first impression of the high standards that a scientific (social psychological) theory must comply with. Many interesting theories are repeatedly subjected to severe criticism because they violate individual quality criteria. 
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