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Results: Milgram found that all the participants went to at least 300 volts and 65% continued and administered 
the full 450 volts. In addition to this quantitative data, qualitative observations were also made which report that 
participants showed signs of distress and tension, for example, sweating, stuttering, and trembling.

Conclusion: Milgram concluded that under the right situational circumstances, ordinary people will obey unjust 
orders from someone who is perceived to be a legitimate authority figure.

Theory 1 Agency Theory of Obedience
This theory of obedience assumes that when people obey, they enter an ‘agentic state’ and have experienced a 
psychological shift from autonomous (independent) to acting as an agent, on behalf of an authority figure. This explains 
why people are obedient even when they are distressed or uncomfortable with what they have been asked to do. In 
other words, once we are no longer under our own control (due to being given an order by an authority figure and thus 
entering an agentic state) we shift responsibility for our behaviours away from us and onto the authority figure. 

Theory 2 Social Impact Theory (Latane, 1981)
"Social impact’ is defined by Nowak et al (1990) as ‘individual feelings, thoughts, or behaviours that are exerted by 
real, imagined, or implied presence or actions of others.’

This theory of obedience focuses on how we behave in the presence of other people, our attitudes, and our beliefs. It 
assumes that we are likely to behave differently when we are with other people. Additionally, size and status of groups 
affect how influential they are on other people. 

‘Group polarisation’ occurs when the groups ideas and attitudes are more extreme than the individuals who make up 
the group, demonstrating that our behaviour is different when in the presence of others. Alternatively, minority groups 
of individuals can also lead to a change in the attitudes and beliefs of others, through consistency, commitment, and 
flexibility. 

Evaluation of Social Impact Theory 
 • One strength of the theory is that it has had positive implications for society. Latane’s theory led to the development  
  of a mathematical formula that can help predict behaviours of large groups. This is useful in controlling obedience  
  that would be detrimental to individuals and society. For example, the formula could predict the size of the group  
  and their likely influence on other people. 
 • One strength is that there is research evidence to support the social impact theory. For example, Milgram   
  replicated his obedience research and found that the behaviour of participants changed when they believed   
  themselves to be the only participant, compared to having a ‘disobedient’ peer (someone who refused to deliver  
  the shocks). He concluded that the presence of a disobedient peer decreased obedience rates, showing that social  
  impact theory can explain changes in our behaviour. 
 • One limitation of the theory is that there are many who disagree that behavioural changes can be reduced to just  
  one factor. For example, there are multiple influences on behaviour to consider such as nearness of groups, size  
  of the group, and powers of persuasion. This means that to truly understand obedience, a range of influences  
  must be taken into consideration. In addition, many argue that the social impact theory of obedience merely   
  describes social influence in general rather than obedience specifically. 
 • One limitation of the social impact theory is that individual differences are not considered when explaining   
  obedience. Some people are more vulnerable to complying with orders from authority figures, and vulnerable to  
  persuasion. Such individuals need to be considered when explaining why obedience occurs. This means that   
  social impact theory needs to acknowledge a broader range of factors that can influence obedience or offer   
  an explanation that combines multiple theories. Until then, there are features of obedience that remain   
  unaccounted for by the social impact theory. 

It is assumed that the agentic state is an evolutionary, adaptive behaviour that has aided survival. Social groups 
are more likely to survive and function as a society if there are leaders and followers, therefore a hierarchical social 
system is now a feature in most societies. 

Evaluation of Agency Theory 
 • One strength of the agency theory is that it is supported by research evidence. Milgram replicated his original  
  research to review the impact of situational factors on obedience. For example, when the proximity between   
  the learner and the teacher was changed (the teacher had to put the learner’s hand on the shock plate)   
  obedience decreased. This demonstrates that when the agentic state decreases or is weakened, autonomy   
  resumes, and we are less likely to obey. 
 • One strength of the agency theory is that it has face validity. This means it can be seen throughout real-life   
  examples and can help to explain atrocities throughout history. For example, the German Nazi regime between  
  1933 and 1945 led to the persecution and mass murder of millions of Jews, Romani people, and many others  
  that were viewed as ‘degenerate’. Agency theory explains why many of the soldiers reported that they were ‘just  
  following orders’ and did not take responsibility for their actions. 
 • One limitation of this theory is that it is based on the assumptions that obedience is an evolutionary and adaptive  
  behaviour, but there is no evidence to support this. In addition, agency theory does not offer any insight into why  
  people enter an agentic state, only claiming that they do. This means that there are many parts of obedience that  
  are yet to be understood. 
 • One limitation is that there are alternative theories that may explain obedience more thoroughly. For example,  
  French and Raven (1959) proposed various types of social power that affect obedience such as ‘legitimate   
  power’ (found in people with certain roles, such as police), and ‘coercive power’ (found in those who can punish  
  disobedience). This suggests that agency theory alone is not as powerful as intended. 

Autonmomous State Agentic State

Behaviour is voluntary

We are responsible for our own behaviours

We act as an agent on behalf of the authority figure

We are not responsible for our own behaviours
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Exam Tip  Use your skills to evaluate how culture affects obedience. Try using evidence that shows how culture 
can increase or decrease obedience, or how obedience is culturally universal or varied. You could make links to 
the nature – nurture debate in issues and debates.  

3 Assess how culture effects obedience. (8 marks)

Exam Tip  This application question is assessing your knowledge of personality and you will hopefully 
recognise this when reading and re-reading the stem. Choose which girl is most likely to resist pressures to 
obey and be sure to explain why, making links back to personality and obedience.

4 Brooke and Josie have just sat their GCSE exams. Brooke says that she is not worried   
 about the results because it will not be her fault if she fails, it will be the examiners’ fault  
 for writing hard questions. Josie claims that her results will be her own responsibility and
 that if she wanted top grades then she should have revised more. Identify which girl is  
 most likely to resist pressures to obey an authority figure and justify your decision. (4 marks)

Exam Tip  Use your descriptive skills to outline this personality trait/type. Avoid listing features of this 
personality. Instead, offer a concise outline of what someone with this personality is like, and you could make a 
link to obedience – although the question does not state that you must.  

5 Outline what is meant by an ‘authoritarian personality’. (3 marks)

CHAPTER 4 PREJUDICE
EXPLANATION AND RESEARCH INTO PREJUDICE INCLUDING SOCIAL 
IDENTITY THEORY AND REALISTIC CONFLICT THEORY

What you need to know

Outline and evaluate social identity theory as an explanation for prejudice

Outline and evaluate realistic conflict theory as an explanation for prejudice

Use research to evaluate theories of prejudice

‘Stereotypes’ refer to an idea that we have about a group or an individual and often come from an experience or sec-
ond-hand experiences. Stereotypes involve these ideas being applied to similar people and large groups. For example, 
stereotypes about women or about students. 

Stereotypes lead to ‘prejudice’ if our attitude becomes affected. Prejudice is defined as ‘an attitude, usually negative, 
that may lead to discrimination’. 

Prejudice refers to the attitude, whilst discrimination refers to behaviours (usually negative) towards others such as 
paying them less money for a role or preventing their rights to vote. For example, a stereotype about a woman being 
‘weak’ or ‘emotional’ may lead to a prejudiced attitude towards all women (e.g. all women are ridiculous) which could 
lead to discrimination (e.g. not hiring female employees). 

Explanation 1 Social Identity Theory
Tajfel and Turner (1979) claim that prejudice occurs because of group formations, even when there is no conflict or 
history between the groups. They suggest that each person has several ‘selves’ that play a role in group membership, 
and that different versions of these selves emerge depending upon the situation. 
‘Social identity’ refers to the ways in which people see themselves in relation to their membership of social groups. 
The group they have membership with is their ‘in-group’ and other groups become ‘out-groups’. We favour our in-
group to raise our self-esteem and can be hostile to out-groups. According to social identity theory, there are three 
ways in which a group may become prejudice towards another group:

 1 Social categorisation: seeing yourself as part of a group
 2 Social identification: overt identification with the group, taking on the norms and attitudes of the group
 3 Social comparison: comparisons are made with the out-group, and the in-group is favoured. This is more likely  
  to occur when the comparison is meaningful and favouring your in-group will improve success or self-esteem. 

Evaluation of social identity theory
 • One strength of the social identity theory is that there is a wealth of research support. Tajfel et al. (1970)   
  conducted research that shows that individuals favour their in-group over an out-group, even when there is   
  not much conflict between them. (See below for a more detailed account of this research). In addition, Crocker 
  and Luhtanen (1990) found that that those who think highly of their in-group have a high collective 
  self-esteem, and that loyalty is high, even when the in-group is not performing well (e.g. at a sporting event). 
  The similar conclusions from multiple studies show that there is reliability in research, providing strong support for  
  the social identity theory. 
 • One strength of the theory is that it has real life applications, such as understanding football team rivalry, hostility, 
  and prejudice. Social identity theory would explain these prejudiced attitudes towards rival teams and   
  discrimination against players or fans, as the formation of in and out-groups, and a preference for your own 
  in-group. 
 • One limitation of the theory is that there is unintentional overlap with the ‘realistic conflict theory’ which claims  
  that group conflict leads to prejudice. Although social identity theory focuses on the formation of groups leading  
  to prejudice, even in the absence of competition or conflict, most research uses competition between groups to  
  investigate prejudice, meaning that both theories of prejudice are investigated, not just social identity theory. 
 • One limitation of social identity theory is that it only focuses on the effects of group formation as a reason   
  for prejudice, despite there being many other influencing factors. For example, personality and situational factors  
  must be considered when explaining such complicated attitudes such as prejudice. For example, deindividuation  
  theory explains group behaviours can become hostile or anti-social if they feel anonymous in a crowd, or diffuse  
  responsibility. This means that there are plenty of alternative theories for prejudice that social identity theory does  
  not acknowledge.
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Cohrs et al. (2012)
Full details of this study and evaluation can be found on page 22 of this resource

Aim: To investigate relationships between prejudice, personality dimensions and ideological attitudes (RWA and 
SDO), using self and peer report data.

Method 1: Personality tests were given to participants to determine the relationship between ideological attitudes, 
personality dimensions and personality. 

Results: The more participants were open to experiences, the less they scored for RWA. IN other words, there was 
a negative correlation. 

Conclusion: Being open to experiences and not being rigid (RWA) and not feeling dominant over others (SDO) is a 
combination that will not lead to prejudice. 

Method 2: To determine whether self-report data is valid and reliable, Cohrs et at. (2012) aimed to use peer-report 
data to avoid social desirability of answers in personality tests. 

In one condition of this study, they used data from 1 acquaintance of the participant, plus the self-report data. In a 
second condition, they used data from 2 acquaintances of the participant and self-report data. 

Results: In condition 1, the mean scores for neuroticism, extraversion, agreeableness and RWA were similar 
between peer and self-report data. In condition 2, mean scores were similar between peer and self-report data for 
agreeableness and RWA. 

Conclusion: This study concluded that self-report data is more susceptible to social desirability than peer-report 
data but the difference is not convincing.  

Application of Issues and Debates   
Use of psychological knowledge in society: Each of the studies help to understanding human behaviour whether it 
is prejudice or obedience. Sherif et al. (1954/1961) demonstrate the importance of common goals and co-operation in 
reducing prejudice and improving relationships between groups. In addition, Reicher and Haslam (2006) demonstrate 
that groups who are united tend to have better mental health than dysfunctional groups. The findings from these 
studies could be used to make changes in society or in policies that would improve the harmony and functioning of 
society. 

Practical issues in research: The studies used a variety of research methods and data collection methods. Those 
studies that used a variety of data collection methods such as observations and recordings were able to triangulate 
their findings and assess reliability, which is a strength of the research design. However, some research such as Sherif 
et al. (1954/1961) only used a male sample, which means that generalisations to females could be inaccurate, and 
some studies used field experiments meaning that the studies are not entirely replicable. 

exam style questions

Exam Tip  In this question you need to give a detailed answer about the events during the study and how the 
researchers were gathering data. Avoid providing a description that is far too long and generic, and focus on 
specific methodology, key terms, and what went on in the stages of the study.   

1  Describe the procedures of the Sherif et al. Robbers cave study. (4 marks)

Exam Tip  In this question you should only be focused on the outcomes of the study, such as the behaviour 
and interactions of the boys. The study had three stages, so you could talk about some or all the results in 
each of the stages. 

2  Outline the results of the Sherif et al. Robbers cave study. (4 marks)

Exam Tip  Consider your knowledge of ethical guidelines and what the BPS say about harming participants. 
This is a link to your knowledge of issues and debates, and here you can apply ethical guidelines and issues 
to the research. Avoid listing the issues and instead, choose ones to focus on and offer elaboration on each.

3  Assess the Sherif et. al Robbers cave study in terms of ethics. (8 marks)

Exam Tip  You can choose whichever contemporary study you have studied when answering this question 
and make direct comparisons to Milgram’s methodology. Consider participants, sampling, experimental 
design, research methods, data collection, and even the ways in which variables were measured or controlled. 
Ethics are also an acceptable answer here but don’t relay on them.

4  Choose one of the contemporary studies and compare the methodology used in the study  
 to the methodology of Milgram’s research into obedience. (6 marks)

Exam Tip  Choose whichever study you have studied and use your knowledge of issues and debates to 
assess how scientific it is. Consider falsifiability, objectivity, cause and effect and other features of science. 

5  Choose one of the contemporary studies and assess the scientific status of it. (8 marks)

CHAPTER 7 METHODS
What you need to know

Describe and evaluate methods of self-reporting data

Designing and conducting questionnaires and interviews

Describe the purpose of alternative hypothesis 

Outline sampling techniques and representation

Describe and evaluate qualitative data

Describe and evaluate quantitative data

Outline the ethical guidelines and ethical principles

Outline risk management in psychological research 

What is an alternative hypothesis?
Every study offers a hypothesis which refers to a prediction about research results. In experiments, this is referred 
to as the ‘experimental hypothesis’ but in questionnaires and interviews it is called an ‘alternative hypothesis’. The 
purpose of research is to prove the hypothesis and disprove a ‘null’ hypothesis, a statement that the alternative or 
experimental hypothesis will not occur. 



NOT LICENSED FOR REPRODUCTION - PLEASE DO NOT COPY THIS BOOKLET   www.tutor2u.net  3938  Edexcel A-Level Psychology Social Psychology Study Book

 • Median: used in cases where there are extreme values in a data set, thus making it difficult to get a true   
  representation of the data through using the mean. 

   • The median is not affected by extreme scores, so is ideal when considering a data set that is heavily skewed. 
   • It only uses middle values, meaning that it does not reflect all scores in the data set.
   • It is easy to calculate, as the median takes the middle value within the data set.

 • Mode: refers to the value or score that appears most frequently within the data set. 

   • Whilst easy to calculate, it can be quite misleading of the data set. Imagine if the lowest value in the example  
    data set (12%) appeared twice. It wouldn’t be truly representative of the whole data set; however, this would  
    be the mode score. 
   • A strength of using the mode is that it can be used on categorical data, whilst the mean and median cannot.  
    For example, if participants were asked to identify the way that they travelled to work each day, and gave  
    answers such as ‘car’, ‘bus’, or ‘walk’, then a mode could still be identified for this set of data, as it is simply  
    the response that was given most often. However, it is also possible that there is no mode for a data set, if 
    all the values are different.

Measures of dispersion are descriptive statistics that define the spread of data around a central value (mean or 
median). There are two measures of dispersion: range and standard deviation (SD).

 • Range: calculated by subtracting the lowest score in the data set from the highest score in the data set and   
  (usually) adding 1. The addition of 1 to the calculation is a mathematical correction which allows for the fact that  
  some of the scores in the data set will have been rounded up or down.

   • This value is very straightforward to calculate, which is a clear strength of using the range. 
   • it is only taking into consideration the two extreme scores, which may not be an accurate representation of  
    the data set as a whole.

 • Standard deviation: more informative measure of dispersion. The standard deviation looks at how far the scores  
  deviate from the mean. If the standard deviation is large, this suggests that the data is very dispersed around the  
  mean and, for example, the participants scored very differently. However, if the standard deviation value is quite  
  small, this suggests that the values are very concentrated around the mean, and that everyone scored relatively  
  similarly to one other.
   • The standard deviation score takes into consideration all the values within the data set and is a very precise  
    measurement.
   • However, in the same way as the mean, the fact that it considers every value means that it can be easily  
    distorted by an extreme value which could, in turn, mean that it misrepresents the data

Mean

Values

Oc
cu

re
nc

es

Synoptic Link:
Research into obedience is an example of where quantitative data can be calculated and used to make 
comparisons between studies or identify trends. For example, Milgram (1963) found that 65% of participants 
were obedient, and in 1976, Montell and Panzerella found that 85% of participants were obedience. Without the 
use of such quantitative methods of data analysis, comparisons between the studies and obedience rates would 
be more difficult and much more subjective. 

Data presentation
Perhaps the most straightforward way of presenting data is in tables which will summarise the key descriptive 
statistics for a data set, for example, the mean values and standard deviation values for each condition within a 
psychological investigation. Presenting data in this way will allow the reader to easily compare the most important 
values, without needing to interpret the data. 
For example, imagine the results of Milgram’s research are presented in a table like the following:

Bar charts are used to show frequency data for discrete (separate) variables, e.g. they are used to plot mean scores 
separately for conditions A and B (and C, D, E…). 

For example, one of the bar charts pictured in this resource demonstrates the results from Milgram’s research. 

Condition of the study % of participants that reached 450v

Original baseline study           65%

Instructions given over the phone        22.5%

Change of venue          47.5%

Original study Instructions via
phone

Decreased
proximity

Female sample

Bar chart to show the percentage of people that reached 450v in Milgram's study of obedience
 when factors were changes
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Interviews as a research method
Interviews are self-report techniques that involve an experimenter asking participants questions and recording their 
responses. Interviews can be conducted face to face, over the phone or over the internet, and may be used as an 
alternative to questionnaires if participants are identified as vulnerable, or if access is difficult. Interviews mostly 
gather qualitative data, and there are three types that researchers may use:

 1 Structured interviews: where the interviewer has a set list of questions to lead the conversation, a framework  
  which will be rigidly stuck to. For example, a job interview. 


