
ap psych unit 9 social psychology

ap psych unit 9 social psychology is a crucial segment of the Advanced Placement Psychology

curriculum that delves into how individuals’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are influenced by the

actual, imagined, or implied presence of others. This unit explores fundamental concepts such as

social cognition, attitudes, conformity, group dynamics, and interpersonal relationships. Understanding

social psychology is essential for comprehending how social environments shape human behavior and

decision-making processes. The unit also covers key experiments and theories that reveal the

mechanisms behind social influence, obedience, prejudice, and aggression. This article provides a

comprehensive overview of ap psych unit 9 social psychology, highlighting its major themes and terms

to prepare students for success in the AP exam and to foster a deeper understanding of the social

forces that govern human interaction. The following table of contents outlines the main topics

discussed.
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Foundations of Social Psychology

Ap psych unit 9 social psychology begins with the foundational principles that define the field. Social

psychology examines how an individual's behavior is affected by social environments and group

interactions. It bridges psychology and sociology by studying social thinking, social influence, and

social relations. Early pioneers like Kurt Lewin emphasized the importance of situational factors over

personality in shaping behavior, a concept central to this unit.

Definition and Scope

Social psychology is defined as the scientific study of how people think about, influence, and relate to

one another. The scope includes understanding social norms, roles, and the impact of social contexts

on individual behavior. This discipline relies on empirical research to uncover patterns in social

behavior and cognitive processes.

Major Theories and Approaches

The unit covers several key theories such as attribution theory, which explains how people infer

causes of behavior, and social learning theory, which highlights learning through observation. Another

important approach is the social identity theory, which explores how group membership impacts self-

concept and intergroup relations.

Social Cognition and Perception

Understanding how individuals perceive and interpret social information is a core element of ap psych

unit 9 social psychology. Social cognition involves the processes by which people think about and

make sense of themselves and others in social contexts. This section explores how biases and

heuristics influence social perception.



Attribution Theory

Attribution theory explains how individuals attribute causes to behaviors, distinguishing between

internal dispositions and external situations. This concept is pivotal for understanding errors like the

fundamental attribution error, where people overemphasize personality traits while underestimating

situational factors.

Social Schemas and Heuristics

Social schemas are mental frameworks that help organize knowledge about people and social

situations. Heuristics, such as the availability and representativeness heuristics, allow for quick

judgments but can lead to cognitive biases, impacting social perception and decision-making.

Self-fulfilling Prophecies and Stereotypes

Self-fulfilling prophecies occur when expectations influence behaviors that cause the expectations to

come true. Stereotypes, as generalized beliefs about groups, can shape social interactions and

perpetuate biases, a critical topic in social cognition.

Attitudes and Persuasion

Ap psych unit 9 social psychology emphasizes how attitudes form, change, and influence behavior.

Attitudes reflect evaluations of people, objects, or ideas and can be explicit or implicit. This section

examines the components of attitudes and the mechanisms behind persuasion.

Components of Attitudes

Attitudes consist of three components: affective (emotional), behavioral (actions), and cognitive

(beliefs). Understanding these components helps explain how attitudes are maintained or altered over



time.

Theories of Attitude Change

Key theories include the cognitive dissonance theory, which describes the discomfort arising from

conflicting attitudes and behaviors, leading to attitude change. The elaboration likelihood model (ELM)

differentiates between central and peripheral routes to persuasion, highlighting factors that affect the

strength and durability of attitude change.

Persuasion Techniques

Persuasion can be achieved through various strategies such as reciprocity, social proof, authority, and

scarcity. These techniques influence attitudes and behaviors in social contexts, essential for

understanding marketing, politics, and interpersonal influence.

Social Influence: Conformity, Compliance, and Obedience

This section addresses how social forces shape individual behavior through conformity, compliance,

and obedience. Ap psych unit 9 social psychology explores classic studies and concepts that

demonstrate the power of social influence.

Conformity

Conformity involves changing one’s behavior or beliefs to align with group norms. Influential

experiments, such as Solomon Asch’s conformity studies, reveal the conditions and motivations behind

conformity, including normative and informational social influence.



Compliance

Compliance refers to yielding to explicit requests from others. Techniques like the foot-in-the-door and

door-in-the-face illustrate how compliance can be systematically influenced to shape behavior in social

settings.

Obedience

Obedience is the act of following orders from an authority figure. Stanley Milgram’s obedience

experiments highlight the extent to which individuals comply with authority, even when actions conflict

with personal morals, underscoring ethical considerations in social psychology.

Group Dynamics and Behavior

Ap psych unit 9 social psychology investigates how group membership affects individual behavior.

Group dynamics encompass phenomena such as social facilitation, social loafing, deindividuation, and

group polarization.

Social Facilitation and Social Loafing

Social facilitation refers to improved performance on tasks when in the presence of others, while social

loafing describes reduced effort when individuals work in groups. These concepts explain how group

settings can both enhance and diminish productivity.

Deindividuation

Deindividuation occurs when people lose self-awareness and restraint in group situations, leading to

behavior that is uncharacteristic and sometimes antisocial. This phenomenon is important in

understanding mob behavior and anonymity effects.



Group Polarization and Groupthink

Group polarization describes the tendency for group discussions to amplify members’ prevailing

opinions. Groupthink refers to poor decision-making resulting from the desire for harmony and

conformity within a group, often at the expense of critical evaluation.

Prejudice, Discrimination, and Aggression

This portion of ap psych unit 9 social psychology focuses on the causes and consequences of

prejudice, discrimination, and aggression in social contexts. It examines social and psychological

factors that contribute to intergroup conflict and harmful behaviors.

Sources of Prejudice

Prejudice arises from social categorization, in-group favoritism, and out-group bias. Social identity

theory and realistic conflict theory explain how competition and group distinctions fuel prejudicial

attitudes.

Discrimination and Its Effects

Discrimination involves actions taken against individuals based on group membership. Its effects

include social inequality, psychological distress, and perpetuation of stereotypes, making it a critical

issue in social psychology.

Theories of Aggression

Aggression is influenced by biological, psychological, and social factors. The frustration-aggression

hypothesis and social learning theory provide frameworks for understanding how aggression develops

and is expressed in social settings.



Interpersonal Attraction and Relationships

Ap psych unit 9 social psychology concludes with an exploration of factors influencing attraction, love,

and relationship dynamics. This area highlights the complexity of human social bonds and attachment.

Factors Influencing Attraction

Physical attractiveness, similarity, proximity, and reciprocal liking are key determinants of interpersonal

attraction. These factors increase the likelihood of forming and maintaining relationships.

Theories of Love and Relationship Development

The triangular theory of love describes intimacy, passion, and commitment as components of love.

Attachment theory explains how early relationships shape adult romantic bonds, emphasizing secure,

anxious, and avoidant attachment styles.

Relationship Maintenance and Conflict

Effective communication, equity, and forgiveness contribute to healthy relationships. Conflict resolution

strategies are essential for managing disagreements and sustaining long-term partnerships.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is social psychology and how is it studied in AP Psychology Unit

9?

Social psychology is the scientific study of how individuals think, feel, and behave in social contexts. In

AP Psychology Unit 9, it is studied through concepts such as social influence, attitudes, group

behavior, and interpersonal relationships, often involving experiments and observations of social

interactions.

What are the main types of social influence discussed in Unit 9?

The main types of social influence are conformity, compliance, and obedience. Conformity involves

changing behavior to match group norms, compliance is agreeing to a request from others, and

obedience is following orders from an authority figure.

How does the concept of conformity explain behavior in social

settings?

Conformity occurs when individuals adjust their behavior or beliefs to align with those of a group, often

to fit in or avoid rejection. This is explained by normative social influence (desire to be liked) and

informational social influence (desire to be correct).



What is the difference between normative social influence and

informational social influence?

Normative social influence is the influence to conform to the expectations of others to gain social

approval or avoid rejection. Informational social influence occurs when people conform because they

believe others have accurate information and they want to be correct.

How do attitudes influence behavior according to social psychology?

Attitudes, which are evaluations of people, objects, or ideas, influence behavior when they are strong,

specific to the behavior, and when a person is aware of their attitude. The Theory of Planned Behavior

explains how attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control shape intentions and

actions.

What role does cognitive dissonance play in social psychology?

Cognitive dissonance refers to the discomfort experienced when a person holds conflicting attitudes or

behaviors. To reduce this discomfort, individuals may change their attitudes or rationalize their

behavior, which explains attitude change after decisions or actions contrary to initial beliefs.

How do stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination differ?

Stereotypes are generalized beliefs about a group, prejudice involves negative feelings or attitudes

toward a group, and discrimination is the unfair treatment or behavior directed at individuals based on

their group membership.

What are some factors that reduce obedience as studied in Unit 9?

Factors that reduce obedience include the presence of dissenting peers, increased physical or

psychological distance from the authority figure, and the ability to see the consequences of one's

actions. These factors decrease the likelihood of following harmful orders.



How does the concept of groupthink affect decision-making in groups?

Groupthink occurs when the desire for harmony or conformity in a group leads to irrational or

dysfunctional decision-making. It causes members to suppress dissenting opinions, overlook

alternatives, and prioritize consensus over critical evaluation.

Additional Resources

1. Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion

This classic book by Robert Cialdini explores the key principles behind why people say "yes" and how

to apply these understandings in everyday life. It delves into social psychology concepts like

reciprocity, commitment, social proof, authority, liking, and scarcity. The book is widely used in AP

Psychology courses to illustrate persuasion techniques and social influence.

2. Social Psychology by David Myers

A comprehensive textbook that covers the foundational theories and research in social psychology. It

includes detailed discussions on topics such as conformity, obedience, group behavior, attitudes, and

interpersonal relationships. This book is often used in AP Psychology units to provide students with in-

depth knowledge and scientific studies related to social behavior.

3. The Social Animal by Elliot Aronson

This engaging book offers an accessible introduction to social psychology by exploring human

behavior and social interaction. Aronson uses vivid examples and experimental research to explain

phenomena like conformity, obedience, prejudice, and attraction. It is a favorite among students for its

storytelling approach to complex psychological concepts.

4. Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking by Susan Cain

While focusing on personality, this book also touches on social psychology themes such as social

influence, group dynamics, and communication styles. Cain highlights how introverted individuals

navigate social settings and how their traits impact social interactions. It provides valuable insight into

the diversity of social behavior and interpersonal relationships.



5. Obedience to Authority: An Experimental View by Stanley Milgram

This seminal work details the famous Milgram experiments which revealed the extent to which people

obey authority figures, even when asked to perform actions conflicting with their personal conscience.

The book provides a critical examination of obedience, conformity, and ethical considerations in

psychological research. It is essential reading for understanding social influence and authority.

6. Stumbling on Happiness by Daniel Gilbert

Gilbert’s book explores how people predict their future emotions and the social psychological biases

that affect these predictions. It discusses the impact of social contexts on happiness and decision-

making. The book offers insights into human cognition and affect within social environments, relevant

to understanding social psychology.

7. Connected: The Surprising Power of Our Social Networks and How They Shape Our Lives by

Nicholas A. Christakis and James H. Fowler

This book examines how social networks influence individual behavior, emotions, and even health. It

combines social psychology with sociology and network theory to show how our connections affect us

in profound ways. The authors provide empirical evidence of social contagion phenomena like

happiness, obesity, and cooperation.

8. Prejudice: Its Social Psychology by Rupert Brown

This book focuses on the social psychological roots and consequences of prejudice, stereotyping, and

discrimination. Brown discusses theories and research on intergroup relations, social identity, and

methods to reduce bias. It provides a thorough overview suitable for AP Psychology students studying

social issues.

9. Thinking, Fast and Slow by Daniel Kahneman

Though primarily about cognitive psychology, Kahneman’s exploration of decision-making processes

includes key social psychology concepts like heuristics, biases, and social judgment. The book

explains how our thinking is influenced by automatic and reflective processes, affecting social

perception and behavior. It is a valuable resource for understanding the cognitive underpinnings of

social interactions.
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