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Evaluating Social Identity Theory
One strength of the social identity theory as an explanation of prejudice is that it is supported by a great deal of research studies, many of which are laboratory experiments with strong internal validity due to the control of confounding variables. 

For example, Tajfel (1970) aimed to show that even in the absence of any competition, opposing groups will show in group favouritism and discriminatory behaviour towards out-group members. He randomly assigned 14-15 year olds to one of two groups and told them that this was on the basis of whether they had over or under estimated the number of spots on a slide. When allowed the opportunity to assign points to pairs of boys (one from in group and one from out-group, the participants consistently assigned more points to in-group members than out-group members and even opted to take a smaller amount for the in-group boy if it meant that there would be a greater difference between the number of points assigned to in and out-group members. 

This study clearly demonstrated that social identity theory may be correct in the assertion that simply social categorisation may be sufficient to evoke prejudice and discrimination.
This finding is also supported by studies with greater ecological validity such as that of Lalonde (1992) who showed how a failing hockey team demonstrated in-group bias by indicating that other teams who had beaten them ‘played dirty’, i.e. their collective self esteem was enhanced by devaluing out-group achievement and thus attributing their failure to factors out of their control. This is an important study as it looks at naturally occurring behaviour and not a response to an artificial laboratory manipulation which may evoke demand characteristics. This suggests once again that social identity may be correct in the assertion that in-group favouritism enhances self esteem.

One weakness of social identity theory is that it cannot account for why opposing groups may show differing levels of prejudice at different times assuming that their collective self-esteem has not altered. 
One study which demonstrates that this can happen is Hovland and Sears’ (1940) retrospective analysis of the number of lynching of Negroes in the southern states of America between 1882 and 1930. This study clearly demonstrated a negative correlation whereby as cotton prices fell, the number of lynching increased. This finding is better explained by the realistic conflict theory which suggests that when there are limited resources, frustration increases and this can lead to inter-group conflict as the in-group sees the out-group as a greater threat.
One strength of social identity theory is its explanatory power in providing insight into real world events such as the genocide in Rwanda.... (explain in brief using concepts from SIT). When a study clearly accounts for phenomena in the real world this increases the validity of the theory. 
One weakness of social identity theory is that it tends to be rather negative apparently indicating that prejudice is inevitable, i.e. it will always tend to arise when individuals categorise themselves as in-group members and others out-group members, since Tajfel and Turner suggests that the mere existence of two groups leads to prejudice. This almost presents some kind of defence for discriminatory behaviour and implies that behaviour is determined by group membership rather than under individual control. In fact, it was noted with a replication of Sherif’s famous Robbers’ Cave experiment that dividing boy scouts into teams at camp did not produce out-group hostility even when presented with competitive tasks and this was interpreted as being a product of the overriding norm of cooperation fostered in scouting. This suggests that the degree of prejudice expressed in a population may be regulated by social norms which apply to larger groups of which both in-group and out-groups could be seen as members.
A further weakness of social identity theory is that it is a Western explanation of prejudice involving concepts such as self-concept and self-esteem which may apply better to individualist cultures than collectivist cultures. In collectivist cultures where sense of self as a separate entity is less well accepted, this explanation may not help to explain the cases of prejudice. Many African nations have a more collectivist perspective and therefore it may not make sense for western psychologists to explain atrocities such as those occurring in Rwanda in these terms; it may be better to turn to the indigenous psychologies of countries which have experienced genocide to get a non-biased view. 
