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Social Identity Theory
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Tajfel and Turner (1979) 
In the early 70s, Henri Tajfel conducted studies known as ‘the minimal groups experiments’ which attempted to explore the minimal conditions that would lead members of one group to discriminate in favour of the in-group to which they belonged and against another out-group. Social identity theory was developed to further explain the outcomes of these studies and has helped illuminate the psychological basis of intergroup discrimination. 
Key ideas
· [image: image2.png]


An individual’s self-concept is made up of a personal self (our disposition/personality as we see it; our character traits, those things that make us unique) and a number of social selves or social identities

· Our social identities are derived from our perceived membership of social groups (Hogg & Vaughan, 2002); we have as many social identities as there are groups that we categorise ourselves as belonging to
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· When an individual sees him or herself as belonging to a certain group, Tajfel and Turner (1979) call this the in-group. 
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They  suggest that we derive self esteem from the groups we belong to, from the sense of belonging that we get from group membership ;from the acceptance of others; the amount of self esteem we derive from these groups depends upon the way in which we perceive the groups we belong to ; if we see them as good then we bask in the ‘reflected glory’, we must also be good as we are a member of this group; we are therefore motivated to perceive our in groups in a positive light; this can be enhanced further through comparison to other groups which we are motivated to perceive more negatively

· There is a suggestion then that a cognitive level group membership affects our perception and attributions made about individuals based on group membership (prejudice), but also that we may in fact have a predisposition to treat people differently based on group membership (discrimination)

· In-group members are likely to be treated more favourably and perceived as superior in comparison with out-group members; achievements are attributed to internal/dispositional factors and failures to external/situational factors
· Out-group members will be treated less favourably and individuals may react with hostility, fear, suspicion or contempt towards those individuals categorised as part of the out-group; Out-group members may be perceived as inferior in comparison with the in-group, their achievements minimised and attributed to external/situational factors 
and their failure to internal/dispositional factors
· Tajfel and turner use the term ‘the quest for positive distinctiveness’, to describe the fact that the individual is motivated to see the in-group as distinct from other groups in a positive way; thus differences between groups may be exaggerated and similarities minimised. 
· Three variables have been identified as contributing to the emergence of in-group favouritism :

a) the extent to which individuals identify with an in-group to internalize that group membership as an aspect of their self-concept. 
b) the extent to which the prevailing context provides ground for comparison between groups. 
c) the perceived relevance of the comparison group, which itself will be shaped by the relative and absolute status of the in-group. 
Key processes
1. Social categorisation: Social categorization refers to the separation of individuals into one of two groups, ‘like me: us’ or ‘not like me; them’. According to Tajfel categorization is a basic characteristic of human thought. He argues that categorization alone can be sufficient to lead to prejudice and discrimination, in-group favoritism and out-group bias, potentially including hostility and violence.

2. Social identification: According to Tajfel, social identification follows categorization and involves an individual adopting the beliefs, values, attitudes and norms of the group to which they see themselves as belonging. In addition to the more obvious outward changes in behaviour and appearance for example, identification includes a shift in a person’s thinking and involves a change to his or her self concept; (a social identity is formed which becomes part of the self concept). Once this process has occurred, social comparison may follow whereby self esteem is enhanced by perceiving in-group members as superior to out-group members.
3. Social comparison: Tajfel’s says that our self esteem is determined by the way in which we perceive the groups that we see ourselves as belonging to.  In order to gain knowledge of these groups we compare them to others. Since the outcome of the comparisons that we make affect our self esteem, these comparisons may not be objective, for example we may perceive the in-group as superior, exaggerating their successes and attributing them to innate ability (disposition) whereas the out-group are seen as inferior, their achievements are denigrated and seen as being caused by external factors (situational). This was shown in a research study by Lalonde (1992) who noted that members of a hockey team who were not playing well put their competitors’ success down to them ‘playing dirty’ and not to the fact that they were perhaps just the better side. This similar to self serving bias and is sometimes termed group-serving bias.
Key implications according to Tajfel and Turner (1979)

· The mere existence of two identifiable groups is sufficient to cause prejudice, discrimination and potential inter-group conflict, due the individual categorising others as either ‘us’ or ‘them’, ‘like me’ or ‘not like me’
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Figure 2: The In-group





Figure 3: Out-group hostility





Describe social identity theory (8) �


Discuss social identity theory making reference to relevant studies (22)                               








