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SOCIOCULTURAL APPROACH 
Topic 1:  The individual and the group. 
Content: Social identity theory. 
Key Idea:  Social and cultural contexts influence individual and group behaviour. 
 
KEY STUDY: Tajfel et al. (1971). Social categorization and intergroup behaviour.  
 
Links to 
§ Sociocultural approach.  The formation of stereotypes. 
§ Human Relationships. Group dynamics – prejudice and discrimination. 

 
Background 
Minimal groups paradigm: they found that merely being put in a group at random is enough to 
instill loyalty to the group and some discrimination towards those outside the group. This formed 
the basis for Tajfel & Turner’s (1979) social identity theory. 
 
Aim 
To investigate how social categorisation affects intergroup behaviour. 
 
Participants 
48 males aged 14-15 from the same state school in Bristol, UK. The boys were randomly allocated 
to 3 groups consisting of 16 boys per group. 
 
Procedure 
Once they had been randomly assigned to a group the boys were shown slides of paintings by the 
artists Klee and Kandinsky and told that their preference for one of these two artists would form 
the basis of the group they would be assigned to. The boys were not told which boys were 
members of their group and there was no face-to-face contact with other group members once 
they had made their choice. The boys were then shown, individually, to a cubicle and asked to 
conduct the following task: assign money (virtual, not real) to members of either the boy’s ingroup 
(based on the preference for the artist previously stated) or outgroup (preference for the other 
artist). The boys did not know the identity of each other, only a code number which identified 
whether they were ingroup or outgroup. The trials were set up in a randomised design by the 
researchers and tested the boys on a range of measures including whether they would opt for 
maximum joint profit, maximum ingroup profit, maximum difference between ingroup and 
outgroup. 
 
Results 
The boys made decisions which highlighted preference for the ingroup and some discrimination 
towards the outgroup. They tended to favour the ingroup members with higher reward and to 
work in a way which maximised the difference between ingroup and outgroup, often at the 
expense of possible maximum joint profit. This was based solely on the mere idea of the other 
group rather than on any actual interaction between ingroup and outgroup members, even when 
the difference between the groups was minimal i.e. preference for one artist over another. 
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Conclusion 
Ingroup favouritism can be manipulated via the minimal groups paradigm in which participants use 
social categorisation to make decisions. 
 
Evaluation of Tajfel et al. (1971) 
Strengths 
ü This is a replicable experiment which uses a standardised procedure and quantitative data 

which should ensure reliability. 
ü The boys were kept apart from each other with no face-to-face interaction allowed and 

anonymity preserved which means that they were responding to the idea of ingroups and 
outgroups without having any actual contact with group members which limits possible sources 
of bias. 

 
Limitations 
X The findings can only be generalised to boys aged 14-15 from Bristol. 
X The task used is highly artificial and does not reflect how people may respond to social 

categorisation in everyday life, therefore it lacks external validity. 
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