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**************************** 
 
It should be clear from the title that this talk will not be particularly positive towards social 
psychology. I myself am not a social psychologist. I was trained as a cultural developmental 
psychologist, and these days I also identify as a personality psychologist and as a generalist. But 
I am definitely an outsider to social psychology and SPSP. That gives me some license to be a bit 
incendiary, which I think you all need. At the same time, it makes it easy to dismiss my 
criticisms. I hope you will not do that, pointing to the few exceptions to what I claim, but rather 
see the spirit of this talk for what it is: a call to make things better. It is also worth noting that 
nearly everything I say today has in fact been said previously by social psychologists. I am 
mostly just aggregating. I also want to assure you that my criticisms are not because of any 
special vendetta I have against social psychology. Indeed, I have similarly criticized 
developmental (Syed et al., 2018), personality (Syed, 2021), and the psychology field as a whole 
(Syed 2017). We all have problems.  
 
The problem that I am focusing on today is the problem of diversity, and specifically the 
problem of diversity in social psychology. The framing that I use here is U.S.-focused, and 
whereas the specific examples are rooted in the U.S., the general points are widely applicable. 
The charts and graphs all bear out the problem of diversity (Hartmann, et al., 2013; Roberts, et 
al., 2020; Figure 1), that a field that is heavily concerned with diversity-related topics is not 
doing particularly well on the diversity front. On its face, social psychology should really be one 
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of the biggest attractors of students of color and a leader throughout psychology, providing 
lessons to other areas about how to improve. But it’s not.  
 

 
Figure 1. Left panel from Roberts et al. (2020). Right panel based on data from 
https://spsp.org/sites/default/files/Member-Diversity-Statistics-December-2019.pdf 
 
 
Why? Certainly, there is no singular reason, but because this is a very brief essay, I will pretend 
like there is: the overreliance on experiments in the field. I am not claiming that this explains 
everything, but it can surprisingly explain a lot. Moreover, plenty of social psychologists have 
criticized the heavy emphasis on lab experiments, but these criticisms have been mostly in 
terms of external validity (Baumeister et al., 2006; Cialdini, 2009; Dasgupta & Stout, 2012; 
Mortensen & Cialdini, 2010). My points are somewhat different:   
 
1. The emphasis on experiments restricts diversity in the field 

 
2. The emphasis on experiments is scientifically unjustifiable  
 
No one would seriously dispute the fact of the dominance of experiments in social psychology 
(see Rozin, 2001, for some data). This is especially true in U.S.-based social psychology; the 
discipline in other parts of the world tends to be more methodologically diverse, although 
experiments are still highly valued.  
 
But how did we get here? There are several sources that outline the slow march to 
experimental dominance, but I like House (1977) and Oishi et al. (2009), both of which pertain 
to the relation between social psychology and sociology. Oishi et al., claimed that “social 
psychologists don’t like history,” so if true many might not know much about this divergence of 
disciplines over time. That is really a separate issue, so for now I will just say that the 
consolidation of experiments as the core method in the field played a central role. Now, one 
might reasonably argue that the divergence was motivated by social psychologists’ interest in 



more immediate situational contexts, which leant themselves well to conducting experiments. 
But the evidence favors the opposite causal direction, that the desire to conduct experiments 
required that studies focus on micro contexts in the lab (or the field, but even that got pushed 
out, see Cialdini, 2009).  
 
Why did social psychologists desire to conduct experiments? I obviously don’t have access to 
their mental states, and even if I did, I have learned from social psychologists not to trust them. 
However, the historical evidence suggests that a primary driver for this move was our old friend 
physics envy. Yes friends, as psychology was coming into its own as a discipline, searching for a 
coherent identity, it turned to the natural sciences for guidance, and found its answer: 
emphasizing causal mechanisms via experimentation would allow psychology to join the ranks 
of real science, to shore up its position in the hierarchy (House, 1977; Rozin, 2001).    
 
Ok but what does this have to do with diversity?  
 
The over-reliance on experiments necessarily constrains the type of questions one is willing to 
ask. That is just a fact. If the primary way in which you approach your understanding of 
psychological phenomena is to determine how you can fit it into a 2 x 2 experiment, then you 
are cutting your science off from a wide variety of interesting questions. Many of these 
unthinkable questions will be just the kind that many minority students will be interested in, 
those that were informed by their personal experiences or observations (Syed, 2017). As an 
example, one of my mentors Dr. Linda Juang got into the field because she wanted to better 
understand the psychological reasons for why she had experienced conflict with her immigrant 
parents when she was an adolescent. This is not the kind of question that can be answered with 
an experiment. She, and many others with similar motivations, got into developmental 
psychology, where there is now a thriving science of diversity focusing on topics of identity, 
acculturation, schooling, discrimination, socialization, and so on.   
 
But surely, you are saying to yourself, social psychology studies discrimination, prejudice, 
stereotyping--all topics that minority students are likely to be interested in. And yes, you are 
correct. However, such work in social psychology far and away focuses on the perpetrators, not 
the targets, with more than half of studies pertaining to race relying on White participants 
(Germano & Cheryan, 2021; Roberts et al., 2020). Moreover, this rate is similar across White 
and minority authors. In contrast, in developmental research the majority of work on race 
includes minority samples, and this is especially the case for minority authors (Roberts et al., 
2020). Thus, even when studying topics of core interest and relevance to minority populations, 
social psychology still does so with White participants! 
 
This seems like a strange thing to do. Of course we should study perpetrators, and majority 
groups in general, when trying to understand experiences that are highly relevant to minorities. 
But such a disproportionate focus? Why? 
 



You guessed it, experiments! Conducting lab-based experiments results in a heavy reliance on 
who is nearby and available for participation1. By this of course I mean college students. There 
is a reason that Arnett (2008) suggested that JPSP should be renamed the Journal of the 
Personality and Social Psychology of American Undergraduate Introductory Psychology 
Students. We pulled some data on the top 30 psychology programs in the U.S. based on the U.S. 
News and World Report Rankings. First thing to note is that the publicly-reported data by 
universities is extremely unclear and inconsistent, turning a rather simple task into a more 
complex one. For this reason, here I only highlight the top 5 programs. The left panel of Figure 2 
shows the distribution for White, Asian American, and non-Asian Students of Color (these data 
do not include international students)2. The data suggest reasonable diversity at some of the 
schools, but also clearly a restricted participant pool at some of them (especially given the size 
of Stanford and Harvard).  

 
Figure 2. Ethnicity/Race for a set of universities in the U.S. 
 
However, it may come as a shock to many of you that other institutions exist, and sometimes 
they are quite close by. We located a “nearest-neighbor” 4-year institution to the top 30 list, 
most of which were within 5 miles of each other (except Illinois, nothing is near that). 
Comparing the top 5 nearest neighbors, we see quite a different picture. Not only do these 
schools have higher proportions of non-Asian Students of Color, but they are generally much 
larger, so the raw pool is bigger. Many of these institutions would likely be happy to partner up, 
as long as it was part of a broader mutually beneficial arrangement and not just a route for the 
elite institutions to get what they need. Of course, there are many other nearby institutions 
other than these, and there are community colleges all over the place (and of course, people 
not in college). Thus, there is no lack of opportunity to diversify even within the experimental 
context, but it does require a little bit of extra effort. 
                                                 
1 Worth noting that developmental psychology also has this problem, relying on university-based laboratory 
preschools and other approaches that all but ensure lack of diversity. Thus, this particular problem is one of 
experiments more broadly.  
2 Here goes the standard disclaimer that the way we categorize groups is arbitrary and obscures within-group 
heterogeneity. Go ahead and categorize them however you want, the same general picture will emerge. 



 
All of the preceding is precisely why social psychology went all in on implicit bias, despite the 
fact that its validity and utility was shaky from the beginning (Schimmack, 2019), and it is clearly 
less effective as a point of intervention vs. targeting the kind of structural factors that social 
psychologists generally don’t study (Onyeador et al., 2021). The subject was interesting, to be 
sure, but the studies were doable within the current framework of the field. We are now 
collectively undoing the damage of that choice. All in all, it seems clear that methods are driving 
the substantive focus of the field. 
 
Ok you say, but experiments! Experiments are the currency of science, causation and all of that. 
What is more scientific than experiments? I’ll tell you: asking good questions, and using 
methods that are well-suited to addressing them. There is no singular definition of social 
psychology, but something like this is likely not objectionable: 
 

Social psychology is the scientific study of how we feel about, think about, and behave 
toward the people around us and how our feelings, thoughts, and behaviors are 
influenced by those people. (Stangor, 2014) 

 
What about that definition suggests the need for experiments? Of course they play a role, even 
a big role, but not the outsize role that they play today. This is especially the case in the context 
of current knowledge in the field. We can generally think of a scientific field as consisting of five 
sequential steps: observation, description, explanation, prediction, and control. Some people 
argue about the order of explanation and prediction, that observations cannot be made outside 
of theories, that the steps are not particularly linear, and so on. Those issues are not central to 
the main point, which is that social psychology spends almost all of its time at the explanation 
step—conducting experiments, seeking causal mechanisms—and almost no time at all on the 
observation and description steps. This is of course a more general problem in the field—many 
of us have received negative editorial decisions or reviewer comments because a project was 
“just descriptive.” The problem, then, is that we are seeking to understand causal relations 
among constructs that we do not sufficiently understand (Mortensen & Cialdini, 2010; Rozin, 
2001; Scheel et al., 2021). That is not good science. 
 
Indeed, the experimental focus has served as a cover for other problematic practices. 
Researchers conduct experiments because they are rigorous and to establish causation, but 
then do a 2 x 2 with 10 White undergraduates per cell. This all looks a lot like playing science 
rather than doing science, driven by our ever-present companion physics envy. In 2009, Oishi et 
al. wrote: 
 

Zimbardo (1999) noted, “Sociologists asked the big questions but never quite had good 
enough answers, whereas it became evident that psychologists were asking low-level 
questions but were good at methodology and analysis” (p. 143). Imaginative 
experimental designs combined with analytical sophistication allowed the accumulation 
of an impressive body of knowledge and led to a strong field of social psychology with 
increasing impact and interdisciplinary activity. 



 
This statement was made on the precipice of the replication crisis, and I think that there is 
plenty of accumulated evidence to indicate social psychologists were/are not as good at 
methodology and analysis as they proclaimed, and they have not provided a particularly 
impressive body of knowledge. So where has the misplaced over-emphasis on experiments got 
the field? Not as far as anyone would like. So why not try something different? Even papers that 
have been highly critical of the experimental emphasis in the field argue for better experiments, 
not different methods (Baumeister et al., 2006). Why not better integrate other methodological 
approaches into the field—including qualitative and mixed methods? What is the real risk? 
Other than perceptions of status, there is no risk, yet there are numerous benefits to expanding 
the methodological repertoire. 
 

Coda 
 
My first memory of SPSP is being told that the first “P” (for personality) is silent. I find the 
dynamic between social and personality to be odd and troubling. Within the society and the 
field there is an explicit hierarchy that few are ashamed to voice and reinforce. And indeed, 
social psychology has a hierarchy problem: emphasis on super stars and rising stars, academic 
celebrity encounters, treating some folks and some ideas as infallible, treating one (overrated) 
journal as a critical marker of success, compromising scientific rigour for media attention. None 
of these are healthy. Not for science, and certainly not for diversity. This is not to say that social 
psychology is the only field with a hierarchy problem, but it is certainly more stark than other 
areas. SPSP and other social psychology organizations are launching a number of initiatives to 
improve diversity, but none of them will enact real change. You need structural change, to bring 
down these hierarchies, and ceasing to act as though experiments are a sign of rigour is a good 
place to start.  
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