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from summer camps to glass ceilings: 
the power of experiments 
fall 2003 

social science experiments on a few individuals from similar backgrounds can give rise to strategies for coping 
with social problems, ranging from intergroup conflict to women's inequality in the workplace. how does 
research on such narrow groups contribute to broad social understanding and insight? 

Aman in torn clothes sprawls across an 
urban sidewalk: He moans softly. Pedes:r1-
ans hurry by with no more than a warned 

glance. No one stops to help. Someone watch­
ing from afar might wonder at such uncaring 
behavior; surely some conscientious person 
would stop. Moreover, these pedestrians are all 
young adults wearing clerical garb, seminarians 
studying for the ministry. They are hurrying to 
the church to deliver sermons on the Good 
Samaritan. Why did they not stop? Researchers 
who staged this test found that ,seminary stu­
dents did not stop because they worried about 
being late. Their personal obligation to keeping 
an appointment outweighed their general com­
mitment to helping others. 

Experiments such as this one startle us into 
new ways of understanding people. Although 
we tend to explain why people do what they 
do-or, in this case, not do-as an expression 
of personal character, experiments show that 
the context of events determines behavior to a 
significant extent. Experimental studies carry 
great weight in the social sciences, gaining 
acceptance in prestigious journals and, in a 
high-profile example, last year's Nobel Prize in 
Economics. Some experiment results also get 

exposure in popular media, generating prime­
time news coverage and Hollywood films. 

Many people who hear about these 
experiments-and some social scientists, too­
wonder how experiments achieve their power 
to convince, especially when their results often 
defy common sense. Experiments usually fea­
ture contrived conditions and record the behav­
io~ of at most a few hundred participants, many 
of whom are college students. Yet the results 
can tell us a lot about society. 

the robbers cave experiment 
and summer camp movies 

A sociological experiment in the 1950s dem­
onstrated the effectiveness of a now-common 
strategy in which competing corporations form 
joint ventures that would appear to prevent one 
firm from gaining advantage over the other 
(much like the United States and Russia cooper­
ating on the space station). In 1954, Muzafer 
Sherif, an early proponent of social science exper­
iments, set up a summer camp near Robbers 
Cave State Park in Oklahoma to test theories 
about group conflict and how to avoid it. He 
believed that individuals develop a group identity 
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when they work together toward a common 
goaCGroups become more cohesive and rigid 
when faced with competition from another 
group. This competition creates frustration, trig­
gering hostility and conflict between the groups. 
Sherif thought a solution to the conflict might be 
found in the same process by which groups form: 
working toward a common goal. Ifhostile groups 
have to work together, then members might learn 
to see each other as part of a combined larger 
group, which would reduce their conflict. 

A group of 22 boys-all White, middle class 
and close to their 12th birthdays-came to the 
Robbers Cave summer camp. Sherif and his col­
leagues divided them into two teams, the Eagles 
and the Rattlers. Each team completed projects 
requiring the cooperation of members, such 
as building a diving platform at a swimming 
hole. In the second phase of camp activities, the 
two teams competed against each other in vari­
ous contests. The results are familiar. Rivalry 
between teams generated hostility and even a 
little mayhem (exaggerated in subsequent sum­
mer camp movies), and threatened to spin out 
of control. Hostility emerged during the first 
contest-a baseball game. Boys in each group 
cursed members of the opposing group and 
called them names. At dinner, Eagles refused to 
eat with Rattlers. Later, the Eagles tore down 
the Rattlers' flag and burned it. The Rattlers 
retaliated by vandalizing the Eagles' cabin. A 
food fight erupted in the mess hall. 

The experiment showed that hostility between 
groups develops spontaneously when individuals 
within a group work together and then compete 
as a team against another group. The final phase 
of the experiment showed how to reduce con­
flict. On a hot summer day, researchers disabled 
the water supply and asked volunteers to find 
the problem. Boys from both groups stepped for­
ward, located the problem, and worked together 
to solve it. Afterward, they all shared the water 
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in a friendly manner. Finding water was impor­
tant enough that it neutralized .. the groups' 
mutual antipathy, fostering cooperation and the 
beginning of trust. 

An overarching cooperative task that requires 
the contributions of both groups for success 
reduced intergroup conflict. This principle is 
widely applied today, in contexts as distant as 
international relations, even though the experi­
ment had nothing directly to do with such seri­
ous settings. 

describing the world or testing theories 

The logic of social experiments differs from 
that of other social research. Survey research­
ers, for example, try to describe a population of 
people by selecting a large, representative sam­
ple and then asking questions to determine 
respondents' attitudes and other characteristics. 
In contrast, experiments test theories rather 
than describe a population. That is, they test for 
evidence of a specific social process in a small 
sample of people, chosen to be as similar as pos­
sible. If a theory predicts a particular result 
under certain conditions, experimenters then set 
up only those conditions. In this way, research­
ers can tell whether the predicted differences in 
behavior are produced by the conditions of the 
experiment instead of by individual differences 
among the participants. 

Psychologist Philip Zimbardo's prison exper­
iment at Stanford University is another famous 
example. He tested the theory that the brutal 
behavior of guards in prison camps (such as 
those in Nazi Germany) was a result of their 
being guards, rather than a result of their being 
individuals psychologically prone to act bru­
tally. Zimbardo predicted that normal, mentally 
healthy, American men would become brutal or 
be brutalized simply because they became either 
prison guards or prisoners. 



a reader's guide to social experiments 

• A
The hallmarks of good experimental research: 

 comparison between two groups as similar as possible but for one theoretically important 
difference (for example, undergraduate women assigned by coin flip to be team leaders or 
followers). 

• Controlled conditions that allow the experiment to be repeated by other researchers. 
• Follow-up studies that confirm the initial results and rule out competing explanations. 
• A theory supported by experimental results that makes valid predictions in other contexts, 

spawning new research that reinforces the theory. 

Pitfalls to avoid: 
• Experimental results in one context cannot be simply exported to other contexts or cultures; 

they can support theories, which may then be used to make predictions for findings in other 
contexts. 

• Ethical problems must be carefully considered. What effect might the research have on the 
lives of experiment participants? 

In the early 1970s, Zimbardo created a 
"prison" in the basement of the psychology 
building at Stanford. He selected only male 
Stanford undergraduates to participate, ruling 
out those with any prior psychological prob­
lems. He then randomly assigned the partici­
pants to be either prisoners or prison guards. 
The procedure is like flipping a coin. Heads 
and the participant becomes a guard, tails 
and he gets arrested. Random assignment 
helped to ensure that the two groups in the 
experiment-guards and prisoners-would be 
similar in other ways. Within a day of the pris­
oners' arrival, guards began acting brutally 
and prisoners showed signs of anxiety. Condi­
tions rapidly deteriorated until the experiment 
had to be stopped. (Because social experiments 
directly change people's lives, extraordinary 
care must be taken to avoid causing harm. 
Some social experiments have the potential to 
be as dangerous as a clinical trial testing a new 
drug. Today, universities' institutional review 

boards review proposed social experiments as 
stringently as they do medical and other scien­
tific studies on people.) 

. The Stanford prison experiment helped shift 
thlnking away from blaming German culture 
for the Holocaust and toward the social condi­
tions that promote brutal behavior. The study 
received much media attention and was made 
into a popular German movie, Das Experiment. 
Ironically, the film version concluded that the 
solution to brutality is for individuals to take 
personal responsibility for their actions. But a 
solution that follows more consistently from 
the study itself is to construct social situations 
that discourage brutality. 

Why was this experiment so influential? It 
said nothing directly about German behavior 
during the Holocaust. Rather, it tested a theo­
retical prediction that a coercive setting can 
induce brutal behavior. A good experiment sub­
tly shifts the burden of scientific proof, chal­
lenging other researchers to show whether a 
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social process demonstrated in the experiment 
operates differently in a co.rp.plex, naturally 
occurring setting. Simple experiments are con­
vincing in part because they demonstrate a dif­
ference in the behavior of people in contrasting 
situations. Simplicity helps build agreement; 
most people observing the results of the Stan­
ford and Robbers Cave experiments would 
interpret their meanings similarly. Controlled 
conditions also allow other researchers to repeat 
the experiments to see if the same results occur, 
perhaps using slightly different procedures. 
Good experiments can in these ways extend the­
ories and produce new knowledge. 

Of course, no single study, theory, or method, 
no matter how good, establishes a scientific fact. 
Instead, science synthesizes different kinds of 
research from a variety of researchers to reach 
its conclusions. An experiment such as Zimbar­
do's Stanford prison makes a simple yet forceful 
statement that builds on earlier and inspires 
later research pointing to a conclusion. Eventu­
ally, we better understand the social processes 
underlying a problem and can attempt a practi­
cal intervention. Experiments also can be used 
to directly assess the effectiveness of alternative 
social policies. 

arresting domestic violence: 
experimenting with social policy 

In 1981, police in Minneapolis changed the 
way they responded to reports of domestic vio­
lence. Before 1981, police officers had the dis­
cretion to arrest the person who committed the 
assault, order him (or her) to leave the home for 
a short period, or provide on-site counseling. 
Advocates expressed concern that police were 
treating episodes of domestic violence too leni­
ently, thereby failing to deter future assaults. 
Lawrence Sherman and Richard Berk designed 
an experiment to test whether making an arrest 
in a domestic violence case deterred future 
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assaults better than the other two options of 
separating the couple and counseling. 

The experiment had important' implications 
for public policy, but it also addressed a long­
standing dispute between two theoretical tradi­
tions in criminology. Deterrence theory holds 
that punishment discourages future criminal 
behavior. This school of thought maintains that 
suspects who are arrested will be less likely to 
commit another assault than those who are sep­
arated or counseled. A second theoretical tradi­
tion, known as labeling theory, suggests that 
when individuals are arrested, they become 
stigmatized as criminals by both society and in 
their own eyes. Their new self-image as a crimi­
nal then increases the likelihood of subsequent 
criminal behavior. (Labeling theory is the rea­
son that names of juvenile offenders are kept 
out of the media except for serious offenses.) If 
labeling theory is valid, then those arrested for 
domestic violence actually would be more likely 
to commit another assault. 

During the Sherman-Berk experiment, when­
ever Minneapolis police officers responded to a 
domestic violence call, they determined which 
procedure-arrest, separation, or counseling­
to follow by random assignment. Researchers 
tracked the behavior of suspects in the study for 
six months following the domestic violence 
incident. Results showed a deterrent effect for 
arrest and no evidence for labeling theory. That 
is, suspects who had been arrested were slightly 
less likely to commit another assault during the 
subsequent six months than were those who 
had been separated or counseled. 

Although the deterrence effect of arrest was 
small, the experiment had a large effect on pub­
lic policy. Arrest in domestic violence cases 
became the preferred procedure in many police 
departments and 15 states passed mandatory 
arrest laws. Meanwhile, debate over implica­
tions for social theory continued. During the 
next decade, other researchers repeated the 



experiment in several other police jurisdictions. 
The new results were more complicated. Arrest 
deterred suspects who were employed, perhaps 
because arrest is more serious for those who 
have a lot to lose. For unemployed suspects, 
arrest had the opposite effect, as predicted by 
labeling theory. They were more likely to com­
mit a subsequent assault than the unemployed 
men who had been separated or counseled. The 
theoretical advance was exciting, but it left pol­
icy implications unresolved. In practice, police 
officers are still uncertain whether making an 
arrest will be beneficial in a domestic violence 
case. More systematic research could better 
equip police and judges to make such critical, 
sometimes life-and-death decisions. 

We may need a system that produces public 
policies in a way similar to the system of clinical 
trials that produces new medical drugs. None 
of the alternatives available to the police in the 
Minneapolis experiment was new. But we do 
not have an organized system to formulate new 
policies, test them, and then compare them to 
alternative policies in controlled experiments. 
Such a system is worth considering. It might 
lead to more-effective public policy the way that 
our system of developing new drugs has led to 
more-effective medicine. 

why do some groups score low 
on standardized tests? 

Low intelligence seems the obvious explana­
tion for low scores on a mental ability test. But 
what if something besides intelligence determines 
test scores? In the 1990s, psychologist Claude 
Steele's experiments yielded the startling discov­
ery that scores on standardized tests depend not 
only on students' ability to answer, but also on 
what they expect the consequences of their test 
scores to be. Students who are stereotyped as 
having low ability may underperform when they 
are apprehensive about getting a low score. 

Steele and his colleagues conducted a simple 
experiment. They gave a difficult standardized 
test-like the college SAT but harder-to a 
group of Stanford students. Instructions for 
taking the test varied. Some students, selected 
at random, were told the test results could be 
used to compare their performance to that of 
other students. Some students were told the test 
was only to familiarize them with similar tests 
they would encounter at the university. When 
students were told the tests were just for famil­
iarization, Black students scored about the same 
as White students of similar academic attain­
ment. But when students thought they were 
going to be compared, Black students scored 
lower than did comparable White students-as 
is common on standardized tests. 

My colleagues and I conducted subsequent 
experiments showing that Steele's theory was 
not limited to particular racial groups, but 
applied to any stigmatized group. We randomly 
assigned White university undergraduates to be 
treated as an advantaged "majority" or disad­
vantaged "minority," by telling some students 
that their left- or right-handedness made it 
unlikely that they wo.uld be able to contribute to 
a group project, and also that other group mem­
bers might resent their inability to contribute. 
Then, we gave the students a standard test of 
mental ability, explaining that the results of the 
test would be used to assign them to group posi­
tions such as "supervisor," "analyst," or "menial" 
in the group project. We found that students' test 
scores were substantially lower if they were 
treated as a disadvantaged "minority" for as 
little as 20 minutes. 

The line of research begun by Claude Steele 
now includes many studies by different research­
ers. They show that when Black and White stu­
dents take the same standardized test, different 
expectations for the consequences of the test­
not differences in mental ability-determine 
whether White students have an advantage. 
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That is, while the best mental ability tests do a 
fair job of determining difference~ in cognitive 
skills among otherwise similar individuals, dif­
ferences in test scores between racial and ethnic 
groups are created by social conditions rather 
than by the groups' mental abilities. 

Applied programs based on this research 
show promise for increasing the academic per­
formance of disadvantaged students. One sur­
prising detail is that the performances of the 
best Black students suffer the most. The threat 
of fulfilling a negative stereotype is felt most 
keenly by Black students with the potential to 
excel; it is they who worry most about the 
potential backlash from their competition with 
White students. This may explain why remedial 
programs to improve academic performance 
of weaker students have not closed the gap 
between Blacks and Whites generally. Honors 
programs that encourage Black students to 
~ndertake accelerated studies may have more 
effect, because promising Black students have 
more academic ability than their grades and test 
scores suggest. Claude Steele helped develop a 
successful program to improve the performance 
of incoming minority students at the University 
of Michigan that emphasizes high academic 
standards, affirming students' ability to achieve 
those standards, and building trust that success­
ful minority students can be accepted in the aca­
demic community. 

how can women attain status equal 
to men at work? 

Social experiments can also suggest strate­
gies individuals can use to improve their lives. 
Status Characteristics Theory explains how 
individuals attain influence in work groups: 
people who are expected to contribute more to 
the group gain more influence in the group and 
receive greater rewards from the group. That is, 
expected contributions often count more than 
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actual contributions. Individuals expected to 
perform well are more often followe~ by the 
group and rewarded accordingly. Fbi.example, 
a woman may make a brilliant suggestion that 
guarantees a successful project, but her sugges­
tion may be ignored until a respected male 
coworker endorses it. He then gets the credit. 

Research using the theory confirms that 
people expect men to contribute more to .group 
success than women and that men do have 
more influence in decision making. Men get 
more credit for the group's successes and less 
blame for the group's failures. And when group 
members are evaluated, men get higher perfor­
mance ratings and bigger rewards. To achieve 
the same level of rewards, women must work 
harder and contribute more than men. Status 
Characteristics Theory can also explain the 
familiar strategies women have used to break 
through to positions of influence in the work­
place. Traditionally, they have outcompeted 
men, following a masculine model that includes 
demonstrating competence through hard work 
and aggressive, even ruthless, competition. Suc­
cessful women sometimes feel that they have 
sacrificed too much of themselves by following 
"male" strategies. 

In the early 1980s, Cecilia Ridgeway con­
ducted experiments using this theory that pro­
duced remarkable results for professional women 
struggling for career advancement under a 
glass ceiling. Ridgeway realized that people 
value not only the ability of a person to con­
tribute, but also whether that person is moti­
vated by a desire to help the group; they would 
not expect a person who is competent but self­
ish to contribute much of value. Ridgeway pro­
posed that, because of gender stereotypes, 
however, people expect that even selfishly moti­
vated men will contribute to the group, but 
expect contributions from women only when 
women demonstrate that they care about the 
group. 



the hawthorne experiment 

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, a Western Electric Company assembly plant near Chicago 
was the site of a series of studies aimed at developing scientifically based strategies for increas­
ing worker productivity. 

One experiment led to a concept called the "Hawthorne Effect." The researchers took a small 
group of female workers away from their peers .and placed them in a separate room so the 
experimenters could study the effect of changes in lighting, work procedures, qnd break times on 
their productivity. It came as no surprise that improved lighting increased the workers' productiv­
ity, at least at first. But when the experimenters lowered the lighting to earlier levels, productivity 
continued to increase. Similar results after changing other aspects of the workers' environment led 
researchers to a conclusion that has since become known as the Hawthorne Effect: Workers 
increased their efforts because they were getting attention from the researchers, and because they 
bonded together as members of a prestigious "special" group. 

Though legendary in its implications, the experiment has been criticized for design flaws and 
for confounding key variables, for example, two members of the study group were replaced mid­
experiment with two new workers selected for their industriou~ness and cooperativeness. Simulta­
neous investigations by other sociologists revealed that workers who bonded strongly could unite 
to suppress work effort as well as speed it up. 

Despite such shortcomings, reports of the Hawthorne experiment were used with enthusiasm 
by advocates of the human relations approach to workplace management. They felt that the 
results of the experiment challenged the scientific management perspectives that had shaped the 
Hawthorne studies in the first place. As a concept, the Hawthorne Effect-which posits that many 
interventions work, whatever they are, simply because people respond to being studied-also 
has been applied to a range of situations, such as student achievement in experimental schools, 
community organizing, and military campaigns. Such applications confirm the power of relatively 
small experiments to stimulate thinking about issues of great importance, both for sociologists and 
for the larger public. 

Ridgeway conducted an experiment to test 
this theory. Four team members worked together 
to reach a decision. One of the team members­
secretly collaborating with the experimenters­
made comments that were either group-motivated 
("It is important that we cooperate") or self­
motivated ("I want to win points for myself"). 
As predicted, in the self-motivated condition, 
male collaborators had more influence over the 
groups' decisions than female collaborators. 

In the group-motivated conditions, however, 
women collaborators' influence increased while 
the men's stayed at about the same high level as 
when they appeared selfish. Put another way, 
group-motivated women had as much influence 
as equally competent men regardless of the males' 
motivations. 

The results suggest a strategy to succeed at 
work that women could use as an alternative 
to the competitive male one. Demonstrated 
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competence is primary. Assertiveness also helps, 
but the focus on ruthless comp~tition may be 
unnecessary for women's success. Instead, 
emphasizing a concern for other group mem­
bers and the importance of working together to 
accomplish group goals can help competent 
women achieve recognition for their contribu­
tions. Future research in actual workplaces will 
help refine an effective strategy. 

from theory to practice 

The power of experiments flows from their 
use to test general theories. Sherif's Robbers 
Cave experiment tested a theory that explains 
how cooperation forms within groups and 
competition develops between them. Ridgeway 
tested her theory that influence in groups flows 
from the expectations people have about the 
ability and motivation of group members to 
contribute to group success. 

Alone, a social experiment only demonstrates 
some phenomenon in one restricted context. But 
when experiments test theories, and their results 
lead to more tests in wider contexts, as well as 
other research with other methods, then we gain 
knowledge capable of transforming society. The 
experiments described have inspired lines of 
research with the potential to increase coopera­
tion among competing organizations, decrease 
domestic violence, reduce the racial gap in aca­
demic success, and remove the glass ceiling limit­
ing women in business. They successfully made 
the leap from small groups to helping us under­
stand society at large. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. The author writes, "Experimental results in one 

context cannot be simply exported to other 

contexts or cultures; they can support theories, 
which may then be used to make predictions 

for findings in other contexts." In what ways 

might differences in either context or culture 
yield different results from the same 
experiment? 

2. Using experiments, a researcher can start from 
a theory and work toward understanding a 
social process. Choose one of the theories 

presented in this article and write a short 

paragraph on what it proposes. 
3. Throughout the article, the author describes 

researchers using experiments to affect policy. 
What kinds of laws or policies do you think 

could be changed by results from experiments 
like these? 
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