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Robbers Cave Experiment (classics in social psychology)

Description

The Robbers Cave Experiment, conducted by social psychologist Muzafer Sherif and his team in 1954,
was a landmark study investigating intergroup conflicts and group dynamics. It was carried out at
Robbers Cave State Park in Oklahoma over three weeks and involved 22 11-year-old boys. The
experiment is a classic illustration of intergroup conflict, cooperation, and resolution.

The Setup:

1. Stage 1: Formation of Groups: The boys were divided into two separate groups: the Eagles and the
Rattlers. They were kept isolated from each other, unaware of the other group’s existence.

2. Group Cohesion Development: Over a week, each group formed strong bonds and developed their
unique identities through team-based activities.

3. Intergroup Introduction: The two groups were introduced to each other in a competitive setting. This
immediately led to hostility and conflict between the groups.

The Conflict Phase:

1. Competition and Hostility: The experimenters created situations where the groups competed against
each other for resources. This competition intensified the hostility and led to the development of
negative stereotypes about the opposing group.

2. Escalation of Conflict: As the competition continued, the boys exhibited increased hostility, with
verbal insults and physical confrontations. The groups developed strong in-group loyalty and began to
discriminate against the other group.

Resolution Phase:

1. Superordinate Goals: Sherif introduced tasks that required the cooperation of both groups to
achieve common goals. For instance, a problem that could only be solved if both groups worked
together.

2. Reduced Conflict: As the groups cooperated to achieve these shared goals, the hostility diminished.
They began to see each other in a more positive light.

3. Fusion and Integration: The boys developed friendships across groups, and the hostility significantly
decreased. The experiment demonstrated that working together towards common objectives reduced
intergroup conflict.
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This experiment is crucial in understanding group behavior, conflict resolution, and the conditions that
foster cooperation among conflicting groups. It sheds light on the importance of shared goals in
reducing intergroup hostility and fostering harmony.
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See also: psychclassics.yorku.ca/Sherif/
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