Social Psychology in Sweden

A Brief Look

Bo Ekehammar                   Anders Biel

    Uppsala University          Göteborg University
In European Bulletin of Social Psychology, (2005), 17, 16-30
Historical Background

       Psychology as a separate academic subject has a relatively short history in Sweden. The first university chair in psychology was established as late as 1948, at Uppsala University (the oldest university in Scandinavia, founded in 1477). Within a short period, psychology chairs were established also at the universities of Lund, Stockholm, and Göteborg. In fact, psychology had a rather long academic history before this period but was then ‘embedded’ in the academic subject of education, which had its first academic chair in 1908. Thus, starting in 1948 the chair of education was split into a chair in psychology and one in education. However, long before the split of education into two academic subjects, Sydney Alrutz had established the first psychological laboratory at a Swedish university, in Uppsala, already in 1902. This laboratory was built up within the Department of Physiology and did not give rise to a chair of psychology. 

       The short history of social psychology in Swedish Academia can probably be said to have had a start when Gunnar Westerlund was appointed professor of Social Psychology with Personnel Administration at Stockholm School of Economics in 1955. This was the first academic chair in Sweden where social psychology was included in the name of the chair. Westerlund was a social psychologist with an undergraduate academic training in psychology but he chose to take his PhD in sociology (in 1951) with a doctoral thesis entitled Group leadership: A field experiment. The reason for this choice of academic subject was probably that the recently established psychology departments of that time were confined to laboratory and experimental research in perception, psychophysics, and scaling which made it difficult for a social psychologist to make an academic career there. A similar case was Joachim Israel, a psychologist from the start who chose to graduate in sociology in 1956. Israel was a social psychologist during parts of his academic career (not least reflected in his doctoral thesis entitled Self-evaluation and rejection in groups: Three experimental studies and a conceptual outline), and he played an important role in the establishment of the European Association of Experimental Social Psychology (cf. Israel & Tajfel, 1972). He became a professor of sociology at Lund University, where he held the chair from 1971 up to his retirement in 1987. 

       A second academic chair in social psychology, denoted Social Psychology of Working Life, was established at the Department of Psychology at Stockholm University in 1976. Sociologist Bertil Gardell received this professorship and his research was more or less confined to work psychology only. With a similar direction of her research, Gunnela Westlander received somewhat later a professorship in Social- and Organisational Psychology, at the National Institute of Occupational Health in Stockholm.

       From the brief background given above, it seems clear that the previous professorial positions in social psychology in Sweden have been linked to the applied areas of work, organisational or personnel psychology. Many prominent actors and observers in the Swedish university sector even seem to have put an equal sign between social psychology and work psychology, which probably has hampered the development of basic social psychology research within Swedish psychology departments. There has not been any academic chair in ’pure’ or basic social psychology until quite recently when Kjell Törnblom in 2001 received a chair in Social Psychology at Skövde University College. Törnblom, a sociologist who started his academic career in Sweden, received his PhD in sociology in the U.S.A., where he held several different positions, the latest one as a professor at University of Colorado at Denver. His research, often experimental, has been focused on fairness, and distributive and procedural justice. An interesting aspect of Törnblom’s work in Skövde is that serious efforts have been made to unite psychological and sociological social psychology, and the academic staff there is mixed as to academic training in sociology or psychology. 

       This last point is worth commenting on. Thus, social psychology in Sweden, as in probably most other countries, is a subdiscipline of psychology as well as sociology, but in Skövde only is it a separate academic subject in Sweden. The traditions, theories, and methods are quite different for psychological and sociological social psychologists. Not least are the publication traditions quite different, where the psychologists try to publish in peer-reviewed international journals whereas the sociologists are more active in publishing books and monographs. Further, during and after the Marxist and macrosociological emphasis within Swedish sociology, social psychology has had a rather tough time within this discipline. And because of the micropsychological (perception, cognition, and neuroscience) emphasis within Swedish psychology, social psychology has not had an easy time there either. Whereas sociological social psychology in Sweden probably has its strongest areas in symbolic interactionism (e.g., Lars-Erik Berg in Skövde) and cultural-social psychology (e.g., Johan Asplund in Lund), psychological social psychology might be seen as relatively strong in some basic and applied aspects of social cognition. In the following, some current research in (psychological) social psychology in Sweden will be presented briefly with emphasis on works or projects that are available for an international public (i.e., they are published in international journals; selected references are given). Applied social psychology areas like work, industrial, and organisational psychology are regarded by us as separated subdisciplines (or a separate discipline) of applied psychology, and they are consequently not especially emphasised here. Also, contributions of clearly sociological character are not included.

Examples of Current Research

       Travelling through Sweden from the south to the north, we now examine the current activities of social psychology at each university in turn (see the overview in Figure 1). 

Lund University

       The Department of Psychology at Lund University has a long tradition of perceptgenetic research, linking perceptual processes to personality. In this research, various subliminal methods have been worked out. Recently, the department’s personality research has moved into a social-cognition direction, and a Social Cognition and Emotion Network has been established. The research group here is oriented toward the study of various aspects of social cognition as well as the interplay between social cognition and emotion. Members of the senior staff are Martin Bäckström, Fredrik Björklund (moral reasoning and implicit processes), Sven Birger Hansson, Jean-Christophe Rohner (memory and attentional bias as a consequence of stereotyping) and Bert Westerlundh (head of the group and network; thought control and the relationship between implicit and explicit processes). PhD students are associated to the social cognition network as well. 

       Ongoing research concerns false memories based on stereotyping, and mediating factors in the relationship between implicit and explicit processes. The group has worked with explicit measures of stereotyping and prejudice as well as implicit techniques such as the IAT, GNAT, and presentation of faces in combination with valence ratings of words, the “bona fide pipeline” technique. Martin Bäckström has put Swedish versions of the IAT on the Internet.     There are also people in the Division of cognition who examine related problems from a more purely cognitive point of view. These include, among others, Anna Blom Kemdal, who studies attitudes, attributions, and perspective taking in political contexts. 

       For selected publications from Lund University, see Björklund (2003); Björklund, Bäckström, Hansson, Rohner, & Westerlundh (2003); Kemdal & Montgomery (2001); Bäckström & Holmes (2001). 
Göteborg University

       At the Department of Psychology two research groups, Research Unit of Societal and Environmental Decision Analyses (RUSEDA), headed by professors Tommy Gärling and Anders Biel, and Research Unit for Criminal, Legal and Investigative Psychology (CLIP), headed by associate professor Pär-Anders Granhag, do research that falls within social psychology. In RUSEDAs large group, several projects have focused on interdependent decision making in social dilemmas, where individual and collective interests are at odds. For instance, employees may be tempted to report themselves sick even though they are able to work, disregarding the negative effects on the collective resource. However, some factors may have a counteracting effect by emphasising the collective consequences. This research, mainly focusing on day care and sick insurance, has more specifically investigated the conditions under which different fairness principles increase contribution to public goods. The social dilemma analysis has been extended to environmental issues and effects of resource uncertainty (e.g., the size of a fish population) in social dilemmas (e.g., overuse of the resource) have been examined. Previous research has established that under uncertainty people overestimate resource size and request too much but the research group has tested competing theoretical explanations. Taking a variety of conditions into account, results strongly support an outcome-desirability bias. 

       Moral norms and their importance for cooperation in the solution of environmental problems have been the focus in still other research projects. Whereas this research was mainly disciplinary, more recent research is conducted in collaboration with economists and political scientists with a primary focus on the relationships between life values, policy instruments, and collective action. While self-enhancement values guide people to act in line with self-interest, self-transcendent values promote collective action. Hence, one policy may evoke self-enhancement values and another self-transcendent values, which in turn will affect the likelihood that people accept collective solutions to, for example, environmental problems. Finally, consumer behaviour has also been addressed within the framework of social comparison processes. In this project, associate professor Niklas Karlsson and others study the relationship between households’ economic situation and their consumption of luxary goods and everyday products, mediated by social comparison, aspiration level and economic planning.

  Within legal psychology the CLIP group has investigated Motivated social cognition in forensic settings and Deception detection. The former project draws on the literature on motivated social cognition, examining the role of motives and goals in criminal investigations. The point of departure is that police investigations often bear resemblance with biased hypothesis-testing strategies and that they can beneficially be analysed as such. Studies examine how investigators’ motivation and prior expectations influences judgements of deception in suspect interviews as well as the credibility of witnesses. 

  For selected publications, see Biel & Dahlstrand (2005); Eek, Biel & Gärling (2001); Granhag, Strömwall & Jonsson (2004); Grankvist, Dahlstrand & Biel (2004); Gustafsson, Biel & Gärling (1999): Hartwig, Granhag, Strömwall & Vrij (2004); Karlsson, Gärling, Dellgran & Klingander (in press); Nilsson, von Borgstede & Biel (2004).

Skövde University College 

  With its emphasis on social psychology, the Social Psychology Unit at Skövde University College has a unique profile in Sweden. Professor Kjell Törnblom has recruited a group of researchers and PhD students, including senior staff members like professor Riel Vermunt and associate professor Daniel Eek. Through Vermunt, the unit has close connections with Leiden University, the Netherlands. 

  Most research is conducted within the areas of distributive and procedural justice, resource theory, and intergroup relations. Present research concerns: (1) Conceptions about the fairness of resource allocations with a focus on the possible interaction between distribution and procedure in the context of fairness judgements of social resource allocation. (2) Within the area of procedural justice, one research project investigates the role of instrumental vs. relational concerns in reactions to an authority's decisions, specifically whether the salience of instrumental vs. relational concerns moderates the effects of outcome favourability and procedural fairness on reactions to the decisions. (3) Another project focuses on the impact of various goals on people’s cooperative behavior and fairness judgments in a public good social dilemma. (4) People assess and respond to events in terms of dimensions other than fairness (expectational and behavioural modalities), for example, preferential, normative, and intentional. Inconsistencies may occur among these modal responses. What are the cognitive, affective, and behavioural ramifications of the different patterns of conflict among modal responses? How and to what extent are justice conceptions affected by modal inconsistencies? Questions like these are treated in another project. 

       For selected publications, see Eek & Biel (2003); Eek & Gärling (in press); Ståhl, Prooijen & Vermunt (2004); Törnblom & Vermunt (1999); Vermunt & Törnblom (1996).
Linköping University

       Social psychology research in Linköping is headed by Professor Kjell Granström at the 

Department of Behavioural Sciences, Division of Clinical and Social Psychology. The research is focused on studying groups and group processes in order to disclose interactional dynamics that can promote or inhibit the performance of the group’s primary task. The research concerns the following major areas: (1) Decision-making and groupthink in authentic groups (Kjell Granström, Dan Stiwne, Michael Rosander), which involves studying the occurrences and manifestations of groupthink in different groups and in different types of organisations. This research also aims at developing Irving Janis concept groupthink. 

(2) Professional development by supervision and psychological consultation (Ingrid Hylander, Anders Hempel). These studies aim at scrutinizing what components in group supervision are contributing to different professional group's competence development, as well as the supervisors part in the process. (3) Riot research  (Ingrid Hylander, Gunilla Guvå, Kjell Granström), which means studies of intergroup conflicts, identity formation, and attitude change through participation in demonstrations and violent riots. This is field research based on participant observations of riots, reclaim-the-streets activities and similar manifestations. In addition, the Linköping research group examines problems that perhaps are more linked to educational than social psychology, like group processes in educational settings and dynamic processes in the classroom. 

       For selected publications, see Rosander (2003); Granström & Stiwne (1998); Rosander,  Stiwne, & Granström (1998); Hylander & Guvå (in press). 

Mälardalen University College

       This rather recently established university college, situated at Lake Mälaren in the cities of Eskilstuna (where psychology has its main quarter) and Västerås, has a Department of Social and Behavioural Sciences where social psychology research is carried out. This department has no united social psychology group but there are four senior lecturers who have their own research interests within social psychology. Thus, Eric Hansen (a PhD from the U.S.A.) is doing research on the actor-observer effect (AOE), with the goal of identifying the mechanisms responsible for the AOE, for example, the role of people’s motivation and preference for consistency. Further, Torun Lindholm (a PhD from Stockholm University) focuses on various aspects within social cognition and the law, for example group-based biases in eyewitness testimony and credibility— how group membership (ethnicity and gender) of perpetrator, victim, and witness affect how the witness perceives, remembers, and judges a violent crime event. Per Lindström (a PhD from Stockholm University) has carried out research on certain conditions fostering change and continuity in the formation of people’s political opinions and sociopolitical attitudes. Finally, Maarit Johnson (also a PhD from Stockholm University) is doing research on self-esteem, an area on the borderline between personality and social psychology, where she on theoretical and empirical grounds has made an important distinction between two types of self-esteem.

       For selected publications, see Hansen, Kimble, & Biers (2001); Johnson (1998); Lindholm (in press), Lindholm & Christianson (1998), Lindström (1997). 

Stockholm University

       Department of Psychology. Historically, Professor David Magnusson (chair of psychology between 1969 and 1992 and head of the Division of Personality, Social and Developmental Psychology) had (at least) one research area that definitely falls within social psychology, the area of interactional psychology, which has to do with the interplay between person and situational factors for explaining human behaviour. Two of his students, Bo Ekehammar and Håkan Stattin (who are now professors at other universities) did their PhD theses in the same area. Also, Ekehammar worked simultaneously with Jim Sidanius, now a professor in social psychology at University of California, Los Angeles, in another social psychological programme focused on sociopolitical attitudes and political socialisation (political psychology). 

       Today, there is a research group in social cognition, directed to the study of perspective taking, shared reality, and action, that is headed by Professor Henry Montgomery (a PhD from Göteborg University, received the chair in Cognitive psychology in 1990). Montgomery is basically a cognitive psychologist of decision making who has moved his research into the area of social cognition. The main assumption here is that social cognition takes place not only within individual persons, but also between persons, and various groups live in shared realities, which they can view from different perspectives. The research projects that more or less explicitly are based on this notion of social cognition are: Double denial in the expression of attitudes (Lennart Sjöberg, Stockholm School of Economics, & Henry Montgomery), Perspective taking and shared reality in intergroup perception (Ivars Austers, Girts Dimdins, & Henry Montgomery), Empathy as an interpersonal phenomenon (Jakob Håkansson & Henry Montgomery), and Shared and private worlds in close relationships (Henry Montgomery & Peter Skaldeman). 

         For selected publications, see Austers (2002); Dimdins & Montgomery (2004); Ekehammar & Magnusson (1973); Ekehammar & Sidanius (1982); Håkansson & Montgomery (2003); Magnusson & Stattin (1978); Sjöberg & Montgomery (1999); Skaldeman & Montgomery (1999). 

         Department of Education.  At this department, Professor Siv Boalt Boëthius is continuing her research on leadership and social processes in groups and organisations that she started at the Department of Psychology at the same university. An on-going research project also concerns psychotherapy supervision in group, which is performed in collaboration with Marie-Louise Ögren at the Department of Psychology and researchers from a number of other universities and institutes as well. For selected publications, see Boëthius (1987); Boëthius & Ögren (2000).  

Stockholm School of Economics

     At this business school there is a Centre for Risk Research headed by Professor Lennart Sjöberg (chair in economic psychology) where extensive work on risk perceptions and risk attitudes has been carried out. Most of this work is concerned with risks of technology and health-related risks. Current work is on trust and risk perception, and how it comes about that some important risks remain neglected. Attitudes to new technology such as gene modification have also been studied. For selected publication, see Sjöberg (2000).


Uppsala University

       The research group working in the area of social psychology at the Department of Psychology consists at present of Professor Bo Ekehammar (head, PhD from Stockholm University, received the Uppsala chair of psychology in 1993), Tadesse Araya (PhD), Nazar Akrami (PhD), and PhD students Alexandra Snellman, Luisa Batalha-Hallmén, and Lars-Eric Hedlund. Their research has dealt with various problems within social cognition in stereotyping and prejudice, for example, automatic and controlled components of stereotypes and prejudice, gender differences in automatic social processing and implicit prejudice, variables moderating the relation between implicit and explicit prejudice, category and stereotype priming, stereotype suppression and forgetting, false memories in the context of stereotype activation, and recall of stereotype-congruent and incongruent information. 

       Ongoing research is examining an integrative model of prejudice by including personality (the Big Five), social psychology (social-group membership and identification), and cognitive (stereotype knowledge and activation) components of prejudice in the same design. Subliminal techniques are partially used to examine implicit prejudice and stereotyping and new instruments, adapted to a Scandinavian context, have been developed to assess various types of explicit prejudice. Because of the experimental emphasis, the research group possesses two large laboratory rooms prepared with PCs, psychophysiological measurement equipment, VHS-camera, and TV-monitor.

       For selected publications, see Akrami, Ekehammar, & Araya (2000); Araya, Akrami, & Ekehammar (2003); Araya, Akrami, Ekehammar, & Hedlund (2002); Ekehammar, Akrami, Gylje, & Zakrisson (2004); Snellman & Ekehammar (2005).

Umeå University

  At the Department of Psychology (professor Jörgen Garvill) and the Department of Business Administration (associate professor Agneta Marell, presently dean at the Business school), in affiliation with the Transportation Research Unit, several research projects have investigated car choice and choice of travel mood as influenced by environmental consideration. A social dilemma perspective and attitude theories, together with concern for habitual behaviour, have directed this research. A distinctive feature of their studies is that traditional survey techniques are combined with intervention studies (e.g., to increase preference for smaller automobiles) or large-scale field experiments (speed adoption over a period of two years). For selected publications, see Garvill, Marell & Nordlund (2003); Marell, Davidsson, Gärling & Laitila (2004).
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Figure Caption

Figure 1. An overview of where social psychology research takes place in Sweden and what social psychology problems are studied.
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