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Muzafer Sherif Robbers Cave Experiment is a landmark study in social psychology that explored the
dynamics of intergroup conflict and cooperation. Conducted in the summer of 1954 by social
psychologist Muzafer Sherif and his colleagues, the experiment involved two groups of boys at a
summer camp in Robbers Cave State Park in Oklahoma. The findings from this study have had a
profound and lasting impact on our understanding of group behavior, prejudice, and conflict
resolution, shaping theories and practices in various fields, including sociology, psychology, and
conflict resolution.



Background of the Experiment

Theoretical Framework

The Robbers Cave Experiment was grounded in social identity theory and realistic conflict theory.
These theories suggest that group identity plays a crucial role in shaping behaviors and attitudes,
particularly during intergroup interactions. Social identity theory posits that individuals derive part
of their self-concept from the groups to which they belong. Realistic conflict theory, on the other
hand, suggests that intergroup conflict arises from competition over limited resources.

Participants

The participants in the Robbers Cave Experiment were 22 boys, all around 11 to 12 years old, who
were recruited from similar socio-economic backgrounds. They were divided into two groups, the
Rattlers and the Eagles, without prior knowledge of the existence of the other group. The boys were
all white, middle-class, and came from Protestant backgrounds, which minimized cultural and social
differences that might complicate the experiment's findings.

The Phases of the Experiment

The Robbers Cave Experiment was structured in three distinct phases, each serving a specific
purpose in understanding the dynamics of group behavior.

Phase 1: Group Formation

During the first phase, the boys were divided into two separate groups, each isolated from the other.
The primary goal of this phase was to foster a strong group identity. Activities included:

1. Team-building Exercises: The boys participated in various cooperative activities that encouraged
teamwork, such as hiking, swimming, and crafting.

2. Group Names and Symbols: Each group created their own name, flag, and motto, further
solidifying their group identity.

3. In-group Bonding: The boys developed friendships and a sense of loyalty to their respective
groups through shared experiences and challenges.

By the end of this phase, both groups exhibited strong feelings of unity and camaraderie, setting the
stage for the next phase.

Phase 2: Intergroup Competition



The second phase introduced competition between the two groups, which significantly heightened
tensions. This phase involved the following:

1. Competitive Events: The Rattlers and Eagles engaged in a series of competitive activities, such as
baseball games and tug-of-war, with prizes for the winning team.

2. Escalating Hostility: As the competition progressed, animosity between the two groups
intensified. The Rattlers and Eagles began to engage in name-calling, raiding each other’s camps,
and displaying symbols of aggression.

3. Emergence of Prejudice: The boys developed stereotypes about the opposing group, viewing them
as inferior or aggressive, which further fueled the conflict.

This phase illustrated how quickly intergroup tension can escalate in competitive situations, leading
to negative attitudes and behaviors.

Phase 3: Conflict Resolution

The final phase of the experiment focused on conflict resolution through cooperative
interdependence. Researchers introduced various strategies aimed at reducing hostility and
fostering cooperation:

1. Superordinate Goals: The boys were presented with challenges that required cooperation between
the two groups to succeed, such as fixing a water supply problem and arranging for food supplies.

2. Joint Activities: Activities that necessitated collaboration, like group hikes and games, were
organized to promote positive interactions.

3. Gradual Integration: Over time, boys from both groups began to socialize and form friendships,
leading to a decrease in hostility.

By the end of this phase, the boys had developed a sense of mutual respect and understanding,
demonstrating that intergroup conflict could be mitigated through cooperation and shared goals.

Key Findings and Implications

The Robbers Cave Experiment yielded several significant findings that have influenced the study of
social psychology and intergroup relations.

Group Identity and Prejudice

One of the primary findings was the strength of group identity in fostering prejudice and hostility.
The boys quickly adopted an "us versus them" mentality, highlighting how easily individuals can
develop negative attitudes toward perceived out-groups when competition is introduced.

Cooperation Reduces Conflict



The experiment also demonstrated that cooperation and shared goals could effectively reduce
intergroup conflict. By engaging in activities that required collaboration, the boys were able to
transcend their differences and develop positive relationships.

Realistic Conflict Theory Validation

The findings supported realistic conflict theory, illustrating how competition over limited resources
can lead to hostility and aggression between groups. The experiment showed that even in a
controlled environment, competition could foster prejudice and aggression.

Critiques and Limitations

While the Robbers Cave Experiment is widely regarded as a foundational study in social psychology,
it is not without its critiques and limitations.

Generalizability

One of the main critiques is the generalizability of the findings. The participants were a
homogeneous group of boys from similar backgrounds, which raises questions about the
applicability of the findings to more diverse populations.

Ethical Concerns

The experiment also faced ethical scrutiny. The researchers intentionally created conflict and
tension between the boys, which may have caused psychological distress. Although the researchers
debriefed the boys afterward, the ethical implications of inducing conflict for research purposes
remain a point of discussion.

Long-term Effects

Another limitation is the lack of follow-up studies to assess the long-term effects of the interventions.
While the experiment successfully reduced conflict in the short term, it is unclear whether the
relationships formed during the experiment lasted beyond the camp experience.

Conclusion

The Muzafer Sherif Robbers Cave Experiment remains a pivotal study in understanding group
behavior, prejudice, and conflict resolution. Its findings underscore the importance of group identity
and the potential for cooperation to mitigate intergroup tensions. Despite critiques regarding



generalizability and ethical considerations, the experiment has significantly influenced theories in
social psychology and has practical implications for addressing conflict in various social contexts.
The Robbers Cave Experiment serves as a reminder of the complexities of human behavior and the
power of shared goals in fostering understanding and cooperation among diverse groups.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the main objective of the Robbers Cave Experiment
conducted by Muzafer Sherif?

The main objective was to study intergroup conflict and cooperation by observing how two groups of
boys would interact when placed in competitive and cooperative situations.

How many boys participated in the Robbers Cave Experiment?

The experiment involved 22 boys, aged 11 to 12 years, who were divided into two groups.

What were the names of the two groups in the Robbers Cave
Experiment?

The two groups were named the 'Eagles' and the 'Rattlers'.

What methods did Sherif use to create competition between
the two groups?

Sherif organized various competitive activities, such as tug-of-war and baseball games, which
fostered rivalry and hostility between the groups.

What was the outcome of the initial competitive phase of the
experiment?

The initial phase resulted in increased hostility and aggression between the two groups, including
name-calling and physical confrontations.

How did Sherif attempt to reduce the conflict between the
groups after the competitive phase?

Sherif introduced superordinate goals, which required both groups to work together to achieve
common objectives, thereby promoting cooperation and reducing hostility.

What psychological concepts were highlighted by the Robbers
Cave Experiment?

The experiment highlighted concepts such as group identity, in-group/out-group bias, conflict
resolution, and the importance of shared goals in reducing intergroup tension.



What implications did the Robbers Cave Experiment have on
understanding social behavior?

The findings suggested that intergroup conflicts could be mitigated through cooperative efforts and
shared goals, influencing theories in social psychology and conflict resolution.

Are there any criticisms of the Robbers Cave Experiment?

Yes, some criticisms include ethical concerns regarding the manipulation of the boys' social
dynamics and the lack of generalizability due to the specific sample of boys and setting.
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