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The Robbers' Cave Experiment is a landmark study in social psychology that
investigates intergroup conflict and the methods to reduce it. Conducted by
Muzafer Sherif and his colleagues in 1954, the experiment simulated real-
world intergroup rivalries and explored how cooperation and shared goals
could foster reconciliation. One of the most compelling aspects of the study
was observing how the opposing groups of boys, initially hostile and
competitive, managed to resolve their conflicts. The pivotal moment came when
the boys were engaged in activities that required them to work together
towards common objectives, illustrating the power of superordinate goals in
conflict resolution.

In this article, we will explore the details of the Robbers' Cave Experiment,
focusing on the critical phase when the conflicting groups of boys overcame
their hostility. We will analyze the methods employed to promote cooperation,
the significance of shared objectives, and the broader implications for
understanding intergroup conflict resolution.

The Context of the Robbers' Cave Experiment

Before delving into the resolution phase, it is essential to understand the
setup of the experiment and the initial conditions that led to conflict.

Overview of the Experiment

The Robbers' Cave Experiment involved 22 boys aged 11 to 12, divided into two
groups: the Eagles and the Rattlers. The experiment was conducted in three
stages:

- Group Formation (Ingroup Development): The boys were unaware of each
other's existence and formed their own social groups.

- Conflict Induction: The groups were introduced to each other, leading to
competitive activities that fostered hostility and rivalry.

- Conflict Resolution: Researchers introduced strategies to reduce hostility
and encourage cooperation.



Initial Hostility and Conflict

Once the groups met, competition over resources and activities, such as tug-
of-war and sports, ignited hostility. Name-calling, vandalism, and physical
fights became common, illustrating classic intergroup conflict dynamics. The
hostility was fueled by:

- Desire for dominance

- Competition for limited resources

- In-group favoritism and out-group discrimination

The Turning Point: When Were the Two Groups
Resolved?

The resolution of conflict did not happen spontaneously; it was the result of
intentional strategies implemented by the researchers. The critical turning
point was when the boys were engaged in cooperative activities that required
mutual effort, leading to the reduction of hostility and the development of
positive intergroup relations.

Introduction of Superordinate Goals

The concept of superordinate goals is central to conflict resolution. These
are objectives that cannot be achieved by a single group alone and require
cooperation among conflicting groups.

The researchers introduced several tasks designed to:

- Require joint effort: Achieving the goals depended on the cooperation of
both groups.

- Create shared experiences: Promoting positive interactions and breaking
down stereotypes.

Specific Activities That Led to Resolution
The pivotal activities included:
1. Restoring the Water Supply: The boys needed to fix the camp's water

supply, which was shut off due to vandalism. This task was complex and
required collective effort.

2. Pulling the Bus Out of the Mud: When a bus got stuck in the mud, the
boys had to cooperate to free it, fostering teamwork.

3. Organizing a Movie Night: Planning and executing a social event required
collaboration and communication.



These activities were deliberately designed to:

- Encourage communication between the groups.

- Foster trust through shared success.

- Reduce prejudice by creating positive intergroup interactions.

How Cooperation Facilitated Conflict Resolution

The shift from hostility to harmony was driven by the success of cooperative
activities. Here are the key mechanisms by which cooperation helped resolve
the conflict:

Fostering Intergroup Contact

- Positive Interactions: Engaging in joint tasks allowed the boys to see each
other as individuals rather than stereotypes.

- Breaking Down Barriers: Shared achievements helped humanize members of the
out-group.

Creating a Sense of Unity

- Shared Goals: Working together created a collective identity that
transcended previous rivalries.

- Mutual Dependence: Realizing that success depended on cooperation fostered
trust.

Reducing Prejudice and Hostility

- As the boys collaborated, negative stereotypes diminished.
- Friendly interactions increased, and hostility decreased.

Increasing Empathy and Understanding

- Working towards common goals helped the boys understand each other's
perspectives.
- Empathy reduced the desire for conflict.



Broader Implications of the Resolution in the
Robbers' Cave Experiment

The successful resolution of conflict in the Robbers' Cave Experiment
provided valuable insights into managing intergroup hostility in various
contexts, including:

Application in Real-World Situations

- Conflict Zones: Promoting cooperation through shared goals can facilitate
peace.

- Community Integration: Creating joint projects can foster harmony among
diverse groups.

- Workplace Relations: Team-building activities emphasizing shared objectives
can reduce interdepartmental conflicts.

Theoretical Significance

- The experiment supported the Realistic Conflict Theory, which posits that
intergroup hostility arises from competition over resources.

- It demonstrated that superordinate goals are effective tools for reducing
prejudice and hostility.

Limitations and Considerations

- The artificial nature of the experiment may not fully capture real-world
complexities.

- Long-term maintenance of harmony requires ongoing cooperation and positive
interactions.

- The findings highlight the importance of context, leadership, and
environment in conflict resolution.

Conclusion

The conflict between the two groups of boys in the Robbers' Cave Experiment
was ultimately resolved when they engaged in activities that necessitated
cooperation towards shared objectives. These superordinate goals, such as
fixing the water supply and pulling the bus out of the mud, proved
instrumental in reducing hostility, fostering trust, and establishing
positive intergroup relations. The experiment underscored the importance of
cooperation, shared goals, and positive contact in resolving conflicts,
offering valuable lessons for managing intergroup hostility in diverse



settings. Understanding these principles helps psychologists, mediators, and
community leaders devise effective strategies to promote harmony and peace
across various social contexts.

Frequently Asked Questions

When was the conflict between the two groups of boys
in the Robbers Cave Experiment resolved?

The conflict was resolved when the two groups of boys were brought together
to participate in cooperative activities that required teamwork and mutual
effort.

What method was used to resolve the conflict between
the two groups in the Robbers Cave Experiment?

The conflict was resolved through intergroup competitions followed by
superordinate goals that required both groups to work together to achieve
common objectives.

At what point during the Robbers Cave Experiment did
the groups begin to reconcile?

Reconciliation began after the introduction of superordinate goals, which
encouraged cooperation and reduced hostility between the groups.

Did the resolution of conflict in the Robbers Cave
Experiment depend on individual efforts or group
cooperation?

It depended on group cooperation, specifically through activities that
fostered intergroup collaboration toward shared goals.

What role did supervised activities play in
resolving the conflict in the Robbers Cave
Experiment?

Supervised activities that promoted teamwork and intergroup interaction
helped reduce hostility and facilitated conflict resolution.

Was the conflict between the groups in the Robbers



Cave Experiment permanent or temporary?

The conflict was temporary and could be resolved through structured
interventions like cooperative tasks and shared goals.

How did introducing common goals help in resolving
the group conflict in the Robbers Cave Experiment?

Introducing common goals created a sense of unity and purpose, encouraging
the groups to collaborate and reducing negative feelings towards each other.

What is the key to conflict resolution in the
Robbers Cave Experiment according to the study?

The key was fostering cooperation through shared activities and superordinate
goals that required the groups to work together.

Additional Resources
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The Robbers’ Cave Experiment, conducted by Muzafer Sherif in 1954, remains
one of the most influential studies in social psychology. It vividly
demonstrated how intergroup conflict can develop and, more importantly, how
it can be reduced through deliberate social interventions. Central to the
experiment was the observation that two groups of boys, initially unaware of
each other's existence, quickly developed rivalries, stereotypes, and
hostility. However, the conflict was ultimately resolved when specific
conditions and actions were introduced, fostering cooperation and
reconciliation. In this detailed review, we explore the context of the
Robbers’ Cave Experiment, the dynamics of intergroup conflict, and the
specific mechanisms that led to its resolution, emphasizing the pivotal role
of cooperation through superordinate goals.

Background of the Robbers’ Cave Experiment

The Robbers’ Cave Experiment involved 22 boys, aged 11 to 12, divided into
two groups—Eagles and Rattlers—who were unaware of each other’s existence
initially. The experiment was conducted in a summer camp setting in Robbers’
Cave State Park, Oklahoma, and was designed to study intergroup conflict and
its resolution.

Initially, the groups engaged in activities that fostered in-group pride and
loyalty, such as competitions and team-building exercises. Soon, hostility,
stereotypes, and prejudice emerged, exemplified by name-calling, theft of



flags, and physical confrontations. Sherif and his team observed how easily
intergroup conflict can develop when groups are competing for resources or
status, even in a controlled environment.

The Nature of Intergroup Conflict in the
Experiment

The conflict in the Robbers’ Cave was driven by competition over limited
resources, social identity, and the desire for dominance. Some key features
included:

- In-group favoritism: Each group developed its own norms, language, and
pride.

- Stereotyping and prejudice: Negative stereotypes about the other group
formed quickly.

- Hostile behaviors: Name-calling, vandalism, and physical fights
characterized the interactions.

Pros of this setup:

- Demonstrates the ease with which conflict can develop.

- Highlights the importance of social identity in intergroup relations.

- Provides a controlled environment to test conflict resolution strategies.

Cons:
- Artificial setting may not fully replicate real-world complexities.
- Ethical considerations regarding inducing conflict among minors.

Mechanisms of Conflict Resolution: When They
Were

The pivotal turning point in the experiment was the implementation of
specific strategies designed to foster cooperation. Sherif identified that
conflict could be mitigated when the groups worked together towards common
goals, a concept known as superordinate goals. The resolution process
involved several stages and key actions:

1. Introduction of Superordinate Goals

Superordinate goals are objectives that require the cooperation of
conflicting parties to achieve. Sherif introduced tasks that could only be
completed through joint effort. Examples included:

- Fixing a water supply system that was malfunctioning.



- Pulling a truck out of the mud together.
- Preparing a communal feast.

Features of this approach:

- Encourages collaboration rather than competition.

- Promotes shared purpose and reduces hostility.

- Shifts focus from individual or group dominance to mutual success.

Pros:

- Effectively reduces prejudice and hostility.

- Builds trust and understanding.

- Demonstrates the power of cooperation in resolving conflicts.

Cons:

- Requires initial willingness from groups.

- May take time to see tangible results.

- Success depends on the nature of the goals and group dynamics.

2. Creating Situations for Intergroup Cooperation

Sherif arranged activities that necessitated intergroup cooperation:

- Joint participation in games and chores.
- Shared problem-solving tasks.
- Organizing events that required collective effort.

This strategy fostered positive interactions and broke down stereotypes.

Features:
- Encourages communication and empathy.
- Diminishes us-versus-them mentality.

Pros:
- Promotes social bonding.
- Reduces prejudice through positive contact.

Cons:
- Risk of superficial cooperation without genuine attitude change.
- Potential resurgence of hostility if underlying issues are unresolved.

3. Reducing Competition and Emphasizing
Commonalities

Sherif also minimized competitive activities that fueled hostility, replacing
them with cooperative tasks that emphasized commonalities—such as shared
interests, goals, and values.



Features:
- Reframes perceptions towards shared identities.
- Reinforces in-group and out-group distinctions less negatively.

Pros:

- Long-term attitude change.

- Fosters inclusive social identity.
Cons:

- Difficult to completely eliminate competition.
- May require ongoing reinforcement.

Outcomes of the Conflict Resolution

The combined application of superordinate goals and cooperative activities
led to significant improvements:

- The boys began to see each other as allies rather than enemies.
- Hostile behaviors declined sharply.

- Friendships formed across group boundaries.

- Mutual respect and trust were established.

Sherif concluded that intergroup conflict is not innate but often driven by
situational factors and can be mitigated through structured cooperation.

Implications for Social Psychology and Real-
World Applications

The findings from Sherif'’s experiment have broad implications:

- Understanding prejudice: Demonstrates how stereotypes are socially
constructed and can be dismantled.

- Conflict resolution strategies: Emphasizes cooperation and shared goals as
effective tools.

- Policy-making: Informs approaches like community integration, peacekeeping,
and intercultural dialogue.

Strengths:

- Provides empirical evidence for theories of intergroup relations.
- Highlights practical interventions.

Limitations:



- Ethical concerns about manipulating group dynamics.

- Limited generalizability to complex societal conflicts.

- The artificial nature of the experiment may oversimplify real-world
conflicts.

Conclusion

The resolution of conflict between the two groups of boys in the Robbers’
Cave Experiment was achieved when they engaged in cooperative activities
aimed at achieving common goals. This approach successfully reduced
hostility, stereotypes, and prejudice, demonstrating the transformative power
of cooperation. The experiment underscores that conflict is often driven by
situational factors rather than inherent differences, and that fostering
collaboration through superordinate goals can be an effective strategy for
peacebuilding and social harmony. Sherif’s work remains a cornerstone in
social psychology, offering valuable insights into the mechanisms of conflict
and reconciliation, with enduring relevance for addressing intergroup
conflicts in diverse contexts worldwide.
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