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Superordinate Goals

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology; Conflict Resolution; Organizational Behavior

1. Core Definition

Superordinate goals are defined as overarching, compelling objectives that necessitate the

cooperative effort of two or more distinct, often antagonistic, social groups to achieve success.

These goals are characterized by the principle of mutual interdependence; neither group

possesses the requisite resources, skills, or ability to attain the desired outcome unilaterally.

Consequently, the achievement of the goal is contingent upon genuine and effective intergroup

collaboration. In contexts marked by conflict, prejudice, or severe intergroup rivalry, the

introduction of a superordinate goal acts as a potent intervention, compelling former rivals to shift

their focus from zero-sum competition to non-zero-sum cooperation.

The psychological mechanism underlying the effectiveness of superordinate goals involves a

fundamental cognitive and emotional reorientation. By forcing groups to work together toward a

highly valued common end, the intervention challenges existing negative stereotypes and hostile

perceptions. The collaborative effort fosters new, positive interactions, allowing individuals to

perceive members of the outgroup not merely through the lens of group identity, but as individuals

whose skills and contributions are essential for mutual success. This process facilitates the erosion

of intergroup boundaries and encourages the recognition of shared humanity and common

interests, thereby reducing prejudice and improving overall intergroup relations. The success of the

cooperative endeavor validates the shared identity and reinforces the utility of collaboration over

conflict.

Crucially, the goal must possess a high positive valence, meaning it must be highly attractive and

desirable to all involved parties, ensuring sufficient motivation to overcome initial reluctance or

residual animosity. If the goal is perceived as trivial, easily achievable by one group alone, or

undesirable, it will fail to motivate the necessary level of collaboration required to bridge deep-

seated divisions. The inherent difficulty and perceived necessity of the goal are key elements that

guarantee the required commitment and sustained interaction necessary for deep-seated attitude

change.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concept of superordinate goals was formally introduced and rigorously tested by the influential

Turkish-American social psychologist Muzafer Sherif and his colleagues during the 1950s. Sherif's

foundational work on intergroup conflict laid the groundwork for understanding how group

boundaries are formed and, more importantly, how they might be dissolved. His research was a

direct challenge to the prevailing contact hypothesis of the time, which suggested that simply
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increasing exposure between hostile groups would reduce prejudice.

Sherif's most famous study demonstrating this principle was the Robbers Cave Experiment (1954),

conducted at a remote summer camp. The study divided 11-year-old boys into two groups, the

"Eagles" and the "Rattlers." Initially, the groups developed strong internal cohesion. Phase two

introduced competitive tasks (e.g., tug-of-war, baseball) where resources were zero-sum, resulting

in intense intergroup hostility, verbal insults, and vandalism. Sherif found that mere non-

competitive contact (such as eating together) did not alleviate the conflict; instead, it often provided

further opportunities for taunting and solidifying negative stereotypes.

It was only during the third phase that Sherif introduced a series of manufactured crises--such as a

disruption in the camp's water supply or the failure of the truck transporting supplies--that could

only be solved through the combined efforts of both groups. These were the superordinate goals.

The necessity of collaboration to fix the water pipe or pull the stalled truck forced the boys to

cooperate. Over the course of these joint activities, the initial hostility dissipated, and new

friendships began to form across group lines. Sherif concluded that shared goals requiring mutual

effort were the only reliable means of consistently reducing intergroup hostility, thus establishing

superordinate goals as a core tenet of realistic conflict theory and its resolution.

3. Key Characteristics and Operational Requirements

For a goal to function effectively as a superordinate mechanism for conflict reduction, it must meet

several stringent operational requirements related to its structure, perceived value, and

implementation. Failure to meet these criteria often leads to the goal being co-opted or ignored,

potentially exacerbating existing tensions if the collaboration fails or is perceived as unequal.

Mutual Interdependence and Necessity: The most crucial characteristic is that the goal must be

structured such that success is mathematically and practically impossible without the active

contribution of every antagonistic group. This ensures that groups cannot simply delegate the work

or attempt to sabotage the other side while still achieving the outcome themselves. The absolute

necessity of joint action forces groups to acknowledge and rely upon the specific strengths and

resources of their rivals.

High Positive Valence and Salience: The outcome of the superordinate goal must be universally

and profoundly desired by all participants. If the reward or consequence of failure is minor, the

motivation to overcome historical grudges will be insufficient. The stakes must be high enough--

concerning survival, critical resources, or substantial collective benefit--to overshadow the

gratification derived from intergroup competition or hostility.

Joint Responsibility and Shared Credit: The execution of the task must be structured to ensure

that both groups visibly contribute to the success, and that the ultimate achievement is attributed
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collectively. If one group is perceived as dominant or if credit is disproportionately allocated, the

intervention risks reinforcing existing power imbalances or feelings of marginalization, thereby

undermining the cooperative spirit essential for lasting change.

Sustained Interaction and Repeated Success: A single, isolated instance of cooperation is

rarely sufficient to dismantle deep-seated animosity. Effective use of superordinate goals requires

repeated opportunities for collaborative success. These sustained positive interactions provide the

necessary psychological scaffolding for outgroup members to be decategorized and recategorized

into a more inclusive identity, leading to generalized reductions in prejudice beyond the specific

task environment.

4. Mechanisms of Conflict Reduction

The efficacy of superordinate goals stems from their capacity to fundamentally alter the social-

cognitive framework through which groups perceive their relationships. There are primarily two

complementary psychological mechanisms through which these goals operate to mitigate conflict:

the promotion of decategorization/recategorization and the shift from competitive to cooperative

norms.

Firstly, superordinate goals directly challenge and eventually dismantle the rigid "us versus them"

boundary defined by Social Identity Theory. By requiring groups to work side-by-side, the focus

shifts from group-based categorization to individual-based recognition (decategorization). As

collaboration continues, the groups gradually define a new, overarching shared identity

(recategorization), such as "We are the survivors," or "We are the company project team." This

process is often integrated into the Common Ingroup Identity Model, proposed by Gaertner and

Dovidio, which posits that intergroup bias can be reduced by transforming members' cognitive

representations of the groups from two separate entities into one more inclusive group. When a

superordinate goal is successfully attained, the shared positive experience reinforces the

perception of a unified "we," making the prior subgroup identities less salient.

Secondly, superordinate goals shift the prevailing motivational context from competition to mutual

gain. In the presence of deep-seated conflict, resources are typically perceived as finite (zero-

sum). Superordinate goals introduce a non-zero-sum dynamic where the potential gains are

dramatically increased only through joint effort. This structural change redefines the motivational

landscape: the enemy is no longer the other group, but the external challenge (the stalled truck,

the failing budget, the competitor). This redirection of antagonism away from the outgroup towards

a common external threat is highly effective in uniting disparate parties, channeling their energy

towards constructive problem-solving rather than destructive rivalry. The goal essentially forces

groups to perceive their outcomes as positively correlated--one group's success directly benefits

the other.
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5. Applications in Real-World Conflict Resolution

The framework of superordinate goals has been applied extensively beyond experimental social

psychology, proving valuable in diverse settings ranging from international diplomacy to

organizational restructuring. In industrial and organizational psychology, for instance, management

often introduces high-stakes, cross-functional projects (such as a company-wide initiative to

achieve a new market standard or overcome a severe economic downturn) to break down

traditional departmental silos and reduce internal political rivalry. These shared corporate

objectives serve as superordinate goals, forcing engineering, marketing, and finance departments,

which often operate antagonistically, to pool resources and expertise for the common good of the

firm's survival or expansion.

In international relations, the concept is utilized, albeit often implicitly, to foster cooperation

between hostile nations. Environmental challenges, such as global warming, pandemics, or the

maintenance of shared resources like international waterways, represent powerful natural

superordinate goals. No single nation can solve these problems alone; thus, treaties and

cooperative agreements focused on climate change mitigation or disease eradication require the

participation of historical rivals. Similarly, joint ventures in space exploration or disaster relief often

succeed in temporarily bridging political divides by presenting a compelling, shared human

objective that transcends national boundaries.

However, the application in real-world contexts is often more complex than in laboratory settings

due to entrenched power differences and asymmetrical resource distribution. For a superordinate

goal to succeed politically or internationally, the initiating parties must ensure that the goal is

perceived as genuinely mutually beneficial, rather than as a disguised attempt by one powerful

group to manipulate the weaker group. Transparency and equitable sharing of both the burden and

the ultimate rewards are critical to maintaining trust and cooperation among former enemies.

6. Debates and Criticisms

While the superordinate goal concept is foundational to conflict resolution, it is not without

theoretical and practical limitations. Critics often point out the difficulty of replicating the controlled

environment of the Robbers Cave study in complex real-world situations, where conflict drivers are

often deeply ideological, historical, or related to fundamental economic inequalities that cannot be

easily solved by a single shared task.

One major criticism revolves around the sustainability of the reduced conflict. While superordinate

goals may successfully decrease immediate hostility, the long-term persistence of positive

intergroup attitudes is questionable if the structural conditions that initially caused the rivalry remain

unchanged. Some research suggests that once the superordinate goal is achieved and the need

for collaboration ends, groups may revert to their original antagonistic identities, particularly if
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opportunities for renewed competition arise. The temporary nature of the goal may only mask,

rather than permanently resolve, the underlying sources of conflict.

Furthermore, the concept faces challenges related to implementation failure. If the cooperative

effort fails to achieve the superordinate goal, the negative outcome may be blamed on the

outgroup, potentially reinforcing existing stereotypes and escalating the conflict. If Group A

perceives that Group B's incompetence or lack of commitment led to the failure, the original

hostility is not only validated but intensified. Therefore, careful management and high confidence in

achieving the goal are essential prerequisites for this strategy to be successful in reducing

prejudice rather than fueling it.
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