
 

Overview and Assignments 

 SW 500 Human Differences, Social Relationships, Well-Being, and Change 
through the Life Course  

  

  

Professor Daphna Oyserman  

Tuesdays 2-5 

daphna.oyserman@umich.edu 

  

General Overview (for all SW 500 classes): This course will employ multicultural and critical 
perspectives to understand individuals, families, and their interpersonal and group relationships, 
life span development, and theories of well-being, stress, coping, and adaptation. This course 
will emphasize knowledge about individuals and small social systems and the implications of 
this knowledge for all domains of social work practice. Students will be introduced to the 
concepts of risk and protective factors, with relevant examples at the individual and small system 
levels. Students will also consider the implications of this knowledge for intervening in social 
problems and supporting rehabilitation once problems have developed. Major components of the 
course will be concerned with the processes of oppression, privilege, and discrimination and 
factors that help people and small social systems to change. The knowledge presented will 
include the interrelationships between smaller and larger social systems, and in particular, how 
biological factors and the larger social and physical environments shape and influence individual 
and family well-being.   

  

General perspective: This is a foundation course, which means that it is to provide knowledge 
on which more advanced coursework later in your MSW career can build. My goal is that you 
will learn things that stick with you in your professional life after your short time with us that the 
SSW is over. Core constructs focus on the interface between the PODS constructs; well-being 
and happiness; inclusion, belonging and identity; social structure; culture, cognition, memory 
and mental processes. Biological bases will be discussed as relevant, particularly to highlight 
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interface between each of these basic social constructs and impact on the body.   

  

Contact: Email is best: daphna.oyserman@umich.edu, office phone (ISR) 647-7622. 

  

Office hours: Tuesdays after class, 5:15-6:15 in Social Work, room 3848. Let me know during 
class or by email if you want to meet so I can be sure to have ample time. 

  

Assignments, grading and structure of the class:  Participation 25%, Brief Paper 25%, Quiz 
25%, Group-prepared Resource Guide 25%. 

  

Participation   Attendance is necessary for participation to occur. Typically each week we’ll 
have some combination of lecture, 5-person small group discussion and full-class discussion. 
Lectures will be posted on the class web page. Each week there will be core readings, and for 
those with particular interest in the area, further suggested readings. Each week, discussion is 
meant to help highlight the core concepts and their implications these constructs will link and 
build from one week to the next. The goal is to create an active learning context in which each 
week’s content is actively linked to prior content so that by the end of the semester, students will 
have a linked memory structure, facilitating later recall and use of the material in class and in the 
field. 

  

Brief paper (OCT 5 LOAD ONTO CTOOLS BEFORE CLASS) 

In the first four weeks you have read, heard, and thought about social context effects on health 
and well-being. In this assignment, you will write a 4-page paper in which you first describe a 
meaningful experience you or someone close to you had and then interpret it in light of the 
readings on social context effects, providing a brief summary of the relevant points from the 
readings you chose. A successful paper contains each of the three elements (the experience, the 
interpretation in light of the readings, and the brief summary of relevant points from the readings 
you chose). 

The brief paper gives you a chance to use the readings (not simply to summarize them) to make 
sense of your own experiences. The paper is meant to be brief (describe the experience; explain 
why it was meaningful and the theoretical frame you can now use to interpret it). The 4-page 
limit means you may need to edit your writing so that you cover both the personal experience 
and the core points in the readings that provide a lens to make sense of why the experience was 
meaningful. Pick a meaningful social experience (e.g., school, family, neighborhood friendships 
or close relationships) that happened to you or someone you know well. Briefly describe the 
experience and how it felt at the time then consider it again in light of what you have read in the 
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first four weeks of class. 

  

Quiz (NOV 2 IN CLASS ASSIGNMENT) 

The point of the quiz is to demonstrate that you have read and can apply the readings to social 
situations. You will be presented with a scenario. You will (1) make a prediction based in the 
reading (2) explain your reasoning, using the relevant core readings. You will have some choice 
as to which scenarios to write about and your goal is to show that you have read and can use the 
core readings from the first 7 sessions.   

  

Resource Guide (DEC 14 HARD COPY TO MY OFFICE & LOAD ONTO CTOOLS by 5 pm) 

You will translate the core ideas into pointers to improve health and well-being by creating 
contexts that reduce chances that people will fail to work on their goals, procrastinate, or make 
well-being risky rather than well-being promoting choices.  In the past, some student groups 
have focused their handbooks on needs of students; others have focused on needs of social 
workers or on needs of particular client populations (applying PODS). This is a group 
assignment (groups of 4 or 5). 

 
 

Session 1 Sept 7 

Well-being and happiness: In the mind and in the world  

  

  

We will get to know one another, go over class structure and assignments and then move into the 
first topic.  

Please come prepared to discuss the first two readings, we will break up into groups and then 
each group will present to the class what it sees as the core points and their implications for 
social work.  
 
  

 income, health and wellbeing around the world.pdf 

positive health connecting well-being and biology.pdf 

dynamic spread of happiness.pdf 

preventing chronic disease.pdf 
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Session 2 Sept 14 

 Self-esteem, self-concept and identity 
 
The lecture provides a summary of this topic and the readings link back to questions about 
happiness and forward to the next topics of social inclusion. 
 
Discussion will focus on the Leary socio-meter description of self-esteem, asking when and how 
our self-concepts and self-feelings matter. 

 Leary CD1999.pdf 

Oyserman 2001.pdf 

future thinking in young children.pdf 

 

Session 3 Sept 21 

 Person and Group Perception, Stereotypes and Stereotype Malleability 
 
We are a country that is becoming increasingly diverse (see graph of American demographics). 
 
The lecture summarizes Susan Fiske's synthesis of the person and group perception literature 
which shows that inferences focus on two axes warmth-morality and competence-ability. I 
overview this model and then in the discussion you will focus on the connection between this 
model and other research demonstrating both that stereotypical beliefs may influence how we 
respond to others (the brief NYTimes piece asks why people were so quick to belief that calories 
from fat are worse than other calories and the review article asks why focuses on whether 
employers say they will hire ex-offenders and whether they actually do), the malleability 
stereotypical categories and prejudicial responses (SInclear and Lun) and consider how this can 
be used in social work. The brief attitude-behavior blog provides a summary of the classic La 
Piere demonstration that saying and doing are not the same. 
 
You will be reading a chapter on the surprising social tuning (automatic changes) in ethnic and 
racial attitudes: Sinclear, S. & Lun, J. (2010) Social tuning of ethnic attitudes. In L. Barrett, B. 
Mesquita, & E. Smith. The mind in context. (pp. 204-229). Guilford Press.  

 dynamic spread of smoking.pdf 

Attitude_Behavior Gap La Piere.doc 

Graph of American Demographic Profile.pdf 

using income instead of race for diversity.pdf 

What employers say and do asr_pager&quillian.pdf 

When social judgment is wrong.pdf 

The Mind in Context - Ch. 11 pp. 214-229.pdf 

 

Session 4 Sept 29 

Fitting in and belong in the early years. 
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How basic are the processes behind prejudice and stereotyping and what can be done about it? 
 
I will give a brief overview of Piaget's model of cognitive development to link to the question of 
development of stereotypes as cognitive structures. 
 
You will read Becky Bigler's developmental intergroup theory and discuss what it implies for 
social work -- how do categories become psychologically meaningful and once they are what 
does this mean? Link your thinking to the Guardian piece showing effects occur by age for as 
well as to the Killen article 
 
Time permitting at the end I will summarize the idea of the jigsaw classroom, a method 
developed by Elliott Aronson to instill cooperative learning.  

 Bigler & Liben CD2007.pdf 

cohen and garcia 2008.pdf 

Killen CD2007.pdf 

Patterson & Bigler Chp3 2007.pdf 

Cleverer than boys _ The Guardian.pdf 

 

Session 5 Oct 5 

Culture, what cues cultural perspectives and how culture relates to things that matter (how we 
feel and think, what we see and remember) 
 
I will provide an overview of the basic constructs in lecture (these are also in the resource folder 
under core). 
 
The readings attempt to tie culture to practice, your job in discussion is to link the basic 
constructs to practice issues. Each group will synthesize what it sees as core points, then present 
these to the whole class (these are also in the resource folder under suggeted). 

 cultural competence and evidence based practice.pdf 

Week 5 Discussion Questions.doc 

cultural competence and therapy.pdf 

culture and creativity.pdf 

culture dicussion cue piece.pdf 

understanding_culture_-_theory__research__and_application_-_ch_2_pp_25-52.pdf 

 

Session 6 Oct 12 

Health and well-being effects of poverty, life stresses and unfair treatment 
 
In the lecture, I focus on the correlation between poverty and mental health. The two are 
associated. The question is what does that mean. One theory is that depression reduces life 
chances (e.g. by reducing the energy and psychological resources one can bring to bear on life 
tasks such as schooling and job search) and that this results in poverty. The competing theory is 
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that the causal process is the reverse, that poverty is depressing. 
 
The readings go beyond this association, describing effects of early life stresses and unfair 
treatment on well-being and important life outcomes. Groups will summarize and present these 
findings and their implications for intervention. Check the resource section for some ideas. 
 
  

 Gibbons et al. DAD2007.pdf 

Gillespie & Nemeroff CD2007.pdf 

HB500 Brain Overview.doc 

Motivala & Irwin CD2007.pdf 

 

Session 7 Oct 26 

 Family and Neighborhood Effects on Health and Well-being 
 
How do our families and neighborhoods get under our skin to influence our health and well-
being? 
You will read two generally compatible frames and apply the reasoning provided to consider for 
example why laws prohibiting marriage between same sex partners should have negative health 
and well-being consequences. 
 
Check the suggested readings in the resource section for this week for readings that describe 
specifically effects for children.  

 House JHSB2002.pdf 

socioeconomic factors health behaviors and mortality.pdf 

Taylor, Repetti & Seeman AR1997.pdf 

 

Session 8 Nov 2 

In class quiz (topics covered in the first 7 weeks of class) 
 
Money and its effects on health and happiness. 
 
Last week we focused on poverty and stressors, today we focus on health and money.  
We all know the saying “money cannot buy happiness” but is that really true? What about the 
reverse, for example, is there a relationship between low income and happiness? Are people with 
health problems or disabilities as happy as people without them? What may this mean for social 
work practice? Good decision making often requires accurate predictions about how potential 
outcomes will make one feel.  Discussion focus is on how this applies both to our clients and to 
our own thinking. 

 Frey & Stutzer JEL2002.pdf 

Kahneman et al. 2006.pdf 

Ubel et al. HP2005.pdf 
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Session 9 Nov 9 

Talking and thinking about happiness and unhappiness 
 
 
Does talking about happy events make us happy longer? Why doesn't it necessarily relieve the 
pain to think about negative events that have happened to us? Do people necessarily adjust to 
negative (or positive) life events or are there some things that can be done to improve this 
process? 
 
I will discuss the general frameworks provided by Lyobumirsky and by Kross in lecture. In 
discussion you will consider the ideas raised by the pieces that focus on adaptation to life events 
and trauma. 

 KrossPsychologicalScience.pdf 

Lyobumirksy et al. JPSP2006.pdf 

individual difference within stability of happiness over time.pdf 

mental regulation and trauma.pdf 

 

Session 10 Nov 16 

Optimism and positive thinking 
 
Americans believe in the power of positive thinking. But we also believe “a stitch in time saves 
nine”. Which is true? Should we be focusing our selves and our clients on the positive? Is there 
any evidence that optimism helps? What about the reverse, is there evidence that pessimism 
hurts? This week we focus on optimism and the impact of the positive. 
 
I will discuss evidence for the universality of the 'positivity bias' (people's tendency to see 
themselves and their life chances more positively than might be objectively warranted). In 
discussion, you will focus on what seeing the world through rose-colored glasses seems to do for 
people (as always have a look in the resource folder for this week).  

Taken together the topics covered to this point in the semester suggest ways that social isolation, 
inclusion and exclusion, unfair treatment, poverty and social contexts influence well-being and 
health and that how we share our experiences with others matters. 

 In the next three sessions, we focus on thinking and memory. As a social worker, can you help 
yourself and your clients to improve well-being, physical and mental health by how you think 
about your experiences? Clearly we act on the basis of our predictions about the environment 
(e.g., is it safe, how much control do I have?). These predictions are based in prior experience; 
this means that it is critical to have some understanding of how we make sense of our world 
(memory and cognitive processes) and how these are influenced by development, social context, 
and biology. Sessions 9-11 focus on these issues.  

 Mezulis et al. PB2004.pdf 
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Taylor et al. AP2000.pdf 

Taylor & Brown PB1988.pdf 

 

Session 11 Nov 23 

   nces the choices we make: framing and decision making  
  
In lecture I will provide a general overview of framing and decision-making. In discussion you 
will consider the readings and their implications for social welfare policy. 
 
Last week we focused on positive thinking. Of course, positive thinking is only helpful to the 
extent that it also produces action in pursuit of self-relevant and self-enhancing life goals. But we 
are all procrastinators – and have a bias toward doing nothing. Indeed, procrastination is such an 
in-grained human trait that economists have named the predictable results of our inability to act 
today the “I’ll save more tomorrow” effect. 
  
Rather than berate ourselves for procrastinating, this week’s session focuses on understanding 
how to frame choices in order to reduce the negative consequences of procrastination on 
consequential choices that social workers and their clients make. Given the pull of inertia, 
“default” options – what happens if one takes no action, can have an enormous impact on 
wellbeing. 
  
Defaults matter for three key reasons: First, it is easier not to act. Second, not acting can be 
costly. Third, the cost of inaction now can become increasingly costly over time. These three 
effects imply that the choice of defaults can have significant consequences for social workers, 
clients and social welfare policy more generally. As shown in today’s readings, setting things up 
so that the default produces progress towards one’s goals has enormous positive consequences. 
  
Another important feature of our thought processes is how we make sense of potential losses and 
gains. On average, across types of decisions and across people, losses feel more psychologically 
painful than gains feel pleasant. It hurts more to lose the rent money then it feels good to gain it. 
Given this, another important tactic for social workers is to make sure to frame decisions in 
terms of avoiding losses. 
  
Whether choice is framed as leaving things (vs. acting to opt out) as is or as needing to take 
action (to opt in) matters for the choices we end up making. This is called “framing.” Framing 
has a long history in decision research and has been shown to have sizable effects (Kahneman 
and Tversky 1984; Tversky and Kahneman 1987). The major cause of framing differences is (1) 
the fact that decisions can be framed as the loss of an option or as something to be gained and (2) 
that the cost of the loss looms larger than the pleasure of the equivalent gain. Although both 
options describe exactly the same transaction, these differences cause marked reversals in what 
people pick to do. 
  

 Bertrand et al. JPPM2006.pdf 

Johnson & Goldstein 2003.pdf 
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Session 12 Nov 30 

Thinking about your life: Healthy lessons from social cognition 
 
Work with clients can be difficult. A topic of interest for social workers is burn out and how to 
deal with negative feelings about the meaning of one’s life and work in the face of stress and 
difficulty. Today’s session focuses on what the field has learned about thinking as it relates to 
promoting a sense of meaning and well-being. A goal is to apply these healthy lessons both in 
one’s own life and in one’s interface with other professionals and with one’s clients. 
 
I will provide a summary of the social cognition approach. In discussion you will consider how 
this integrates with the situated cognition approach also described in your readings and develop 
examples of how to use this in your own professsional work. 

 Schwarz & Strack 2006.pdf 

Smith & Semin CD2007.pdf 

 

Session 13 Dec 7 

Thinking about our choices, the subjective experience of ease  

Today’s’ session focuses on the role of metacognitive experiences in judgment and decision 
making and explores their implications for debiasing strategies and public information 
campaigns. 
 
Decades of psychological research documented that human judgment often falls short of 
normative ideals. Social and cognitive psychologists discovered an ever increasing number of 
systematic biases and illustrated their pervasive role in judgment and decision making. Similarly, 
researchers in applied fields like health psychology have identified numerous erroneous beliefs 
that impair good decisions and prevent people from doing what would be in their best interest. In 
both cases, the remedy seems obvious: If people only thought enough about the issues at hand, 
considered all the relevant information and employed proper reasoning strategies, their decision 
making would surely improve. This assumption is at the heart of numerous strategies that 
attempt to debias human judgment; it is likewise central to public information campaigns 
designed to dispel erroneous beliefs and to replace them with more accurate information. 
Unfortunately, as demonstrated by Norbert Schwarz and his colleagues, these attempts to 
improve decision making often fail to achieve their goals, even under conditions assumed to 
foster rational judgment. 
  
Models of rational choice assume that people will expend more time and effort on getting it right 
when the stakes are high; hence, providing proper incentives should improve judgment. Many 
studies have attempted to show that either increasing incentives for getting the answer right or 
increasing accountability for a poor judgment results in better decision making. However, these 
studies have failed to show the desired results. One possible reason is that increased effort 
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improves performance only when people already possess strategies that are appropriate for the 
task at hand; in the absence of such strategies, raising the stakes simply cannot produce better 
results. But even when no particularly sophisticated strategy is required, trying harder does not 
necessarily result in any improvement—in fact, it may often backfire. This is the case for one of 
the most widely recommended debiasing strategies: encouraging people to ‘‘consider the 
opposite,’’ or to counterargue their initial response, by asking themselves, “What are some 
reasons that my initial judgment might be wrong?’’ Ironically, the more people try to consider 
the opposite, the more they often convince themselves that their initial judgment was right on 
target. The strategy of consider the opposite produces this unintended effect because it ignores 
the second piece of the puzzle: the metacognitive experiences that accompany the reasoning 
process. Similar surprises arise in the domain of public information campaigns. Presumably, 
erroneous beliefs can be dispelled by confronting them with contradictory evidence. Yet attempts 
to do so often increase later acceptance of the erroneous beliefs. The unintended effect arises 
because the educational strategy focuses solely on information content and ignores the 
metacognitive experiences that are part and parcel of the reasoning process.  

 Helweg-Larson & Collins CD1997.pdf 

Schwarz et al. 2007.pdf 
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