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Discussions of Muzafer Sherif’s
camp studies revolve around the
behaviour of human groups.
Typically, the warring between two
groups of children is presented as
something atavistic, an inevitable
outcome of competition for
resources. But Sherif and his team
took an active role in the facilitation
and fanning of conflict between the
children. What did children make of
the camp and how ‘natural’ did it
seem to them?  

In August 2013 at a roadside caféhalfway between the town of Edmond
and Oklahoma City, Bill Snipes and

Ovis Smith met again after 59 years. The
last time they’d seen each other was at the
Robbers Cave State Park in southeastern
Oklahoma, when they were 11 years old. 

For both of them the three-week
camp involved a number of firsts. It was
the first time either of
them had been to a
summer camp, it was the
first time they met and it
the first time they saw 
a man shoot a gun.

Bill and Ovis were
members of the Rattlers
group at Robbers Cave in
1954 and while they don’t
recall a lot about the camp,
they each recall the same
incident in vivid detail.

They remember
paddling a canoe across 
a lake. As the canoe moved
close to the bank they
heard a commotion in the
bushes at the lake’s edge.
As they got closer they saw
two snakes had hold of a
large frog. Each snake had
one of the frog’s legs in its
mouth and the frog was thrashing about,
trying to free itself.

Bill and Ovis were both city boys and
paddling a canoe on a lake in the wilds 
of southern Oklahoma was a novel
experience. So was seeing a snake, let
alone two snakes in the act of swallowing
a frog. As the boys watched in fascinated
horror, the man with them in the boat
drew a gun and shot and killed both
snakes. 

Bill, Ovis and the rest of the boys in
the canoe would later call their group the
Rattlers in honour of the incident on the
lake. 

But this was just the kind of incident
that Muzafer Sherif wanted to avoid. In
written instructions staff were told
‘Nobody is to be a leader to the boys. Staff
are to maintain professional distance in
the course of the study. They are not to
demonstrate any skills that might make
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Inside Robbers Cave radio documentary:
www.abc.net.au/radionational/
programs/hindsight/inside-robbers-
cave/4515060

What was the camp like from the point
of view of the boys who took part? 
What do their reactions and
recollections add to our understanding
of Sherif’s famous studies?
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The view from the boys
Gina Perry looks at how Sherif’s participants saw his studies

them popular with the subjects. They 
are not to wear any insignia, adopt any
nicknames or interact with subjects in
any way that they might contaminate the
group dynamics that they are there to
observe.’

The adults would discover that this
was easier said than done. In all three of
the intergroup conflict studies that Sherif
conducted between 1949 and 1954, the
boys showed their curiosity about the
men running the camp and looked to the
adults for guidance. 

In the first study in 1949, Sherif, who
disguised himself as ‘Mr Musee’ the camp
caretaker, wrote that ‘once when I was
taking notes the boys asked if it was part
of the study’. Also during a baseball game
a boy asked Sherif why he only took
pictures of the disputes. 

In the second study in 1953, which

Sherif later wrote off as a failure, one boy
asked the staff what the microphones
hanging from the rafters in the mess hall
were for. In the same study, boys who
formed friendships during the initial
whole-group phase felt aggrieved when
they were separated from new friends.
Resentment towards camp staff intensified
during the competition phase as both
teams accused staff of bias and
favouritism. In their attempts to increase
tension between the groups, the
experimenters were intent on keeping 
the two teams neck and neck in games or
activities in which points were awarded.
A rumour amongst the boys that the
camp was an experiment in which they
were expected to fight one another was
confirmed when one boy found a staff
notebook including detailed observations
of the groups’ reactions. 

As Michael Billig (1976) pointed out,

Bill Snipe returns to Robbers Cave State Park
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Sherif’s intergroup conflict
experiments involved three groups,
not two. In addition to the two groups
of boys, in each of the camp studies
there was the experimental team that
included Sherif and his group of
participant observers who played the
role of ‘senior counsellors’. Junior
counsellors were also allocated to each
group of boys. These young men were
undergraduates who took on the role
of typical camp counsellors, and were
required to stay with their group at all
times to ensure their safety and
coordinate and support the activities
planned by the experimental staff. The
junior counsellors had no role in the
experimental team. Their job was to
deliver the activities planned for the
two groups and ensure that their
group was engaged as instructed. They
slept in the cabins with the boys, took
them to the mess hall for mealtimes,
supervised their swimming, and
accompanied them on hikes and other
outdoor activities. 

In contrast, the participant
observers, while involved in organising
and running activities with the junior
counsellors had the additional role of
observing the boys closely: taking
notes, shooting film footage and taking
photographs. 

As Sherif already knew, instructing
staff to keep a ‘professional distance’
from the boys was a constant
balancing act. In the day-to-day
conduct of the experiment, the
boundaries between participant and
observer, facilitator and participant
were at constant risk of being blurred.
Staff supplied the matches for flag
burning, took photographs during
raids of the other group’s tent, and
were present when boys discussed 
and made plans for retaliatory raids. 

Behaviour amongst the children
that would normally attract censure
was ignored, if not tacitly encouraged.
For example, when a boy in a group 
was bullied or ostracised by the others,
participant observers did not intervene
but noted the behaviour as an example of
the emergence of group hierarchy. Food
fights and name calling at the height of
the competition during the Robbers Cave
study was not discouraged. (A fact that
canteen staff at Robbers Cave objected to.
Two cooks threatened to quit unless
Sherif took a firm stand on ‘cussing’ and
throwing of food.)  

If the canteen staff found Sherif’s
permissiveness shocking, the boys too
were surprised by the lack of intervention
by the adults. Typical summer camps of
the time such as those offered by boy

scouts or church groups – some of which
the boys or their siblings had attended –
featured interventionist adults whose goal
was to foster independence, cooperation
and camaraderie amongst the boys in
their charge. In contrast, in the
experimental camp the same values 
were ignored if not actively discouraged.
For example, in the 1953 study, when 
a winning team congratulated their
opponents for their good sportsmanship
after a game, their senior counsellor
called them ‘soft’.

So what did the boys make of this
‘hands-off’ approach and the reversal of
expectations about their behaviour and
that of their opposing team? None of the

handful of boys I’ve spoken to remember
the camp they took part in as a happy
event. The observation notes compiled by
Sherif’s team note symptoms of anxiety
among some of the boys, including
bedwetting, running away and
homesickness. 

Some like Walt, still feel uneasy about
their behaviour years later. ‘I did things at
the camp that were very much out of
character for me. I had been taking piano
lessons for four to five years before the
camp. At one point during the camp a
bunch of us threw bricks at this old piano
and we completely destroyed it. I don’t
know where the staff were, but no one
showed up and said “Wait a minute,
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Doug’s story
Doug says his parents would have been pleased and
flattered to receive a letter telling them their son had been
‘selected’ for a study of ‘leadership skills’ that involved
prestigious organisations like Yale, Union College and the
Rockefeller Foundation. ‘It may as well have come from
the President of the United States. It was the perfect sell.’

For Doug the summer camp in 1953 in Middle Grove,
New York was his first summer camp, his first time away
from home. ‘I recall it as an unpleasant experience, that’s
the place I got my first injury.’ 

Identified through staff observations as an emerging
leader of the Panther group, Doug was named catcher for
his team – a role best occupied by the team leader – in a
baseball game against the Pythons. Doug was mystified by
the staff’s choice. 

‘I never was the catcher. I always batted first because 
I was small and fast and I could be the first person to get
on base. But for some unimaginable reason they made me
catcher. I had to be the smallest kid there – I was small for
10. Catchers are big burly kids like a block of granite who
are going to catch all the balls and block the plate. They
had me be catcher with no protection and I go over to block
the plate which the catcher’s supposed to do and this kid
came from third base and ran me over.’ 

Doug was carried off the field and the game went on
without him. Two nights later on an overnight camping trip
staff noted that Doug woke them four times in the night to
complain of stomach pains. Finally, at 4am he was
‘marched’ through the woods back to main camp and the
dispensary. The camp ended for Doug with his parents
picking him up from hospital.

‘It’s in retrospect thinking about it that I get angry.
What kind of men would be standing there taking notes
and pictures of boys as they struggled over a game of tug
of war. You know, who are these bastards? I get angry
about that part. And then three weeks at 10 years old?
Come on, that’s not right. So, no it was not anything done
bad to me as far as I know and I really believe that. Yes, 
it probably made me a better person in the long run or 
a tougher person or whatever, I’ll buy that. But it wasn’t
right. It was the wrong thing to do. Morally it was the
wrong thing to do.’
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you’re not supposed to do that”.’
For Sherif and his team it was

important that staff did not interact with
the boys in any way that might influence
the group dynamics they were hoping to
study. But the practicalities of running 
a study of such size and scope made this
impartiality almost impossible. 

There’s no question Sherif and his
team felt under considerable pressure.
The intergroup conflict experiments
required the two groups to move through
four distinct phases. And each stage was
completely dependent on the one before
it. Stage 4, the final stage of resolution
could only occur if conflict had broken
out in Stage 3. And conflict could only
break out if each group had formed a
strong identity during the earlier stage.

This experimental framework
structured the experiment. Sherif
allocated specific blocks of time to allow
for each group to form and bond, but he
wasn’t able to predict exactly how long
the friction between the two groups
would take to develop, nor how long it
would take to heal the rift between them.

With limited time and resources the
pressure was on the experimental team 
to move the groups from one phase to
another in the 21 days available to them.
Some interventions by staff were relatively
routine manipulations of the
experimental environment to achieve 
a desired result. For example, artificially
inflating the scores of one team over

another to increase rivalry was common
in both the 1953 and 1954 studies.

But other ‘planned frustrations’ were
more contentious, with some staff at the
1953 camp objecting to the degree of
intervention that took place as the days
allocated to reach the conflict stage
dwindled. One staff member recalled his
dismay when other staff pulled one of the
tents down in the hope that one group of
boys would blame the other and the
experiment would move to the next
phase. ‘It was supposed to be like
watching a rat in the maze. But you don’t
push the rat’ (Personal communication,
14 July 2012).

Robbers Cave was Sherif’s third and
final try in the intergroup conflict series
and his research funds were almost
exhausted. The pressure was particularly
intense after the failure of the 1953 study.
For an experiment the size and scope of
Sherif’s there was an enormous amount 
of pre-planning that had to take place. 
In the aftermath of the failed second
attempt, Sherif handed the organisation of
the next study to his right-hand man and
graduate student OJ Harvey, who it was
said ‘could organise a bucket of worms’.

Sherif and Harvey made plans to
overcome the problems that had plagued
the previous study. This time Harvey
deliberately chose boys with sporting
ability, observing them in school
playgrounds across Oklahoma City.
Highly athletic boys, they reasoned, were

more likely to be competitive, more likely
to identify with their team and derogate
their opponents, therefore making open
conflict between the two groups more
likely. But the fanning of the conflict
between the Rattlers and Eagles turned
what the boys thought was going to be 
a fun summer camp into something quite
different. OJ Harvey recalled that as the
friction intensified so too did the risk that
the boys would want to go home. The
success of the experiment depended on
the boys staying until the end.

Some were already homesick and 
we were afraid the Eagles would fall
apart if they lost. They might want to
go home, or get sick, or something
like that. So we deliberately let them
win the competition. (Personal
communication, May 2010)

Moving quickly to the resolution phase
where both groups were brought together
in a series of cooperative tasks was a
relief for the staff who were finally able to
reach a stage of the experiment they had
not reached before. But it was also a relief
to the boys. The conflict was over, the
groups worked together, and finally they
headed home. 

In the café halfway between their 
two homes in Oklahoma, Bill and Ovis
revisited their memories of Robbers Cave
almost 60 years after the event. Bill
remembers his first camp as a chance to
be independent, to have a holiday his
parents would not normally be able to
afford. In contrast, Ovis remembers how
good going home felt. 

I didn’t realise how homesick I was
until I got home and saw my parents
again... I remember tearing up a little
bit when I saw my folks.

For both boys the adults at the camp
loomed large in their memories of the
competitiveness, the raids, the fights and
the final reconciliation. Sherif may have
hoped his experimental team would be
unobtrusive and have no influence on the
young boys who came to camp. But in the
boys’ eyes, the adults were central. After
all, the Rattlers named their group in
honour of the gun-slinging man who
freed the frog from the rattlesnakes. In
their eyes he was not only a hero, he was
a member of their group.

Gina Perry is a psychologist
and writer, currently
completing her PhD at the
University of Melbourne
g.perry@student.unimelb.
edu.au
www.gina-perry.com

The resolution phase – both groups were brought together in a series of cooperative tasks
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EMDR International Association (EMDRIA) and EMDR-Europe Association 
(EMDR-E) accredited trainings conducted by Alexandra (Sandi) Richman, 
Chartered Psychologist. Learn how to integrate this evidence-based 
therapy into your existing clinical skills. 

Richman EMDR Training offer small interactive EMDR trainings 
(max 20 participants), incorporating the complete ‘standard’ EMDR training 
accredited and approved by EMDRIA/EMDR-Europe plus an Intermediate 
workshop between Part I and Part 3 training.  After Part I participants 
are able to practice EMDR and Part 2 revises the protocol and offers 
supervision of case material. Part 3 training teaches EMDR with more 
complex cases and offers further case consultation.

EMDR 2014/15 Trainings are as follows:
(London unless otherwise indicated)

 

For more information contact 
Mary Cullinane, Training Co-ordinator. 
Tel: 020 7372 3572 Email: mary@alexandrarichman.com

EMDR Training Schedule 2014/15
Fully accredited EMDR trainings for Psychologists

www.emdr-training.com

Part 1 (3 day training)
21-23 January 2015, 11-13 February 2015

Part 2 (1 day training)
12 November (Glasgow),  4 December, 29 January 2015

Part 3 (3 day training)
13-15 November (Glasgow), 26-28 November, 18-20 February 2015

CPD Workshops 
Introduction to Attachment Theory

With Dr Gwen Adshead
9th Jan 2015 – Trinity College Oxford

CBT for Eating Disorders –
Practical Skills
With Prof Glenn Waller

16th Jan 2015 – BPS London

Teaching Clients to use
Mindfulness Skills

With Dr Maggie Stanton & Christine Dunkley
17th Jan 2015 – Winchester Guildhall

21st February 2015 – Girton College Cambridge

Understanding Acceptance &
Commitment Therapy

With Prof Sue Clarke
9th February 2015 – BPS London

For details and for our full range of workshops :-  
stantonltd.co.uk or grayrock.co.uk

• Covers the essential curriculum on the issues and 
complexities of work for EPs in this new area of work 
with 16-25.

• Relates to the HCPC standards of proficiency
• Approved by the British Psychological Society 

Learning Centre 
for the purposes 
of Continuing 
Professional 
Development.

Certificate of Competence in Psychological Practice 

‘As part of the Children and Families Act 2014, EPs are 
now expected to develop and deliver effective provision 
and intervention through to age 25. It’s vital that they feel 
confident and competent in this challenging new area, so 
I’m delighted to be leading this BPS-approved, affordable, 
practice-led module that will enable you to extend your 
practice and evidence your skills to future employers.’ 

Viv Clifford

Comments from three of our delegates:

‘I went into this with some scepticism, never having done 
online learning before... but have been really impressed 
with the course and especially with the support of 
my tutor’

‘I feel that I can support parents and staff to consider 
better ways of enabling young adults’

‘I feel the training has made me feel more confident 
about discussing the issues 16-25s face’

We also provide bespoke face to face training and 
access to the Developing Educational Psychologist 
Practice 16-25 Online Resource Bank.

An online course for Educational and Child Psychologists. 
Developed by Viv Clifford and Real Training16-25 

www.realtraining.co.uk

For more details call:
01273 35 80 80 or email:
info@realtraining.co.uk


