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iv

How to use this book

The contents of this book are mapped exactly on to the WJEC AS 
specifi cation. The book is divided into two units, matching the exam 
structure.

Unit 1 Approaches in Psychology•  covers the four approaches 
you need to study. Each spread in this unit deals with one of the 
exam questions – the assumptions, theories, therapies, evaluation and 
methodology for each of the approaches.
Unit 2 Core Studies and Applied Research Methods•  covers 
the 10 core studies in the specifi cation, plus all the research method 
concepts.

Each unit begins with a detailed list 
of the contents. This is followed, 
on the next page, by the full details 
of the specifi cation to be covered 
by the unit, along with information 
about the organisation of the unit.

Throughout the book we have included:

Diagrammatic summaries
For example, for approaches…  …and for core studies

Review activities
Example exam questions with student 
answers (with examiner’s comments 
at the end of the book)

On most spreads there is an introduction to the 
topic, at the top left. This explains what the topic is 
about and might identify some key issues or links to 
previous topics.

We have, as far as possible, included up-to-date 
research. But you can look at our website to get 
bang up-to-date information. We are constantly 
adding information about new research that 
we think might interest students. See: www.
folensblogs.com/psychcompanion/blog/.

The text is mapped closely on to the demands of 
the specifi cation – for example, in Chapter 5 we 
have covered the context and aims of one core 
study that matches one of the exam questions.

On most spreads, there is a Do It Yourself box 
with ideas for activities that will increase your 
understanding of the topic.

The main text for the spread is in the middle of 
the page.

2

The specifi cation for AS Unit 1

2

PY1 20% 1¼ hours 
Approaches in Psychology
Exam:
Candidates answer fi ve compulsory 
questions on psychology.

Four major psychological approaches form the basis of Unit 1. Candidates must be able to:
outline the main assumptions of each approach 
describe one theory and one therapy linked with each approach 
evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of each approach 
explain and evaluate the methodology used by each approach 
compare and contrast in terms of similarities and diff erences with other approaches. 

Biological approach: Selye’s general adaptation syndrome (GAS) and psychosurgery or chemotherapy.
Behaviourist: Social learning theory of aggression, aversion therapy or systematic desensitisation.
Psychodynamic: Freud’s theory of personality development and dream analysis or free association.
Cognitive: Attribution theory and cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) or rational emotive therapy (RET).

COMMENTS ON THE SPECIFICATION AND 
ORGANISATION OF THIS CHAPTER
In this part of your AS Psychology course you are going to study different 
approaches that psychologists use to explain behaviour. To help you 
understand the approaches, you will look at specifi c examples of the named 
approaches. For example, in order to study the biological approach you are 
going to look at Selye’s GAS model, which is used to explain stress.

The fi rst four chapters of this book deal with each of the approaches 
named in the specifi cation – the biological, behaviourist, psychodynamic 
and cognitive approaches.

In addition, in each chapter there are 
the following elements. 
Can you? questions On each spread you will fi nd 
‘Can you?’ questions, prepared by a senior examiner to 
help you focus on the content of the page in a way that 
will help you answer exam questions.

Do it yourself activities These will help you gain a 
deeper understanding of the topic.

End of chapter review This includes a diagrammatic 
summary of the chapter, a page of revision activities 
and exercises, and student answers to typical exam 
questions plus an examiner’s comments.

For each approach the following topics 
are covered
Spread 1: Assumptions We start each chapter by 
describing three key assumptions of the approach. As 
you read the rest of the chapter, you will see these 
assumptions ‘in action’ in the theory and therapy that 
are covered.

Spread 2: Theory The specifi cation identifi es one 
theory for each approach. This is covered on one 
double-page spread. You do not need to be able to 
evaluate this theory.

Spread 3 and 4: Therapy Two therapies for each 
approach are covered but you need to study only one 
of these. Again, each therapy is covered on one double-
page spread.

Spread 5: Strengths and weaknesses For each 
approach, you also need to understand the strengths 
and weaknesses of the approach. In the AS exam you 
will never be asked to evaluate the theory or therapy, 
you will only be asked to evaluate the general approach. 
However, you will be asked to compare and contrast 
the approaches, so we consider this on the spread that 
evaluates the approach.

Spread 6: Methodology Two methods that are 
typical of the approach are explained and evaluated.

PSY1 – Approaches in psychology
This is what a typical set of questions will look like 
in the AS Unit 1 exam. The questions always follow 
the same pattern, e.g. question 1(a) is about two 
assumptions of one approach. All that changes is 
the theory/therapy/approach.

tt 

p h.

1 hour 15 minutes (60 marks)

Answer all questions.

1. (a) Outline two assumptions of the behaviourist approach. [4]

 (b) Describe the social learning theory of aggression. [8]

2. Describe how the biological approach has been applied to either 

Psychosurgery or Chemotherapy. 
[12]

3. (a) Evaluate two strengths of the cognitive approach. [6]

 (b) Evaluate two weaknesses of the cognitive approach. [6]

4. Compare and contrast the biological and psychodynamic 

approaches in terms of similarities and differences. 
[12]

5. Explain and evaluate the methodology used by the 

psychodynamic approach. 

[12]

Health warning

The exam information given on this spread is 
correct at the time of writing. However exams 
evolve and there are often changes. We have a 
website (www.folensblogs.com/psychcompanion/
blog/) where you can fi nd any updates, as well as 
the offi cial WJEC site (www.wjec.co.uk).
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Chapter 2 summary

Assumptions of the behaviourist approach

Classical conditioning
UCS  UCR, UCS paired with NS, NS becomes CS  CR

Operant conditioning
Reinforcers can be positive (rewards) or negative (escape from aversive 
stimulus). Punishment decreases repetition of behaviour.

Social learning theory 
See right. 

Social learning theory of aggression (Bandura)

Observation
Individual observes others being rewarded/punished.

Vicarious reinforcement 
Indirect (vicarious) experience determines whether such behaviours 
are repeated.

Mental representation
Expectancies of future outcomes are stored.

Maintenance through direct experience
Future, direct rewards determine the value of the behaviour for the 
individual.

Systematic desensitisation

Counterconditioning
Relaxation is opposite to anxiety, therefore pairing feared stimulus 
with relaxation inhibits anxiety (reciprocal inhibition).

Desensitisation hierarchy 
Patient and therapist construct hierarchy of fearful stimuli. Patient 
learns to relax at each stage of the hierarchy.

Diff erent forms
In vivo (real life), in vitro or covert (imagined), self-administered.

Aversion therapy

Classical conditioning and counterconditioning
Aversive stimulus (UCS) paired with undesirable behaviour (NS 
becomes CS) to produce avoidance (CR).

Covert sensitisation 
Aversive stimulus delivered through verbal suggestion.

Applications
Smoking, drug abuse and overeating – paired with electric shock. 
Alcoholics are given a drug that induces nausea.

Strengths
Scientifi c approach – concepts easily operationalised. 
Successful applications to treatment of mental disorder and in  
education (e.g. programmed instruction device).
Focus on here and now rather than seeking complex causes from  
past experience.

Weaknesses 
Emphasis on nurture, ignoring biological (nature) explanations;  
exaggerates environmental factors.
Determinist approach – people controlled by environmental factors  
rather than free will.
More relevant to animals than humans – but, for example, animal  
fear might be conditioned, human anxiety could have other causes.

Strengths and weaknesses of the behaviourist approach

Laboratory experiments
Manipulating the environment in highly controlled conditions can 
demonstrate causal relationships.

Strengths : objective means of studying human behaviour, data 
can be quantifi ed and easily analysed.
Weaknesses : might lack ecological validity because artifi cial, and 
might have demand characteristics, also experimenter bias.

Use of animals in research 
Animals and humans diff er only quantitatively and therefore it is 
possible to generalise from animals to humans.

Strengths : some principles (e.g. classical conditioning) clearly 
apply to both animals and humans; animals don’t respond to, for 
example, demand characteristics.
Weaknesses : generalisability in doubt because humans direct 
their own behaviour through, for example, thinking; there are 
ethical issues because animals can’t provide informed consent.

Methodology of the behaviourist approach
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Core study 1 – Asch (1955)

Context 
• Jenness (1932): participants estimated beans in a jar 
• Sherif (1935): used autokinetic eff ect (ambiguous).

Aims
To see if group pressure on an individual in an unambiguous situation 
would lead the individual to give a conforming or an independent 
response.

Procedures
• 123 male students volunteer for a vision test
• groups of seven to nine naïve participants plus confederates
• shown standard and three stimulus lines
• 18 trials, of which 12 were ‘critical’
• additional procedures, e.g. size of group, truthful partner.

Findings
• 36.8% conformity on critical trials 
• 25% of naïve participants never conformed
• some individuals conformed nearly all the time
• group size didn’t matter if more than three confederates
• truthful partner dramatically reduced conformity.

Conclusions 
Shows there is a strong tendency to conform, and also how people 
resist conformity (e.g. presence of dissenter).

Core study 3 – Rahe, Mahan and Arthur (1970)

Context 
Previous research by Selye, Holmes, Hawkins and Rahe suggested a 
psychosomatic link between stress and illness.

Aims 
To conduct a prospective study using a normal population.

Procedures
• 2664 men in the US Navy, mean age 22.3 years
• fi lled in military version of the SRE for four six-month periods over 

previous two years
• record of illnesses kept for six- to eight-month tour of duty
• non-sick calls excluded from illness record
• participants and medical staff  not aware that illness record would 

be used.

Findings
• signifi cant positive correlation between SRE for six months prior to 

cruise and cruise period illness, +.118
• sailors in decile groups 1 and 2 formed low illness group (joint 

mean illness score 1.405)
• sailors in decile groups 9 and 10 formed high illness group (joint 

mean illness score 2.066)
• regrouped data showed linear correlation.

Conclusions 
TLCU score and illness positively correlated, though this was strongest 
in older, married participants.

Core study 2 – Milgram (1963)

Context 
Brutality of Nazis led to questions about obedience, could be explained 
by the authoritarian personality (Adorno et al., 1950).<box/> 

Aims 
To investigate the power of legitimate authority even when a 
command requires destructive behaviour. To test the dispositional 
hypothesis for obedience, ‘Germans are diff erent’.

Procedures
• 40 male volunteers, diff erent education and occupations
• teacher (naïve), learner (confederate), experimenter
• ostensibly a learning experiment
• learner receives progressively stronger shocks for mistakes
• at 300 volts, learner bangs on wall, no further comments
• experimenter delivers prods to naïve participant to continue.

Findings
• students predicted 3% would fully obey
• 12.5% stopped at 300 volts
• 65% fully obeyed (full 450 volts)
• many showed signs of extreme stress
• 84% said they were glad to have taken part.

Conclusions
It was the circumstances that created a situation where it was diffi  cult 
to disobey. Milgram proposed 13 situational factors, e.g. no time to 
think, obligation to experimenter.

Core study 4 – Bennett-Levy and Marteau (1984)

Context 
The concept of biological preparedness suggests that humans may 
have an innate predisposition to inherit certain fears.

Aims 
To investigate the mechanism by which preparedness would operate, 
i.e. perceptual characteristics of certain animals.

Procedures
• 113 male and female participants, average age about 36, standard 

deviation of about 16
• questionnaire listed 29 harmless animals and insects
• three-point fear scale and fi ve-point nearness scale
• three-point scale for four perceptual dimensions: ugly, slimy, 

speedy, sudden movement.

Findings
• rats feared considerably more than others
• sex diff erences, e.g. females less willing to deal with 10 of the 

animals, such as jellyfi sh, cockroach, ant, moth, crow, worm
• four ratings of perceptual characteristics (ugly, slimy, speedy, 

sudden movement) signifi cantly correlated to both fear and 
nearness (as long as eff ect of ugliness partialled out).

Conclusions 
The fi ndings support both the discrepancy principle and the notion of 
aversive stimulus confi gurations.
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End of chapter review 

You have now completed all 10 core studies. This is a good time to review 
your knowledge. You can use many of the review activities described at the 

end of each of the chapters in Unit 1 (see pages 15, 29, 43 and 57) with the 
contents of this chapter. For example, you could try the following.

• Rolling shows Work in small groups, and each prepare a montage of 
illustrations and words related to one core study. Find further images for 
your study from the internet. In future lessons, you can begin with a look 
at one of the rolling shows. Alternatively, each group could produce a 
rolling show for all 10 studies. Decide which rolling show is best.

• MCQs Again, work in small groups or pairs. Each group/pair should 
produce two multiple-choice questions for each of the 10 core studies. 
Put them all together to form a big revision test.

• Post-it fun Students should have pile of small Post-its on which they 
should write anything they can remember about a named core study. 
Then the Post-its can be arranged on the wall to produce a mind map.

• Writing exam advice Use the notes in this chapter to write advice for 
each of the fi ve types of core study question. There is also advice on page 
000.

• The art of précis You should have already written an abstract for each 
core study. Now try to write a 100-word version for each component 
(aims and context, procedures, fi ndings and conclusions, methodology 
and alternative evidence).

Charades
On 25 slips of paper, write the names of all 15 researchers for the 10 core 
studies and a key word for each study (such as fear or obedience) = 25 
slips of paper.

Place the slips of paper in a hat. Class members should take turns 
drawing a slip from the hat. They must act out the word on the paper. Award 
points for the time taken for the class to guess the word. The winner is the 
person (or team) with the lowest number of points. (Note: it might be more 
fun if the slip is returned to the hat each time.)

TV interview
Imagine that the results from a specifi c core study have just been published, 
and a local TV reporter wants to conduct a fi ve-minute interview with the 
researcher about the research. Pairs of students can act as the interviewer 
(who needs to prepare some questions) and the researcher (who should 
know all the answers, e.g. what the research is about, why it was important).

Be creative, for example dress in suitable clothes for that era and act like 
the researcher you are playing. If you fi lm the interviews, you could then edit 
them together into a programme.

Escape questions
Students should devise a set of questions with short answers for each core 
study – perhaps divide the class into 10 groups, with each group preparing 
a set of 30 questions for its core study.

When revising the core studies, focus on one specifi c core study each 
day; students should be warned in advance which study it will be. Students 
then line up fi ve minutes before the end of the lesson and are asked a 
question in turn. If they get their question right, they get a couple of minutes 
free, if they get it wrong they go to the back of the line. 

Making mind maps with the summaries
Copy each core study summary into the middle of an A3 sheet of paper 

in the form of a mind map (see page 000). Then add (and annotate) the 
methodological issues around the outside. This is a good way of developing/
recapping the skills necessary for ‘evaluate the methodology’ type questions.

You could also add the alternative evidence to recap material for 
question 5.

Questions out of a hat 
This is a way of practising exam questions. Write down 
all the possible questions that could be asked for the 
core studies: there are fi ve question types and 10 core 
studies, so there will need to be a total of 50 slips of 
paper. 

Draw one question out of the hat and give students 
fi ve minutes’ preparation time, and then 20 minutes to 
write their answers. (The exam is 105 minutes long and 
there are fi ve questions, which gives about 20 minutes 
per question plus reading time).

You could cut this down to 15 minutes per answer, 
then ask students to put their pens down and reread 
what they have written, then giving them a fi nal few 
minutes’ writing time.

Marking
Students should work with a partner and mark each 
other’s work:

use the marking scheme on page 000 to • 
determine a mark
the partner should delete anything that is not • 
relevant
partners should produce a version that would be • 
worth full marks.
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Example exam questions with student answers

Outline two assumptions of the psychodynamic approach. [4]

Describe how the psychodynamic approach has been applied in either dream analysis or free 
association. [12]

EXAMPLE OF QUESTION 1(a)

EXAMPLE OF QUESTION 2

Megan’s answer
The psychodynamic approach says that we are 
infl uenced by things that happen to us during our 
childhood, and that these will affect us later on in life. 
Also this approach says that our mind is made up of 
3 things – an id, ego and superego. These constantly 
battle and cause us confl ict within the mind.

Megan’s answer
Free association was a technique used by Freud 
in order to help treat his clients. Free association 
involves the patient sitting on a reclining couch 
and talking freely about whatever comes into their 
mind. The therapist encourages the client to be 
as open and honest as possible, however trivial 
or insignifi cant their thoughts may seem. Freud 
believed that by doing this, the ego, which normally 
censors threatening thoughts from the unconscious 
mind, would be by-passed.

During the therapy, the analyst usually sits 
behind the patient, and does not in general 
communicate verbally or non-verbally with them, 
but does sometimes need to repeat what the client 
is saying, just for clarifi cation. The patient may 
avoid talking about certain things, or may change 
or skim over a topic if it comes up. Freud called 
this resistance, and saw this as being important to 
the therapy, as it reveals to the client and therapist 
possibly what the underlying problems might be.

When the therapist eventually discusses his (or 
her) thoughts with the client, transference could 
occur. This is where the patient will displace their 
feelings onto the therapist. For example, they may 
become very angry with the therapist if it has come 
to light that they are extremely angry about the 
way their parents behaved toward them in their 
childhood.

Tomas’s answer
One assumption of this approach is that personality is made up of 
three parts: the id (which demands pleasure at any cost), the superego 
(which is our sense of right and wrong, our morals), and the ego 
(which is in touch with reality and largely part of the conscious mind). 
The ego essentially acts as a referee between the id and superego, as 
they are in constant confl ict, where one may be saying ‘I want to do/
have it now’, and the other, ‘You cannot have it now’.

The psychodynamic approach also assumes that in order to cope 
with the demands of the id, the ego uses defences – known as 
defence mechanisms, to prevent us from anxieties caused by the 
id–superego battle. One example of a defence mechanism is known as 
displacement, which is the act of taking out our feelings for someone or 
something on some substitute object (e.g. punching our pillow instead 
of our boyfriend who we are angry at).

Tomas’s answer
One of the main assumptions of the psychodynamic approach is that 
our behaviour is largely driven by the thoughts and feelings that lie in 
our unconscious mind. Therefore the aim of any therapy based on this 
approach would be to access the unconscious mind, and bring these 
feelings into the conscious mind, so they can be addressed.

Dream analysis is one form of psychoanalysis. Freud believed dreams 
to be a signifi cant source of information in relation to our personality, 
essentially they are the ‘royal road to the unconscious’. For Freud, 
dreams represented our underlying wishes and desires (wish fulfi lment), 
which would come to light during dreaming as this was when our ego 
defences were at their lowest, and therefore would not censor important 
information. However, Freud said that this information is presented in 
a dream in a disguised form, called the manifest content, which is the 
storyline that you recall. The true meaning of the dream, which is likely to 
be hidden, is known as the latent content. It is the process of ‘dreamwork’ 
that disguises the latent content, and allows the dream to continue, 
forming a more acceptable storyline. For example, during dreamwork, 
displacement may occur where our true feelings for someone will be 
transferred onto someone or something else. Also symbolisation will 
disguise the meaning of the dream, this is where an object in a dream 
may symbolise something else. For example, a snake may really represent 
a penis, or a train going through a tunnel may represent sexual intercourse.

The role of the dream analyst is to decode the manifest to the latent 
content. They must merely suggest ideas about the interpretation to 
the patient who can accept or deny this as accurate. Freud himself did 
accept that not everything in a dream was symbolic, and famously 
stated that ‘sometimes a cigar is just a cigar’. While some symbols do 
have a universal meaning, it is important to interpret the dream in the 
context of the patient’s current life.

Examiner’s comments on these answers can be found on page 000.
Examiner hint

Remember that in the exam, question 1(a) will 
always be paired with 1(b), which will ask about 
the theory associated with this approach and be 
worth 8 marks.
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In Chapter 6 we have often included tables to 
summarise advantages and disadvantages.
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We have tried to fi nd a balance between making 
material interesting and informative, but at the same 
time useful for your exam. 

You will not be required to reproduce the 
amount of detail on these spreads, so we have 
included the Can You...? boxes to give you an 
indication of what you might expect to fi nd in exam 
questions for each topic, and to ensure that you 
have, at least the minimum level of understanding 
needed to perform well in the exam.

We have provided examiner hints all over the 
place.

We have also included the occasional website, but 
as sites come and go, don’t be disappointed if such 
links turn out to be non-existent.

We have included brief biographical notes for 
some important psychologists in the meet the 
researcher boxes.

Sometimes we’ve added a comment to enhance 
understanding.
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Freud’s theory of personality development

Around the turn of the 19th century, 
Freud developed a theory of personality 

development to explain how people become 
what they are. ‘Personality’ refers to the 
unique character that each of us has. Freud 
suggested that personality develops out of an 
interaction between innate drives and early 
life experiences.

LITTLE HANS

Freud provided little in the way of actual evidence to 
support his theory of personality development. One 
of the few studies published is the case study of 
Little Hans, providing support for the concept of the 
Oedipus complex. 

A fi ve-year-old boy called ‘Little Hans’ (real name 
Herbert Graf) was brought to Freud’s attention by 
Hans’s father, who was very interested in Freud’s work 
on the unconscious. Hans had become terrifi ed of 
horses pulling laden carts. Freud (1909) suggested that 
Hans’s phobia had developed for several reasons. 

First of all, Hans had once heard a man saying to 
a child: ‘Don’t put your fi nger to the white horse or 
it’ll bite you’. Hans had also once asked his mother 
if she would like to put her fi nger on his penis. His 
mother had told him that this would not be proper, 
leading Hans to worry that his mother might leave 
him. Hans projected one source of anxiety on to 
another – he became afraid of being bitten by a 
white horse, whereas he was actually scared that 
his mother would leave him (the two events were 
linked by touching something with your fi nger).

Second, Hans saw a horse with a laden cart 
fall down and thought it was dead. The horse 
symbolised his wish that his father (big whiskers 
and glasses similar to horses’ blinkers) would die, 
and the laden cart symbolised his mother pregnant 
with his sister, and when it fell over this was like 
giving birth. Therefore the laden cart symbolised 
his dying father and his mother giving birth – both 
events that fi lled him with anxiety.

In discussing these anxieties, Hans was able to 
accept them and came to identify with his father. 
Freud claimed that this provided support for his 
theory of psychosexual development (the Oedipus 
complex), and evidence for his explanation of the 
origins of disordered behaviour.

You can listen to a BBC radio programme 
about Little Hans at: www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/

science/case_study_20080528.shtml.

PERSONALITY DEVELOPMENT
Core of the personality
The personality consists of the three elements id, ego and superego. 
These work together to create complex behaviours. One of the features of 
this interaction is that the three forces are in confl ict with each other. The 
ego’s ability to function despite these competing forces is referred to as 
‘ego strength’. A person with good ego strength is able to manage these 
pressures effectively, while those with too much or too little ego strength can 
become too unyielding or too disrupting. According to Freud, the key to a 
healthy personality is a balance between the id, the ego and the superego.

Ego strength develops naturally with age, but may be enhanced or 
damaged by life experiences. For example, a child who is encouraged to 
take personal responsibility for his/her actions will develop a stronger ego.

People also differ in terms of the extent to which their personality 
is dominated by the id, ego or superego. For example, a person whose 
personality is dominated by their id will tend to be antisocial, lacking a 
concern for others.

Psychosexual stages 
Freud described psychosexual stages in development (Freud used the 
term ‘sexual’ to mean sensual or physical). At each stage, a person’s life 
force or libido is attached to an organ of the body.
1. The fi rst stage is the oral stage. This means that pleasure is gained by, 

for example, eating and suckling. As the child grows older, gratifi cation is 
sought through other body parts. 

2. During the anal stage (approximately 1½–3 years of age), the 
body focus is on the anus – pleasure is gained from expelling and/or 
withholding faeces. 

3. During the phallic stage (approximately 3–6 years old) focus is on 
the genitals and, initially, on the parent of the opposite sex. Resolution 
occurs through coming to identify with the same-sex parent. Freud 
described this in the Oedipus complex – a little boy, such as Little 
Hans (see left), feels sexually attracted to his mother and sees his father 
as a rival for his love. He wishes to kill his father and this makes him 
feel guilty. Eventually, the boy comes to identify with his father, thus 
relieving him of guilt. Such identifi cation leads to the development of 
the superego, and is the basis of moral behaviour because the boy, in 
identifying with his father, takes on his father’s principles. 

 According to Freud, little girls develop penis envy at this age – an envy 
of what boys have, and they blame their mothers for not providing one. 
The girl’s father now becomes her love-object, and she substitutes her 
‘penis envy’ with a wish to have a child. This leads to identifi cation with 
her mother, and a resolution of confl icting feelings.

4. The phallic stage is followed by the latency stage, when nothing much 
happens in terms of psychosexual development.

5. Finally, during puberty, there is the genital stage, when the 
main source of pleasure is again the genitals. Focus is also on the 
development of independence.

D O  I T  Y O U R S E L F

Try to test one of the predictions that arise from Freud’s 
theory linking psychosexual stages and later personality. There 
are various tests on the internet for personality type (for example, try 
www.okcupid.com/tests/the-freudian-character-test). This will give 
you a score for personality type. You can then correlate an individual’s 
score on this test with another measure, such as how much money 
a person usually withdraws from a cash machine at one time. For 
example, we would expect people with a higher anal retentive score 
to withdraw less money (a negative correlation).

MEET THE RESEARCHER
Sigismund Schlomo Freud (1856–1939) grew up in Vienna, where he stayed until the Nazi 
occupation of 1938 forced him to leave as he was a Jew. He died in London (you can visit 
the house where he lived and died – see www.freud.org.uk). He was the eldest of eight 
children – four of his sisters were not able to leave Vienna and died in concentration camps.

Freud studied medicine and became interested in neurology (disorders of the nervous 
system) and hysteria (excessive anxiety that may result in physical disorders). One of the 
patients Freud treated was Anna O. (see page 39). It was Anna who invented the name 
‘talking cure’ to refer to the technique Freud developed to treat hysterical patients. This 
‘talking cure’ was developed into psychoanalysis, his method of therapy. 

Many people view Freud’s descriptions of how personality develops as pure fantasy, yet 
his ideas have endured and have had far-reaching infl uences (e.g. in plays, books, art and 
so on). There is something in his theories that appeals, and his views have had a profound 
effect on modern thinking. Freud changed the way we understand the importance of 
childhood, and brought the idea of unconscious motives to public attention. At the time of 
his death Freud was regarded as one of the major scientifi c thinkers of his age – equal to 
Darwin and Einstein.

The infl uence of psychosexual stages on personality
Freud predicted that experiences during key psychosexual stages would 
result in distinct adult personality types. Such effects are due either to 
frustration or overindulgence during any psychosexual stage – both of which 
lead to a fi xation on the stage and characteristic kinds of behaviour. The 
table below outlines the possible personality types that are associated with 
each stage.

Healthy resolution of the 
stage

Frustration or harsh 
treatment 

Overindulgence

Or
al

Ability to form relationships 
with others and accept their 
aff ection; enjoyment of food 
and drink.

Oral aggressive character 
is characterised by 
aggressiveness, domination, 
pessimism, envy, and 
suspicion.

Oral receptive character 
is optimistic, gullible, 
overdependent on others, 
trusting, and full of 
admiration for others.

An
al

The ability to deal with 
authority and to have 
a balance between 
being orderly and being 
disorganised.

Anal retentive character is 
neat, stingy, precise, orderly, 
and obstinate.

Anal expulsive character 
is generous, messy, 
disorganised, careless, and 
defi ant.

Ph
al

lic

The superego is based on an 
internalisation of the views of 
the same-sex parent, leading 
to the development of a 
conscience and mature moral 
development.

Phallic character is reckless, self-assured and a harsh, 
punitive superego, and may have problems with sex and sexual 
identity. Freud suggested that a fi xation at this stage may lead 
to homosexuality.

Ge
ni

ta
l Genital character is the ideal. Well-adjusted, mature adult who is able to love and be loved, 

work hard and contribute to society.

Ego defence mechanisms and personality
The operation of ego defences may also affect personality. Some ego 
defences are fairly normal, whereas others affect an individual’s ability to 
deal with reality and may lead to serious mental disorders. 

‘Normal’ ego defences include the use of humour, sublimation 
(negative emotions are transformed to positive behaviours or emotions) or 
suppression (pushing uncomfortable thoughts into the preconscious so 
they can be accessed later).

Ego defences that are likely to be associated with mental disorder 
include denial (refusing to accept reality) or distortion (reshaping 
external reality to meet internal needs).

1… Select one assumption of the psychodynamic 
approach from page 31 and explain how this 
relates to Freud’s personality theory.

2… Explain how the id, ego and superego affect 
personality development.

3… Explain how two psychosexual stages may 
relate to later personality development.

4… Select one type of ego defence and explain 
how this relates to personality development.

EXAM QUESTION
Describe Freud’s theory of personality 
development. [8]

Notes In the exam, you will be asked to describe 
one of the four theories you have studied (there is 
one theory for each of the four approaches). This 
question will be worth 8 marks. In order to gain 
the full 8 marks, your answer should: 

Be accurate and well detailed. 

Show evidence of coherent elaboration, i.e.  
each point you make should be explained to 
demonstrate your understanding.

Display a depth and range of knowledge,  
though not necessarily in equal measure. This 
means that you can either cover a few points 
in considerable detail (i.e. depth), or cover a 
number of points in less detail (range).

Be well structured and coherent. 

Have accurate grammar, punctuation and  
spelling.

Be about 250–300 words in length. 

CAN YOU…? No.3.2

Examiner hint

When describing Freud’s personality theory, it is 
important to focus on how the concepts explain 
personality development, rather than just describing 
concepts such as the id, ego, superego and 
psychosexual stages.
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Gibson and Walk (1960) The visual cliff 
CORE 

STUDY 
8

This developmental core study is concerned with the nature–nurture 
question, an issue that lies at the heart of developmental psychology. 

What aspects of our behaviour are inherited (i.e. nature), and what aspects 
are mainly determined by experience (i.e. nurture)? Psychologists who are 
interested in topics such as intelligence, aggression, gender, mental illness 
and personality all ask the question: is a person’s behaviour best explained by 
genetic predispositions, or by the environment that they grew up in? Another 
topic area that is concerned with the nature–nurture question is perception. 
This core study marked a landmark in understanding perceptual development.

What is perception?
There is a difference between 
perception and sensation. The 
senses (eyes, ears and so on) 
receive and register physical data 
(light, sound and so on). These 
sensations are altered through 
interpretation and elaboration, 
so that what is ‘seen’ or ‘heard’ 
has meaning. Perception is 
the process of understanding 
sensory information.

 A healthy fear of heights is likely to be innate because it is 
adaptive. To perceive heights, we use depth perception, so this 
is also likely to be innate.

DEPTH PERCEPTION
The perception of distance (or depth perception) 
refers to our ability to comprehend that some 
objects are more distant than others despite the 
fact that the visual image received by the retina 
is actually two-dimensional, just like a picture. To 
some extent, depth is perceived using binocular 
cues (cues from both eyes), for example retinal 
disparity (the closer an object is to the viewer, the 
more disparate the images from the two eyes will 
be). However, most depth perception is based on 
monocular cues (cues from one eye), which are 
also called ‘pictorial cues’ because they are the 
same cues used by artists when producing three-
dimensional pictures. These cues include relative 
size (smaller objects appear further away), texture 
gradient (there is more detail in objects that are 
closer), occlusion (if one object partially blocks 
another it appears to be closer), linear perspective 
(parallel lines appear to converge in the distance) 
and motion parallax (as we move, objects that are 
closer to us appear to move more quickly across 
our fi eld of view than do objects that are in the 
distance).

CONTEXT AND AIMS
Depth perception is our ability to perceive how close or far an object is 
from us. It is just one element of our visual capabilities, but it is an essential 
perceptual ability to possess for negotiating our way around our world. If we 
had no depth perception, we would probably not survive very long – just 
think about everyday activities like descending stairs or walking along the 
pavement without falling into the road.

Nativists believe that we are born with the capacity to perceive 
depth. They believe these abilities may not all be functioning properly 
when we are born, but that the process of maturation, rather than learning, 
determines the development of these capacities. Empiricists believe that 
we acquire our abilities through our experiences. Interactionists believe 
that our abilities are the product of both – innate abilities interacting with 
environmental factors. 

When we are born, the nervous system has all the appropriate 
components, although it is immature – about half the size of that of 
an adult. The optic nerve, for example, is obviously shorter than it will 
be when it is adult sized, but it is also narrower as it does not have the 
necessary myelin sheath that ensures good transmission of information.

Nativists would assume that depth perception would be an innate 
characteristic. Empiricists would assume that depth perception is acquired in 
response to environmental demands, i.e. after we start to become mobile. 
Interactionists would assume that depth perception is the product of the 
developing visual system (e.g. the myelin sheath around the optic nerve is 
thought to be fully developed by the age of four months) and experience 
(i.e. from the time we are born we are exposed to various complex and 
intriguing stimuli such as faces, which have subtle cues about depth, such 
as shadowing). 

Although most infants start to demonstrate some independent 
locomotion by the age of six months, many species are able to demonstrate 
movement from the time that they are born. Such animals belong to species 
described as precocial (the young are relatively mature and mobile from 
the moment of birth or hatching). If depth perception is innate, we would 
expect it to be apparent by the time a young animal is mobile because this 
would be adaptive – a young animal that does not have this ability at this 
critical time is less likely to survive, and therefore an innate ability to perceive 
depth would be adaptive.

Aims
Gibson and Walk aimed to investigate if the ability to perceive depth 
is learned through experience or whether it is part of a child’s ‘original 
endowment’. They reasoned that, if the ability is innate, it should be 
apparent by the time infants were able to move independently. 

Gibson and Walk decided to use not only human infants in their 
research, because using human infants alone would mean the outcome 
was inconclusive as to whether nativist, empiricist or interactionist arguments 
were correct. By using a range of non-human animals, such as kids (infant 
goats), lambs, chicks and kittens, they were able to investigate if cliff 
avoidance behaviours (depth perception) were evident from the time such 
young animals were mobile. This further research could then demonstrate 
that depth perception is an innate ability. 

PROCEDURES
Apparatus
At Cornell University in the USA, Gibson and Walk 
designed a simple experimental set-up – the ‘visual cliff’ – 
to investigate depth perception in babies and other young 
animals. The apparatus enabled the researchers to control 
optical, auditory and tactile stimuli, and also to protect 
participants. The visual cliff consisted of a large glass 
sheet that was supported 30cm or more above the fl oor. 
On one side, a sheet of patterned material was placed 
directly beneath the glass. On the other side, the patterned 
material was laid on the fl oor; this side of the apparatus 
formed the visual cliff. The patterns on the material 
underneath the glass gave visual cues that one side was 
‘shallow’ and the other was ‘deep’ (the retinal image 
of more distant patterns is smaller and this information 
provides depth cues). 

The participants (infants or young animals) were 
placed on the centre board that lay between the shallow 
and deep sides, and then encouraged to move across 
the shallow and the deep sides in order to observe 
whether they would refuse to crawl over the drop.

Human infants
A total of 36 infants aged 6–14 months were tested. 
All the infants were able to crawl (independent 
locomotion).

Non-human animals
The non-human animals tested on the visual cliff 
included:

chicks, lambs and kids (infant goats): mobile at one • 
day old
kittens: mobile at four weeks old• 
kittens that had been reared in the dark for 27 days • 
were also tested; such ‘dark-rearing’ prevented the cats 
from learning any depth cues before they were tested
rats: mobile at four weeks old; some wore hoods • 
so they were using their whiskers (touch) rather 
than visual cues; a further group of rats was reared 
in the dark before being tested
pigs, dogs and aquatic turtles were also tested. • 

Controls
A number of control experiments was conducted 
to eliminate possible extraneous variables. For 
example, it is possible that refl ections from the glass 
affected participants’ behaviour, so they lit the patterned 
surfaces from below the glass.

Testing depth cues
There are two possible cues that the young animals may 
have used to perceive depth. First, the size/spacing of 
the pattern would indicate depth (on the shallow side 
the squares would appear larger and more widely spaced 
apart). A second cue was motion parallax – the patterned 
elements on the shallow side move more rapidly across 
the fi eld of vision when an animal moves its position or 
head.

To remove the depth cue of size/spacing, the pattern 
on the depth size was increased so the retinal image 
for both sides was identical. To remove the depth cue 
of motion parallax, the patterned material was placed 
directly beneath the glass on both sides, but the pattern 
size was adjusted so that the squares on the ‘shallow’ 
side were bigger, giving the illusion of being closer.

D O  I T  Y O U R S E L F

Try this experiment for yourself. Obviously, it would be 
unethical to use human infants because of the potential 
distress it may cause. However, you could simply role play the study, 
taking turns being the infant. This may sound very silly, but enactive 
experience helps understanding and enhances your memory. You will 
need two clear sheets of strong Perspex and four tables to rest these 
on. You will also need some chequered fabric.

 Place infant here

 The grey boxes are tables, the orange line is the chequered fabric, and the 
green lines are the Perspex.

<Fig 5.53> <Fig 5.54>

 In the left hand photograph, the infant has been placed on the centre board by 
her mother. The shallow side of the ‘visual cliff’ apparatus is on the left and the deep 
side is on the right. In the right hand photograph, the mother has moved to one end 
of the appartus and is encouraging her baby to move towards her.

You can watch videos of the following aspects at the following 
websites:

babies in the visual cliff experiment at: vimeo.com/77934• 
great illusions based on depth perception at: www.richardgregory.• 
org/experiments/index.htm
motion parallax at: blog.trevorboyle.com/?p=30• 
using parallax to measure distances in space at: www.youtube.com/• 
watch?v=2RelG0npptI. 

Original article
The full reference for this article is Gibson, E.J. and Walk, R.D. (1960). 
The ‘visual cliff’. Scientifi c American, 202 4), 64–71. You can read the 
original article at: www.scribd.com/doc/3956434/The-Visual-Cliff. 

Other resources
This is a great book on visual illusions (many using depth perception): 
Seckel, A.L. (2004). Incredible Visual Illusions: You Won’t Believe your 
Eyes! London: Arcturus Publishing Ltd.
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The WJEC AS examination

The AS examination consists of two papers:

Unit 1 PY1 Approaches in 
Psychology
40% of AS Level marks 1¼ hours 

Candidates answer fi ve compulsory 
questions. The questions are always the same 
– what changes will be the approach/theory 
that is named in each question.

1. a) Outline two assumptions of the ____ 
approach. [4]

b) Describe the ____ theory. [8]
2. Describe how the ____ approach has been 

applied in either ____ or ____ therapy. [12]
3. a) Evaluate two strengths of the ____ 

approach. [6]
b) Evaluate two weaknesses of the ____ 

approach. [6]
4. Compare and contrast the ____ and the 

____ approaches in terms of similarities and 
differences. [12]

5. Explain and evaluate the methodology 
used by the ____ approach. [12]

Unit 2 PY2 Core Studies and Applied Research Methods
60% of AS Level marks 1¾ hours 

This paper is divided into three sections. In Sections A and B, the questions 
relate to identifi ed core studies. Section C is on applied research methods.

Section A All three questions are compulsory and focus on AO1.
1. Summarise the aims and context of ____. [12]
2. Outline the procedures of ____. [12]
3. Describe the fi ndings and conclusions of ____. [12]

Section B All three questions are compulsory and focus on AO2.
These three questions can be one of two types. 

Evaluate the methodology of ____. [12]• 
With reference to alternative evidence, critically assess ____. [12]• 

There will always be a mixture of the two types of question: perhaps one 
methodology question and two alternative evidence questions; or two 
methodology questions and one alternative evidence question. 

Section C Candidates answer one question from a choice of two. 
Each question will consist of a brief description of a study (experiment, 
observation, etc.) and be divided into parts (a)–(f).

a) Outline one advantage and one disadvantage of using [the named 
method] in this research. [3]

b) Identify one issue of reliability in this research and describe how you could 
ensure reliability. [3]

c) Identify one issue of validity in this research and describe how you could 
ensure validity. [3]

d) Outline one advantage and one disadvantage of [the named sampling 
method] in this research. [3]

e) Discuss one ethical issue that might arise in this research. [3]
f) State one conclusion that can be drawn from the [the named data] in this 

research. [3]

Health warning

The exam information given on this spread is 
correct at the time of writing. However, exams 
evolve and there are often changes. You can fi nd 
any updates on our website (folensblogs.com/
psychcompanion/blog/), as well as on the offi cial 
WJEC website (www.wjec.co.uk).

ADVICE ON ANSWERING EACH KIND OF QUESTION

PY1
Question 1•  is always divided into part (a), worth 4 marks, 
and part (b), worth 8 marks. Both will relate to the same 
approach. In part (a), remember that two assumptions should 
be identifi ed and explained.
Question 2•  In order to gain the full 12 marks, your answer 
must provide a link between the aims of your therapy and the 
main assumptions of the approach from which it is derived.
Question 3•  is always divided into parts (a) and (b), each 
worth 6 marks. Remember that two strengths/weaknesses 
are needed in each part. These must each be identifi ed and 
elaborated to obtain full marks.
Question 4•  When answering a ‘compare and contrast’ 
question, remember that you must explain why the two 
approaches are similar and different, using the key issues and 
debates. There is specifi c advice on answering the compare 
and contrast questions on pages 60–61.
Question 5 • When considering the methodology used by 
an approach, use specifi c examples of appropriate research 
to highlight to the examiner that you understand how this 
method has been used within the specifi c approach. Generic 
descriptions of a method such as ‘lab experiments’ will gain 
very limited credit.

PY2
• Section A questions Include only relevant material. If 

the question is asking about fi ndings and conclusions, any 
description of aims, context or procedures is irrelevant to the 
question being asked and will not be credited by the examiner. 
Including irrelevant material only wastes your time in the 
exam.

 Try to be as precise as you can when describing details of the 
core studies. Remember, top band answers need to be well 
detailed and accurate. 

• Section B questions When evaluating the methodology of 
the core studies, use the themes in Section C questions to give 
your answer a coherent structure, i.e. include commentary on 
the method, reliability, validity, sampling and ethics. 

 When assessing 'with reference to alternative evidence', make 
sure that you have made clear, overt links to the core study. 
Explain why the alternative evidence supports, contradicts or 
develops the core study.

• Section C questions In order to gain high marks, it is 
essential to make links between your methodological 
knowledge and the novel situation, i.e. contextualise your 
answers.

Throughout this book you will fi nd advice on answering the different kinds of exam questions.
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PY2 Section C 
The marking criteria that are 
used for PY2 Section C are 
discussed in Chapter 6. See 
page 171 for a summary.

AO1 MARK SCHEME GRID
Some of the exam questions assess AO1 (assessment objective 1), demonstrating your knowledge and understanding.

The AO1 marking criteria below are used for PY1 question 2, and PY2 questions 1, 2 and 3.

Marks Content Material is used in… Elaboration Depth and 
range

Use of language (including 
grammar, punctuation and 
spelling)

For question 2:
link between 
assumptions of the 
approach and therapy

10–12 Accurate and well 
detailed

…a highly eff ective manner Coherent elaboration Both depth and 
range 

Relevant, well structured, 
coherent and accurate

Clearly demonstrated

7–9 Reasonably accurate, 
but less detailed

…an eff ective manner Evidence of elaboration Depth or range Accurate, structured and clear Evident

4–6 Basic detail …a relevant manner but 
limited 

Some elaboration Some inaccuracies Limited or none

1–3 Superfi cial …muddled and/or 
incoherent at times

Little or none Errors Limited or none

0 No relevant knowledge or understanding

PY1 question 1(a) carries a maximum of 4 marks (AO1). The mark scheme is:
3–4 marks for two relevant assumptions.• 
1–2 marks for one detailed, relevant assumption, • or two assumptions identifi ed briefl y.

PY1 question 1(b) uses a mark scheme similar to the one above except that the fi ve bands are:
7–8 marks, 5–6 marks, 3–4 marks, 1–2 marks and 0 marks.

AO2 MARK SCHEME GRID
Some of the exam questions assess AO2 (assessment objective 2), demonstrating your skill at analysis and evaluation.

The AO2 marking criteria below are used for PY1 question 4 and PY2 questions 4, 5 and 6.

Marks Analysis and evaluation Elaboration Depth and 
range

For PY1 question 4 For PY2 questions:
reference to alternative evidence

10–12 Clearly structured and thorough Coherent elaboration Depth and range Similarities and diff erences Overt, more than one 

7–9 Reasonably thorough Some coherence Depth or range Similarities and diff erences Clear, more than one

4–6 Appropriate but limited Similarities and/or diff erences Some

1–3 Superfi cial and/or muddled Muddled and/or incoherent Muddled

0 No relevant evaluation or analysis

For PY1 question 3, the strengths and weakness can earn a total of 6 marks (AO2). The mark scheme is:
4–6 marks for • two strengths/weaknesses, clearly and thoroughly explained.
1–3 marks for • one strength/weakness (clearly and thoroughly explained), or two (lacking clarity/detail).

AO3 MARK SCHEME GRID
PY1 question 5 assesses AO3 (assessment objective 3), demonstrating your understanding of research methodology. 

The AO3 marking criteria below are used for PY1 question 5.

Marks Method(s) Relevance to 
approach

Evaluation Strengths and weaknesses

10–12 Appropriate and clearly 
explained

Clear relevance Thorough, clearly 
structured

Clear evidence of strengths and 
weaknesses

7–9 Appropriate and reasonably 
explained

Has relevance Reasonably 
thorough

Evidence of strengths and 
weaknesses

4–6 Appropriate and explained in a 
limited manner

Limited Evidence of strengths and/or 
weaknesses

1–3 May be muddled and/or 
incoherent 

May be 
inappropriate

Superfi cial Superfi cial or absent

0 No relevant evaluation or analysis
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Eff ective revision

Have you ever noticed that if you don’t use an icon on your computer for a 
long time, the cunning little blighter hides it. Your computer seems to take the 
decision that as you are not using it regularly, it can’t be that important, so 
neatly fi les it away somewhere. Your brain works in a similar way, knowledge 
that is not used regularly becomes less immediately accessible. The trick, 
therefore, is to review what you have learned at regular intervals. Each time 
you review material, it will take less time and will surely pay dividends later on!

Revisit 
regularly

In an exam, it is harder to access information learned by rote. When people feel 
anxious, it is easier for them to recall knowledge they understand well. Just reading 
or writing out notes is likely to do little to help you create enduring memories or to 
understand the content. However, if you do something with your knowledge it will 
increase your understanding and make it more likely that material will be accessible 
when you need it. Psychologists call this ‘deep processing’, as opposed to the ‘shallow 
processing’ that takes place when you read something without really thinking about 
it. Constructing ‘spidergrams’ or mind-maps of the material, or even explaining it to 
someone else, involves deep processing and makes material more memorable. 

Work 
with your 
memory

One of the problems with revision is that you can do too much of it (at one go that 
is!). As you probably know all too well, your attention is prone to wander after a 
relatively short period of time. Research fi ndings vary as to the optimum time to 
spend revising, but 30–45 minutes at a time appears to be the norm. What should 
you do when your attention begins to wander? As a rule, the greater the physiological 
change (i.e. go for a walk rather than surfi ng the internet), the more refreshed you 
will be when returning for your next 30–45 minute stint. There is another benefi t to 
having frequent planned breaks – it increases the probability of subsequent recall. 

Short 
bursts 

are best

People tend to do better when they are highly motivated. We have taught many 
mature students who all wished they had worked harder at school the fi rst time 
around. You don’t owe success to your teachers or your parents (although they 
would be delighted), you owe it to the person you will be 10 years from now. 
Think what you would like to be doing in 10 years’ time, and what you need to 
get there, and let that thought prompt you into action now. It is always better to 
succeed at something you might not need later, than to fail at something you will.

Get 
yourself 

motivated

Although friends can be a distraction while you are trying to 
study, they can also be a very useful revision aid. Working 
together (what psychologists call ‘collaborative learning’) can 
aid understanding and make revision more interesting and 
more fun. Explaining something to someone else is a useful 
form of deep processing (see above), and by checking and 
discussing each other’s answers to sample questions, you can 
practise your ‘examiner skills’ and therefore your understanding 
of what to put into an exam answer to earn the most marks.

Work 
with a 
friend

Why stick to using just one of your senses when revising? Visual 
learners learn best by seeing what they are learning, so make the most 
of text, diagrams, graphs, etc. In contrast, auditory learners learn best by 
listening (and talking), taking in material using their sense of hearing. 
You might associate more with one of these styles than the other, but 
actually we can make use of both these types of learning styles. As 
well as reading your notes and looking at pictures and diagrams, try 
listening to your notes and talking about topics with other people – 
and even performing some of the material such as role-playing a study.

Become 
multisensory



W H A T  I S  P S Y C H O L O G YIntroduction

Psychology is the science of human behaviour and experience. You have 
probably already studied science and therefore know some things about the 
scientifi c method. You know, for example, that scientists:

Conduct experiments and other kinds of studies.• 
Try to fi nd out about the causes of things.• 

In order to explain the causes of behaviour, psychologists use different 
approaches. An ‘approach’ is a belief about the world and about what 
causes people to behave in certain ways. These beliefs will affect what they 
choose to study and how they choose to study it. Such beliefs are based on 
a set of assumptions – beliefs that are held without any need for proof. 

The fi rst unit of this book looks at four of the main approaches in 
psychology – the biological, behaviourist, psychodynamic and 
cognitive approaches. Each of these approaches has a set of assumptions 
that are the signature tune of the approach, and it is this tune that you need 
to understand in the fi rst part of the course.

APPROACHES IN PSYCHOLOGY
This is a very brief outline of the four main approaches.

The • biological approach believes that behaviour can be explained in terms of inheriting 
characteristics, such as the tendency to be aggressive.
The • behaviourist approach believes that the way a person is and behaves is due to 
life experiences. A person may be rewarded or punished for certain behaviour, and this 
determines how they behave in future. People might also imitate what they see others 
doing.
The • psychodynamic approach believes that our behaviour is infl uenced by emotions 
that are beyond our conscious awareness. Such emotions are buried in the unconscious 
mind as a result of events in early childhood.
The • cognitive approach believes that behaviour is best explained in terms of how a 
person thinks about their actions. For example, the expectation that a concert will be brilliant 
will increase the likelihood that it will be a great experience for you.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF PSYCHOLOGY
 Early thinking about human behaviour The Greeks 

considered questions about human behaviour. For example, 
Hippocrates (400BC) proposed that individual differences 
in personality were related to body ‘humours’ (fl uids), for 
example too much black bile (in Greek melan [black] kholé 
[bile]) led to depression (melancholia). Until the late 19th 
century, human behaviour was the province of philosophers 
and physiologists. In the 17th century, the British philosopher 
John Locke argued that the human mind was a blank slate 
(tabula rasa in Latin), and that children were innately 
neither good nor bad. 

 The birth of psychology The origins of psychology are 
often traced to 1879, when Wilhelm Wundt, who had trained 
as a physiologist, set up the fi rst psychology laboratory at 
Leipzig University in Germany. His aim was to make the study 
of mental processes more systematic using introspection. He 
trained psychology students to make objective observations 
of their thought processes, and used the results to develop 
a theory of conscious thought. Students from all over 
the world journeyed to Leipzig to learn about scientifi c 
psychology. 

 The behaviourist approach Many scientists were not 
impressed by the methods of introspection. Psychology 
probably owes its true claim to scientifi c status to John B. 

Watson (1913), an American who recognised that the work 
of Ivan Pavlov could be used to create a really objective and 
therefore scientifi c psychology, which he called behaviourism 
(it is said that he suffered from ‘physics envy’). Pavlov 
(1902), experimenting with salivation in dogs, developed 
the principles of classical conditioning that provided Watson 
with a simple observable behaviour – conditioned refl exes. 
Later, B.F. Skinner (1938) became the main advocate 
of behaviourism, introducing the concept of operant 
conditioning.

 The psychodynamic approach At about the same time 
as behaviourism fi rst took hold in the USA, Sigmund 
Freud (1856–1939) delivered his introductory lectures on 
psychoanalysis to audiences there, and soon became the 
second force in psychology. 

 The cognitive approach In the 1950s, the computer 
revolution changed the way people thought, including 
how they thought about human behaviour. Information 
processing offered an analogy for human thinking. In turn, 
this new cognitive approach infl uenced behaviourism, 
leading Albert Bandura to develop social learning theory 
(SLT) in the 1960s. SLT emphasised the importance of 
indirect reinforcement in the learning process. In order 
for social learning to take place, an individual must form 
mental representations of events. Therefore SLT, unlike 
behaviourism, includes the consideration of cognitive factors.

DO IT YOURSELF

Construct your own 
psychology timeline 
from the brief history below. 
Conduct some further 
research, fi nding out about the 
history of psychology.

Psychology

Cognitive BehaviouristBiological

Psychodynamic 
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I S S U E S  A N D  D E B A T E SIntroduction

On this spread, we have introduced the four main issues and debates in 
psychology. They are issues, because they are so important that we can’t 

really ignore them. They are debates, because there is no simple answer about 
which is right or wrong, better or worse. On the facing page is a scenario 
about a young boy called John. On the far right we have suggested how all 
four approaches might explain John’s behaviour. The blank boxes are for you 
to fi ll in using the issues and debates introduced on this page – see the Do It 
Yourself box on the facing page.

ISSUES AND DEBATES
The issues and debates will be very important in helping you to evaluate each of the 
approaches studied in Unit 1 (and examined in PY1). They are also crucial for comparing 
and contrasting the approaches, another requirement of PY1. On this page, we explain the 
four main issues and debates in psychology, and on the facing page there is an activity to 
help you understand how the issues and debates relate to the approaches.

NATURE OR NURTURE 
The nature/nurture debate suggests that people are either (mainly) 
the product of their genes and biology (nature) or of their environment 
(nurture). The term nature does not simply refer to abilities present at 
birth, but to any ability determined by the genes, including those that appear 
through maturation. ‘Nurture’ is everything learned through interactions 
with the environment, both the physical and social environment, and 
may be more widely referred to as ‘experience’. At one time, nature and 
nurture were seen as largely independent and additive factors. However, 
a more contemporary view is that the two processes do not just interact, 
but are inextricably entwined. It is no longer really a debate at all but a new 
understanding of how genetics works.

DETERMINISM OR FREE WILL
Determinism is the view that an individual’s behaviour 
is shaped or controlled by internal or external forces 
rather than the individual’s will to do something. This 
means that behaviour is predictable and lawful. 

Free will is used to refer to the alternative end 
position in which an individual is seen as being capable 
of self-determination. According to this view, individuals 
have an active role in controlling their behaviour, i.e. 
they are free to choose and are not acting in response 
to any external or internal (biological) pressures.

Any approach such as behaviourism or the biological 
approach that takes the view that our behaviour is 
determined by factors other than our free will implies 
that people are not personally responsible for their 
behaviour. For example, according to the biological 
approach, low levels of serotonin may lead some 
individuals to behave aggressively. This poses a 
moral question about whether a person can be held 
personally responsible for his or her behaviour. We 
might argue that this is not acceptable, that people 
are responsible for their behaviour, and this kind of 
argument is therefore a limitation of such determinist 
explanations.

REDUCTIONISM OR HOLISM
Reductionism involves breaking down a complex phenomenon into more 
simple components. It also implies that this process is desirable because 
complex phenomena are best understood in terms of a simpler level of 
explanation. Psychologists (and all scientists) are drawn to reductionist 
explanations and methods of research because reductionism is a powerful 
tool that underlies experimental research (reducing complex behaviour to a 
set of variables).

The ‘opposite’ of reductionism is holism, or the holistic approach. 
Holism is the view that systems should be studied as a whole rather than 
focusing on their constituent parts, and suggests that we cannot predict 
how the whole system will behave from a knowledge of the individual 
components. Cognitive systems such as memory and intelligence are 
examples of the value of a holistic approach. They are complex systems, the 
behaviour of which is related to the activity of neurons, genes and so on, yet 
the whole system cannot be simply predicted from these lower level units. 

IDIOGRAPHIC OR NOMOTHETIC
The idiographic approach involves the study of individuals and the unique 
insights each individual gives us about human behaviour. The nomothetic 
approach involves the study of a large number of people and then seeks to 
make generalisations or develop laws/theories about their behaviour. This is 
the goal of the scientifi c approach – to produce general laws of behaviour. 
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DO IT YOURSELF

1. In pairs or small 
groups, carry out 
some further research on 
the assumptions of the four 
approaches and then see 
if you can elaborate further 
the explanations on the 
right.

2. Fill in the empty boxes 
using the key issues and 
debates described on this 
page. Discuss how each 
approach fi ts in with these 
issues and debates.

3. Make up your own case 
histories like John's and 
use the four approaches – 
you may need to do some 
research on the internet.

John
John started stealing when he was just 
10 years old. In the beginning, John 
just stole sweets from his local shop. 
However, by the time John was 17, he 
had joined a local gang. Along with the 
other members of the gang, he started 
stealing cars and breaking into houses 
to steal. An important part of being a 
gang member was acting tough and 
aggressive, regularly getting into fi ghts 
with other gang members.

The cognitive approach would 
explain John’s behaviour by looking 
at his internal thought processes. 
John’s perception of stealing 
is that it is acceptable, and he 
has developed an expectation 
that aggression is the way to 
resolve confl icts such that he is 
‘programmed’ to behave in an 
aggressive manner.

The biological approach 
might explain John’s behaviour 
in terms of a physical cause. 
For example, he might have 
inherited aggressive genes 
from his father, or maybe 
John has particularly high 
levels of testosterone, which 
makes people behave more 
aggressively. Such high levels of 
testosterone might be inherited, 
or perhaps some environmental 
pollutants have raised his 
testosterone levels.

The behaviourist approach 
might say that John’s 
behaviour is learned from 
the environment. He may 
have learned this directly 
because he got rewards such 
as gaining attention when he 
behaved aggressively. Or he 
may have learned to behave 
aggressively indirectly, by seeing 
others behaving like this and 
modelling his behaviour on 
them.

The psychodynamic approach 
would suggest that John’s 
aggressive drives were innate, and 
that his early experiences had failed 
to channel them in a more positive 
direction. The psychodynamic 
approach might also suggest 
that his behaviour was driven by 
unconscious confl icts stemming 
from traumatic experiences in early 
childhood.

Nature or nurture?

Nature or nurture?

Nature or nurture?

Reductionism or holism?

Reductionism or holism?

Reductionism or holism?

Determinism or free will?

Determinism or free will?

Determinism or free will?

Idiographic or nomothetic?

Idiographic or nomothetic?

Idiographic or nomothetic?

Nature or nurture?

Reductionism or holism?

Determinism or free will?

Idiographic or nomothetic?
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S C I E N T I F I C  M E T H O DIntroduction

There is one fi nal issue/debate to consider – the question of 
whether an approach is scientifi c or not.
The reason science is desirable is because that is the only way 

to demonstrate whether a particular theory or explanation is ‘true’ 
– by testing the theory using a research study.

However, some theories (approaches) are not very easy to test, 
and we cannot therefore demonstrate their ‘truthfulness’. Some 
people might argue that there are other ways to gather knowledge 
(such as through reasoned argument or simply because you 
believe in something). Scientists (and psychologists), however, 
aim to conduct well-controlled, objective and empirical studies. 
Such knowledge enables us to control our world, for example build 
bridges and treat schizophrenia. If the knowledge is not true, our 
bridges will collapse and our treatments won’t work. 

In order to uncover ‘truths’ about the world, scientists use the 
scientifi c method.

AN EXAMPLE OF THE SCIENTIFIC 
METHOD
1. Observe behaviour in the natural world The 

evolutionary psychologists John Lycett and Robin Dunbar 
(2000) observed two interesting facts about mobile 
phones. First, apparently a lot of people have fake 
mobiles. Second, they noticed (when sitting around in a 
pub) that men seem to play around with their phones 
more than women do. Men would take their phones out 
and place them on the bar counter or table for all to see. 
Women generally kept their phones in their handbags 
and only got them out if the phone rang or they wanted 
to make a call. Why would men be more interested in 
displaying their phones than women?

2. Propose a theory Lycett and Dunbar proposed that 
men were using mobile phones as a form of courtship 
display, in the same way that a male peacock displays 
his magnifi cent tail as an indicator to females that he is 
worth mating with (a phone advertises fi nancial status 
and the owner’s importance in a social network).

3. Test a hypothesis In order to test their theory, Lycett 
and Dunbar set up a study. Their hypothesis was: ‘Men 
and women differ in their mobile phone behaviour – 
men are more likely to display their phones and also to 
“play” with them in public places.’ 

 The researchers observed the behaviour of men and 
women in pubs, recording who used their phones or 
displayed them, and how they handled the phone. Over 
their study period, 32% of the men were observed 
to display a mobile phone, whereas only 13% of the 
women did.

 The researchers also noted that the amount of time 
the men spent toying with and displaying their phones 
increased signifi cantly as the number of men relative to 
women increased, rather as male peacocks fan open 
their feathers more vigorously the greater the number of 
competing suitors in view.

4. Draw conclusions These fi ndings support the 
hypothesis proposed by Lycett and Dunbar that men 
use mobile phones in a different way than women, and 
support their explanation that this might be a form of 
mating display.

D O  I T  Y O U R S E L F

1. From what you have learned about each 
psychological approach, discuss in small groups 
whether you would consider each one to be scientifi c or 
non-scientifi c. Explain your reasons.

2. Once you have decided, present your answers to the class. 
If you disagree, have a class debate.

3. Try some investigations yourself. Select some behaviour 
you have noticed about people. Perhaps it might also be 
related to the ways they use mobile phones, or behaviour 
on Facebook! Propose an explanation. Work out a way that 
you might test the behaviour and see what you discover.

4. Do some research on the internet to fi nd out about 
psychological research. On Google, use search terms such 
as ‘psychology experiments’, ‘classic psychology studies’ or 
‘brilliant psychology studies’. Work in pairs. Find one study 
you think is really interesting, and then present it to your 
class.

AN EMPIRICAL TEST

 The top picture is of a burger from a well 
known fast food outlet. This is what you are led to 
expect you will get. But what about the reality? You 
may think you know something, but unless you 
test this empirically you cannot know if it is true. 
The picture under it is the empirical evidence of 
what the burgers are really like. ‘Empirical’ refers 
to information gained through direct observation. 
Science uses empirical methods to separate 
unfounded beliefs from real truths.

(Thanks to Professor Sergio della Sala for this tasty 
and memorable example of empiricism.)

Science and pseudoscience

The two main features of science are: 

• It aims to be objective and systematic.

• It is verifi able, i.e. you can check the results of a study by 
repeating it, or cross-referencing it with another study in order 
to see whether the fi ndings are true.

Without science, people are susceptible to superstition and 
charlatans, beliefs in miracle cures and ‘knowledge’ of the future. 
Some people use science to sell their products or their services 
– they say this drug or that programme is ‘scientifi cally proven’ – 
but is it? One of the reasons for studying science is so that you, 
too, can learn to control your world and separate science from 
pseudoscience.


