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Exam tips


Advice on key points in the text to help you learn and recall content, avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in order to boost your grade.
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Knowledge check


Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content Guidance section to check your understanding.


[image: ]







[image: ]


Knowledge check answers


Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge check answers.
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Summaries





•  Each core topic is rounded off by a bullet-list summary for quick-check reference of what you need to know.
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About this book


This book is a guide to Component 2: Psychological themes through core studies of the OCR AS and A-level psychology specifications. It is intended as a revision aid rather than as a textbook. Its purpose is to summarise the content, to explain how the content will be assessed, to look at the type of questions to expect and to consider sample answers.


There are two sections:





•  Content Guidance. This takes you through the material that you need to cover for Component 2: Psychological themes through core studies. There are sub-sections on the areas, debates, key themes and core studies with which you need to be familiar as well as guidance on the different tasks that might be set in the Component 2 examination.



•  Questions & Answers. This section provides sample questions and answers that are followed by comments and marks. Look at the responses and comments on the responses and try to apply the best techniques to your own answers.





In this guide the psychological themes through core studies are organised into ten key themes within five psychological areas (approaches). For each of the areas and key themes the following are provided:





•  A synopsis of the area, perspectives, debates and core studies relevant to each area and key theme. This is not intended as the only appropriate content but gives you an idea of what you might include in answer to a question on a particular aspect of the specification.



•  Examples of questions in the style of OCR AS and A-level Component 2 exam questions. Each is accompanied by a brief explanation of its requirements as well as the appropriate breakdown of marks between AO1, AO2 and AO3 skills.



•  An example of an A-grade response to each of these questions, showing how the question might be answered by a strong student.



•  An example of a C/D-grade response to each of these questions, with comments showing where marks have been gained or lost.





The aim of the guide is to help you to improve your skills in answering the types of question you might encounter in examinations. Author names and publication dates have been given when referring to research studies. The full references for these studies should be available in textbooks should you wish to read about or research the topic further.


Getting started


You will need a file (or folder) and some dividers. There are five major sections (the psychological areas) in the specification for this component. Within each of these major sections you will need a sub-section for each key theme and for the core studies, so you could start by dividing your file into these sections. You should also include a section into which you can put all your assessed work (do not throw it away — keep it and revise from it, rewriting any answers that did not get full marks). You will learn a great deal from this and it would be advisable to keep all this material together.



The specification



Component 2: Psychological themes through core studies aims to develop critical thinking and independent learning skills through the study of some of the key themes investigated in psychology. Within each key theme there is both a classic and a contemporary core study. The classic studies are research that helped to shape the course of psychology, and each classic study is paired with a contemporary (more up-to-date) study that engages in some way with the issues explored in the classic study.


For each core study you need to learn about:





•  how the study relates to its key theme



•  how the study relates to the area of psychology it is ‘placed’ within



•  the background or context of the study



•  the research method and design



•  the sampling method and sample



•  any material or apparatus used



•  the procedure, results and conclusions





For each pair of studies you need to learn:





•  how the two studies are similar



•  how the two studies are different



•  to what extent the contemporary study changes our understanding of the key theme



•  the extent to which the contemporary study changes our understanding of individual, social and cultural diversity





For each core study you must be able to:





•  evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the different research methods and techniques



•  evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of different types of data



•  evaluate the ethical considerations



•  consider validity, reliability, any sampling bias and issues of ethnocentrism





At A-level, the psychological themes through core studies are assessed on Paper 2, which is a 2-hour exam, marked out of 105. At AS, the psychological themes through core studies are assessed on Paper 2, which is a 1½-hour exam, marked out of 75.


On both the AS and the A-level examination paper 10% of the marks available will be for assessment of mathematical skills within the context of psychology. These skills will be at a Level 2 (GCSE level) or higher standard. The specification states that any lower level mathematical skills may still be assessed within examination papers but will not count within the 10% weighting for psychology.





Content Guidance


Social psychology


Social psychology focuses on the study of human behaviour within a social context, such as with family, friends, in institutions and culture. Social behaviour may involve activity within a group or between groups.


Psychologists study the way people interact (social interaction) which includes the influence people have on each other. It is important to remember that social influence can be invisible, but that its effects are powerful. One of the assumptions of the social approach is that the people we are with, the social situation, has an effect on the way we behave.


Debate: individual or situational explanations?


A debate in psychology, especially relevant to social psychology, is the extent to which people’s behaviour is the result of their individual characteristics (e.g. personality traits) or the result of the situation they are in. Research by social psychologists, for example, by Milgram and Piliavin et al., suggests that the situation people are in does affect behaviour.


The key theme in social psychology at AS and A-level is responses to people in authority and at A-level is responses to people in need.


In research looking at responses to people in authority, Milgram showed that ordinary American men would follow orders from someone they perceived to be a legitimate authority, even to the extent that they would give a fatal electric shock to a stranger. In a more recent study, Bocchiaro et al. found that even when whistleblowing (informing on unethical/immoral behaviour) is easy few people choose to do so.


In research looking at responses to people in need, the Piliavin et al. study showed how the situation of the victim may determine whether we offer help, and cross-cultural research by Levine found differences between cultures in whether help is offered to a stranger.
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Evaluation


Strengths





•  The social approach helps us to understand the influence of the situation in which behaviour is observed, rather than just looking at the characteristics of the person.



•  This approach recognises that much behaviour takes place in a social context and helps us to understand how people behave in groups (e.g. jury decision making).



•  The approach suggests that if we make changes to social environments we can change people’s behaviour.





Weaknesses





•  If experimental methods are used, especially laboratory experiments, it is difficult to create an everyday social setting, thus research may lack ecological validity (everyday realism).



•  Research may be deterministic and may overestimate situational factors and underemphasise biological factors, individual differences and the role of ‘free will’.
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Key theme: responses to people in authority (AS and A-level)


Classic study: Milgram (1963) Obedience


Introduction and context


The Milgram study looked at the influence of people who have legitimate authority. Milgram starts his article by referring to the behaviour of German SS officers in the Second World War. He suggests that the people who obeyed the immoral orders were as guilty as those who gave the orders, and that American men would not have followed immoral orders.


Aim and research questions





•  Why do people obey authority?



•  What are the conditions that foster obedient behaviour?



•  What are the conditions that foster independent behaviour?





Research method


An experiment having no independent variable (IV) or a non-naturalistic observation.


Sample


Milgram advertised, using a newspaper and direct mailing, for men to take part in a scientific study of memory and learning at Yale University. Each was paid $4 and travelling expenses. The final participants consisted of 40 men aged between 20 and 50, who came from various occupational backgrounds. There were two further participants: the part of the experimenter was played by a biology teacher, and the part of the learner or victim was a 47-year-old accountant (Mr Wallace).


Procedure


When the participants arrived they were told that the experiment was looking at how punishment affected learning. Each participant drew lots with Mr Wallace (the stooge) to see who would play the part of the teacher and who the learner, but the draw was ‘fixed’ and Mr Wallace always played the learner. Then Mr Wallace was strapped into a chair in the next door room and attached to the electric shock machine. The teacher, who had been given a sample shock to demonstrate that the machine was working, read out a list of word pairs and the learner had to say which of the four was correct. Every time the learner got a question wrong, he was given an electric shock by the teacher and the shocks increased in intensity with each mistake — from 15 V to 450 V. Mr Wallace had recorded a script which gave mainly wrong answers and for each of these the teacher gave him an electric shock. When the shock level reached 300 V the learner pounded on the wall and shouted to be ‘let out’. After the 315 V shock the learner pounded on the wall again but after that remained silent. When the teacher felt unsure about continuing, the experimenter used a sequence of four standard ‘prods’, which were repeated if necessary:





•  Prod 1: Please continue.



•  Prod 2: The experiment requires that you continue.



•  Prod 3: It is absolutely essential that you continue.



•  Prod 4: You have no other choice, you must go on.
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Exam tip


Make sure you can explain how quantitative and qualitative data were collected.
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If the teacher asked whether the learner might suffer permanent physical injury, the experimenter said: ‘Although the shocks may be painful, there is no permanent tissue damage, so please go on.’


Results


Over half of the participants (26/40 or 65%) went all the way with the electric shocks. Only nine of the participants (22.5%) stopped at 315 V. The participants showed signs of extreme tension: most of them were seen to ‘sweat, tremble, stutter, bite their lips’ and some laughed nervously and smiled in a bizarre fashion. Three even had ‘full-blown seizures’.


Conclusion


Milgram proposed the concept of an agentic state to explain this high level of obedience. In this situation, the participant acts as the ‘tool’ of the experimenter, passing the responsibility for the consequences of his actions to the experimenter — ‘I was only following orders’.


Milgram also concluded that high levels of obedience were caused by the prestige and high social status of Yale (social influence) and when he moved his experiment to a scraggy office obedience levels reduced.


Note: after the experiment all participants were reunited with Mr Wallace, assured there had been no shocks, and told that their behaviour was normal. In a follow-up questionnaire, 84% felt glad to have participated and only one person said he felt sorry he had participated.




[image: ]


Knowledge check 1


Describe two ways the participants were deceived in this study.
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Exam tip


Make sure you can explain why the Milgram study is a study of social influence.
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Contemporary study: Bocchiaro et al. (2012) Disobedience and whistleblowing


Introduction and context


A whistleblower is a person who informs on someone who is engaging in immoral or illegal behaviour. Milgram improved our understanding of obedience and why people obey legitimate authority but did not add to our understanding of the nature of disobedience.


Aim and research questions





•  Who are the people who disobey or ‘blow the whistle’?



•  Why do they choose to reject social influence and follow a challenging moral path?



•  Do they have personal characteristics which differ from those who obey?





Research method


An experiment having no IV — Bocchiaro et al. call it a ‘scenario study’.


Sample


149 undergraduate students, 96 women and 53 men, average age 20.8 years, were given 7 euros or course credits; 11 participants had been removed because they were ‘suspicious’ about the study. A comparison group of 138 similar students was also used.



Procedure



The study took place at the VU University in Amsterdam. Each participant was greeted by a ‘stern’, formally dressed male researcher and asked to suggest a few names of fellow students. Then the participant was told a ‘cover story’ as follows:




The experimenter and a colleague are investigating the effects of sensory deprivation on brain function. A recent experiment in Rome had disastrous effects on 6 participants who all panicked, whose cognitive ability was temporarily impaired, and who experienced visual and auditory hallucinations. 2 of the 6 had asked to stop, but were not allowed to withdraw because of the effect on data validity. All 6 participants said they had had a frightening experience. We want to replicate the study at VU University because scientists think that young brains may be more sensitive to sensory deprivation. A university research committee is evaluating whether to approve the study and is collecting feedback from students who know the details of the study.





Participants were asked to write a statement, using the words ‘exciting, incredible, great and superb’ but not mentioning the negative effects of sensory deprivation, to convince the students whose names they had previously given to participate in the experiment. They were told that the statements would be sent to the students by mail. Each participant was also told that if he or she believed that the proposed research on sensory deprivation violated ethical rules he or she could challenge it by putting a form in the mailbox. The experimenter left the room and the participant was taken into the next room where there was a computer on which to write their statement, a mailbox and the research committee feedback forms. After 7 minutes the participant was taken back into the first room, completed two personality tests and questioned about ‘any suspicions’. The participants were then fully debriefed, and asked to sign a second consent form. The procedure lasted about 40 minutes.


A group of 138 comparison students from the VU University were provided with a detailed description of the experimental setting. They were then asked ‘What would you do?’ and ‘What would the average student at your university do?’


Results
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Conclusion


There were no differences in terms of religion, gender or personality traits, and people tend to obey authority figures. Behaving in a moral manner is challenging even when it appears to be easy. People are not very good at predicting what they or others will do.


Note: during the debriefing the participants were fully informed the truth about the experiment.
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Knowledge check 2


Describe how the participants were deceived in this study.
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Exam tip


Think about research methods, samples, ethics, and research aims. Make sure you can explain one similarity and one difference between the Milgram study and the Bocchiaro et al. study.
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Key theme: responses to people in need (A-level only)


Classic study: Piliavin et al. (1969) Subway Samaritan


Introduction and context


In 1964 a young woman called Kitty Genovese was fatally stabbed in New York. The police suggested that there were 38 possible witnesses, but no one did anything to help until it was too late. Why did no one help? Psychologists suggested that the lack of help was caused by diffusion of responsibility — no one helps because everyone thinks someone else will do it, and the more people there are present, the less responsibility each person feels and therefore the less likely help is to be forthcoming.


Aim and research questions





•  To find out whether diffusion of responsibility does apply in all situations, and what other factors might influence helping behaviour.



•  To test the hypothesis that ‘people who are responsible for their own plight receive less help’.





Research method


A field experiment having an independent design and 103 trials over 2 months.


Sample


The participants were an opportunity sample of nearly 4,500 passengers who happened to be on the New York subway (between 59th Street and 125th Street) on weekdays between 11 a.m. and 3 p.m. There were slightly more white people than black people, and on average there were 43 people in the compartment in any one trial. Each trial lasted 7½ minutes. On each trial, a team of four students boarded the train separately. Two female students acted as observers, one male student was a confederate (role model) and the other acted as a victim. There were four different teams, with a black ‘victim’ in one of the teams.
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Knowledge check 3


Explain why this was an opportunity sample.
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Procedure


There were two conditions used to test the hypothesis that ‘people who are responsible for their own plight receive less help’:





•  The ‘drunk’ condition: the victim smelled of alcohol and carried a bottle wrapped in a brown paper bag.



•  The cane condition: the victim was limping and carried a cane.





Seventy seconds after the train pulled out of the station, the male victim staggered and collapsed. If no help was offered the role model stepped in to help after either 70 seconds or 150 seconds. The point of this was to see if a ‘model’ (someone offering help) affected the behaviour of other passengers.


The two female observers recorded how long it took for passengers to help as well as information about the race, gender and location of all the passengers in the compartment and of all those who offered help. The observers also noted any comments overheard as well as who moved away in each condition.



Results



The cane victim received spontaneous help 95% of the time (62/65 trials) whereas the drunk victim was spontaneously helped 50% of the time (19/38 trials).


The cane victim was helped on average within 5 seconds, whereas the drunk victim was helped after 109 seconds. Only 24% of drunk victims were helped before the role model stepped in, whereas 91% of the cane victims were helped before the role model stepped in.


Black victims received less help less quickly, especially in the drunk condition.


Neither race (black or white) was more helpful, but there was a slight ‘same race’ effect as whites were slightly more likely to help the ‘white victim’ than the ‘black victim’; 80% of the first helpers were males. The more passengers there were near the victim the more likely help was given, thus there was no evidence of ‘diffusion of responsibility’.


Conclusion


A two-factor model (or theory) may explain why people help or do not help.





•  Factor 1: an emergency situation creates a sense of empathy (arousal) in a bystander. This empathic arousal is increased if one feels a sense of identity with the victim, or if one is physically close to the victim. The arousal can be reduced by helping (directly or indirectly). It can also be reduced by going away or finding some way of rationalising why you cannot help.



•  Factor 2: helping behaviour is determined by a cost–reward calculation. If the possible costs are greater than the possible rewards help is less likely.
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Knowledge check 4


What is meant by the term diffusion of responsibility?
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Exam tip


Make sure you can identify two factors that might explain why there was no diffusion of responsibility in the Piliavin et al. study.
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Contemporary study: Levine et al. (2001) Cross-cultural altruism


Introduction and context


In 1969 when Piliavin et al. carried out their research into helping behaviour in New York they found that a high rate of immediate help to strangers was given by passengers on the New York subway. Some evidence suggests that the rate of helping differs from city to city and that in cities with ‘simpatico’ characteristics the rate of helping is higher. Simpatico cultures are defined as cultures in which there is pro-active concern with the social wellbeing of others.


Research aim and questions





•  Does whether people help strangers vary cross-culturally?



•  Do strangers in a non-emergency situation receive more help in some cities than others?



•  How does the ‘personality’ of a city relate to helping behaviour?





Research method


Field experiments having independent design — 23 field experiments in which there were three types of spontaneous, non-emergency helping, thus three independent variables:





•  alerting a pedestrian who dropped a pen



•  offering help to a pedestrian with a hurt leg who is trying to reach a pile of dropped magazines



•  assisting a blind person to cross the street





The dependant variable (DV) is the rate of helping calculated to give each city a ‘helping index’.



Sample



Opportunity samples of adults in 23 cities: Vienna, Rio de Janeiro, Sofia, Shanghai, San Jose, Prague, Copenhagen, San Salvador, Budapest, Calcutta, Tel Aviv, Rome, Lilongwe, Kuala Lampur, Mexico City, Amsterdam, Bucharest, Singapore, Madrid, Stockholm, Taipei, Bangkok, New York.


Procedure





•  The researchers: in most cities, one local individual, usually a student, collected the data. All experimenters were college age and dressed neatly and casually. To control for experimenter gender effects and to avoid potential problems in some cities, all experimenters were men.
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