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1
applying psychology


Historically, psychology has been applied since the study of psychology first began. Insights from psychological research were put into practice by those in commerce, medicine, education and other professions from its very beginning. Applied psychology itself is often thought to have begun with Binet’s work on intelligence testing at the end of the 19th century. Binet developed the IQ, originally as a means to help children who needed additional assistance, but ironically, this idea was later abused to screen people out of full citizenship and basic human rights. It remains a classic example of how scientific research can be used either to benefit or to distort society. Other areas of applied psychology continued to develop, and to provide employment for psychologists outside of university or research environments, until people began to distinguish between ‘applied’ and ‘academic’ psychology. But in reality each draws from and feeds into the other.



Applied psychology – some history



Applied psychology is much older than a lot of people think. In fact, psychology has been applied from the moment that psychology became developed enough to make predictions. Those theories were brought into action to address small everyday problems, in much the same way that modern psychologists are often called on to help in the solving of small everyday issues. But that type of applied psychology is very informal, and doesn’t tend to stay in the records.


The applied psychology which has gone down in the history of the discipline began at the beginning of the last century, some say with the work of the French psychologist Alfred Binet. Binet had been observing children, and had particularly been looking at how they become able to tackle different problems at different ages. He was also mulling over a particular educational challenge. The French government was setting up special schooling to help those children who were what we would now call educationally challenged. These special schools were very advanced, and also provided full boarding for their children, so they were quite attractive to many poor families.


Binet needed to sort out a way of distinguishing between children who were genuinely ‘slow’, and children who were just pretending to be slow in order to get into the new schools. With a problem like this, you can’t just judge it on how those children speak or what they look like (despite what some people think) because some very bright children speak quite slowly, and some children who find it hard to grasp new ideas seem perfectly ordinary on the surface.


Binet had observed that it wasn’t a matter of such children being unable to learn. Instead, they just learned a bit more slowly than others. For example: a seven-year-old who fell into this category might be learning the kinds of things that an ordinary five-year-old would normally be tackling. So what Binet did was to use his research on children’s problem-solving to put together the very first intelligence test. He assembled a series of puzzles of different kinds – some practical, some paper-and-pencil, and tried them out on a lot of children. The results let him see what ordinary children might be expected to do at different ages. That meant that he could use the test to form an idea of a child’s mental age.


The idea of ‘mental age’ led on to a concept which has become everyday knowledge in our society – IQ, or the intelligence quotient. It’s been through a lot of adjusting, but it originally came from Binet’s formula:
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The way the formula works out is that someone whose mental age is lower than their chronological age – their actual age in years – will have an IQ below 100. The lower it is, the further behind they will be. Someone whose mental age is exactly the same as their chronological age – in other words, someone who is completely ‘normal’ in that respect – will end up with an IQ of 100. Someone whose mental age is higher than their chronological age – a precocious or advanced child – will end up with an IQ above 100. The higher it is, the further ahead of other children of their age they will be.


This gave the French government a system for selecting children for special schooling – something which was very advanced social policy for its time. It meant that these children, rather than being rejected by society as a whole, could get the education they needed. It also meant that they could learn to become independent, participating members of society, because their education was paced at a speed that they could cope with. That was one of the very first systematic uses of applied psychology.


Like any other science, though, psychology can be abused, or used for negative purposes. Binet’s work on intelligence testing was seized on and transformed by other psychologists (and by politicians in other societies), until it became completely different from the system which Binet had developed. In fact, it ended up being used in ways which were completely opposite to the ones which he had recommended. Eventually, those ideas were used (on the basis of some very dodgy science) to rationalize racist immigration policies and compulsory sterilization of imbeciles in the USA. Those policies in their turn were much admired by the German Nazis, and used as the basis for their social segregation of Jews, and ultimately as part of their rationalization of the Holocaust. (If you’re interested, you can find out more about this in Steven Jay Gould’s excellent book The Mismeasure of Man.)


Any knowledge which works can be used for good or for evil. That’s the nature of effective knowledge. Applied psychology isn’t often abused so dramatically today, but any knowledge which has the potential to enrich people’s lives also has the potential for abuse. A good understanding of non-verbal communication, for example, can be applied to help people to communicate with one another more effectively and to break down social prejudices. But it can also be applied to manipulate others so that they are more likely to act in ways that the manipulator wants them to act. Understanding how psychology can be, and has been, applied helps us to distinguish between manipulative and positive uses of that knowledge more effectively.


Academic and applied psychology


Academic psychology is largely concerned with developing psychological knowledge – exploring our understanding of human beings, mental processes, developing better ways of looking at human experience, and observing how physiological and developmental factors influence people. That knowledge, for the most part, is gathered for its own sake – it all helps us to understand more about people and what makes them ‘tick’.


That knowledge often has implications for our everyday lives. Psychologists studying memory, for example, did so because it was an intrinsically interesting area of study. But the knowledge that they gathered can tell us a great deal about how we can improve our memories, or how we should go about preparing for exams if we want to remember the material effectively. It wasn’t collected for applied reasons, but once it is there, it can be used.


A great deal of applied psychology is like that. Psychologists have brought together knowledge and insights that have been gleaned from academic psychology, and applied them to everyday life.


Probability and certainty


If you look carefully at psychological reports – or indeed, at the research reports of any scientist – you will discover that their findings are always expressed tentatively, leaving room for alternative possibilities. Research scientists know that nothing can ever be definitively proven – there is always room for error or uncertainty even in the most promising of research findings.


An applied psychologist is interested in using knowledge in practice, though. So in applied psychology, a finding which implies a relationship between a cause and an effect is taken and used as if that relationship were fairly well established. It’s a reasonable thing to do, partly because the ways that professional psychologists use knowledge always allows for alternative possibilities, and partly because academic knowledge is always expressed like that anyway. A scientist may express uncertainty about a finding even when they are 99 per cent, or 95 per cent confident of their results. In everyday living, we treat that as strong enough to act on, even though it isn’t absolutely definite.


Applied psychologists have all been trained in research methodology, and are aware of those uncertainties. A psychology degree is broad-ranging, designed to give a would-be psychologist a good awareness across the discipline, and that’s not accidental. Because people are so complex, we need to draw on a broad range of knowledge for any type of basic understanding. So the education of an applied psychologist includes that broad overview as well as the specialist knowledge covered in their higher-level professional training. It gives them a theoretical ‘tool-kit’ to gain a deeper understanding of the situations they are dealing with, but it also means that they have a good working awareness of the academic discipline from which their knowledge comes.





2
applying psychological knowledge


This chapter explores how findings from psychological research have been applied in various contexts. Cognitive psychology is the study of how the mind processes information. In this chapter we look at how memory research informs memory training. Social psychology is about how we understand and interact with other people. Here we look at how the insights from social psychology have been used in social skills training. Bio-psychology deals with how our biology directly influences our experiences. We look at how the two halves of the brain work, and how they can sometimes act like two separate brains. The final topic, developmental psychology, deals with how we develop throughout our lives, from the earliest relationships, which we look at here, right through to maturity and old age. Each of these areas has been developed by research psychologists and then put to use in the real world.



Memory training



As you will know if you have read Psychology Made Simple, human memory is a very active process, and nothing like the factual recording which we imagine we possess. But we can all train our memories to work better. You will often see advertisements which claim to help people to improve or develop their memories. These work by applying the principles which cognitive psychologists have discovered about memory.


Processing and memory structures


Perhaps the most important of these principles concerns how memories are structured and stored. Most of our memory remains unconscious until we need it, and then it comes to the surface. This is necessary, of course – if we were always conscious of our memories we’d be completely overwhelmed by the sheer amount of information. But the brain keeps it dormant, and only brings memories to the surface when they become relevant in some way to what we are doing.


It does that by using cues, which link with relevant information and bring it back to the surface of our minds. Those cues may be information which reminds us of some other information; they may be sensory images of some kind; or they may be to do with the context in which the original memories were stored. By making these connections, we can associate what we have learned previously with what we are thinking about now, and use our memories of past situations to help us to understand or think about the current one.


Cues can only work when they link with information which has already been stored, and sleeping is an important part of how we store our memories. As we sleep, our brains organize the mass of information we have taken in during the day, and link it with other things that we already know, so that when we wake, that new information has become organized and properly stored. Most of this happens while we are dreaming: studies which have investigated what happens when people are allowed to sleep but stopped from dreaming (by being woken up whenever a dream starts) show that after a while they become extremely confused and unable to think clearly. If it goes on too long, it can even produce serious mental disturbance: we really need to get our experiences organized properly just to be able to survive.


Another aspect of storing memories has to do with processing the information so that it means something to us. We learn new information all the time, and we process most of it automatically, but if you are trying to learn something a bit different, it is quite important to be able to link it with things that you already know. Exam revision strategies which force the person to think about the meanings of the information and make sense of it in some way have been shown to be much more effective than ones which simply involve trying to learn the information by heart. There are lots of ways to do this – social ways, such as sharing your revision and developing quizzes; creative ways, such as changing the information into diagrams or images; or verbal ones such as rephrasing it or summarizing it in your own words. The important thing, though, is that they all involve getting to the meaning of the information in some way – processing the information rather than accepting it passively.


Visualization and imagery


Another principle concerns using visualization effectively. Memories are not just stored in words: we also store sensory images which can act as important cues to help us to remember information when we need it. Those images are sometimes visual – we see or imagine a ‘picture’ which links to the memory – but they can involve the other senses too. A familiar smell, an old song, or even the feel of a particular material can bring back a whole set of memories. All of our senses are involved in our experiences, and our sensory impressions are stored along with our memories. So we can improve our ability to retrieve memories by using sensory images as cues to bring those memories back.


The context in which a memory is laid down is also important – it gives us a whole set of cues which can help us to remember things. If you’re trying to remember something which you have temporarily forgotten, the most practical way to go about it is to think back to the situation you were in at the time. The more thoroughly you recreate the context, the more the details will start to come back. This idea is the basis of the cognitive interview used by forensic psychologists, which we will be looking at in Chapter 3, which helps investigators to encourage eyewitnesses to remember the key details of crimes or other events.


We can construct images which will help us to remember things, as well. For example, there are well-known mnemonic (memory-improving) strategies which use imagery as cues to help people to remember lists. If you have a list or sequence of information that you need to remember in the right order, one way is to visualize a familiar walk or journey that you take regularly. Then you form mental images relating to the items on your list, and imagine them at different points along the walk. So if the walk was from your house to the nearest shop, for example, you might imagine the first item on the doorstep, the second at the gate, the third at the first corner of the street, and so on. This is known as the method of loci, and is a very well-known method of memorizing which dates right back to the ancient Greeks.
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