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Introduction


Psychology covers just about every aspect of our lives. Trying to keep abreast of it all would be a lifelong mission, and probably impossible. In these chapters you will find summaries of some key ideas in major areas of psychology.


Other people are probably the main influences in our lives, so how we interact and communicate with them is important, as is how other people affect how we think of ourselves. The emotions we experience are also a significant part of being human, with positive emotions being just as important as negative ones, even though we might not notice them as much.


The human mind has different states and ways of working. Sometimes it changes because of the time of day, and sometimes we change its state deliberately, using drugs. We are motivated by a wide range of factors, too, from purely physiological needs like hunger or thirst to more complex social motives. Even cognitive processes such as learning and memory are influenced by our motivation.


Our evolution as social non-specialized primates has given us a large brain and an extensive ability to learn, so human beings have adapted to life almost everywhere on the planet. However, human intelligence spans a far greater range of abilities and aptitudes than people often imagine. Children don’t just acquire physical skills and knowledge: they also learn the social and other skills that they will need in adult life. And our psychological development doesn’t stop when childhood is over – we continue to learn and develop throughout our adult lives.


This guide covers essential aspects of each of these topics. It doesn’t span everything, but will give you a ‘flavour’ of some of psychology’s more important insights. I hope you find them interesting.




1 Understanding the self
 

The self-concept


The self-concept is an idea that varies quite a lot from one culture to another. We are all individuals, but at the same time we are members of our families, our societies, our times and our cultures. And we are profoundly influenced by our day-to-day interactions with the people around us.


Social influences shape our sense of self far more than we realize.


If we are treated in a certain way (as if we are clever, for example), we will act, and even become, like this
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	CASE STUDY: The self-fulfilling prophecy
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There is a recorded case where some boys decided to play a trick on a plain, boring girl in their class. They took it in turns to ask her out, pretending that her company was fun and interesting. But the extra attention and conversation brought out a different side to her: she became more attractive and fun with each date. Their ‘joke’ had become a self-fulfilling prophecy.
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