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Examiner tips


Advice from the examiner on key points in the text to help you learn and recall unit 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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Summary




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








[image: ]


Questions & Answers
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About this book



This is a guide to Unit 4 of the AQA(B) A2 Psychology specification. 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 specimen answers.


There are three main topic areas in Unit 4 and you have to answer questions on each of these topics in your examination. You must answer one Option from a choice of two on Approaches in Psychology, plus the compulsory questions on Debates in Psychology and the compulsory questions on Methods in Psychology.


For each of these topic areas, this guide will cover the following:




•  The specification content, including exactly what you need to know and learn. The coverage of the content is minimal, as you should already have learned the detailed content in your studies. The focus is on key terms and concepts, theories and studies and evaluation points. The content here is not the only appropriate material; textbooks will cover the topics in various ways and probably give much more detail and alternative studies.


•  Six example questions, two for each of the topic areas. These questions will be in the style of AQA(B) A2 questions and similar to those that you might expect to see on real examination papers. To accompany each question there is analysis of how the question should be tackled and what the examiners are looking for in an answer.


•  For each question there are two sample answers, A and B. One answer is probably what would be typical of a grade C/D performance and the other is a high scoring answer that might be typical of those awarded a grade A in the examination. Each answer is followed by a detailed commentary about the marks that have been awarded, drawing attention to any errors or points that are especially creditworthy. There are also suggestions as to how the answers might be improved or elaborated upon to get extra marks. If you read these sample answers and comments carefully you will learn a lot about what you need to do to present a really effective answer in the examination.





How to use this guide


First check your class notes and revision notes against the content presented here to make sure that you have all the right material for your revision. Then look at a sample question to see how the exam is structured and what is required. Have a go at the question yourself then review the sample answers and comments to see where marks can be gained and lost. The sample answers are not intended as model answers but as tools to help you understand what makes a good answer. Finally, you should review your own answer in the light of what you have read and consider how it might be improved.





Content guidance


In this section, content guidance is offered on the topic areas of approaches, debates and methods in psychology. Each topic begins with a summary of the AQA Specification B requirements for Unit 4. This is followed by a brief account of the theories and concepts that make up the unit content.


Knowledge of appropriate theories and concepts is essential for the A2 examination. It is also important to be able to assess their value, and this is done here with regular ‘Evaluation’ features.


Names and publication dates have been given when referring to research studies. The full details for these studies are normally available in textbooks, should you wish to research the topic further.


Approaches in psychology


Summary specification content


The assumptions and applications of the following approaches: biological; behaviourist; social learning theory; cognitive; psychodynamic and humanistic. The strengths and limitations of each approach.


You are expected to know the key features/assumptions of each approach. All the approaches have already been covered at AS but you may find it useful to revise their content. At A2 you also need to consider how the approaches have been applied to topic areas in psychology, including their practical applications, and to demonstrate that you have a broad and critical appreciation of each approach. Therefore you need to consider both theoretical and methodological issues when discussing their strengths and limitations.
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Knowledge check 1


What name is given to the chemical substance produced by an endocrine gland?
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Examiner tip


Avoid simply stating that ‘you cannot generalise (extrapolate) from animals to humans’ when discussing the biological approach. Be prepared to justify your answer. You could discuss specific examples of research, or broader issues such as the position taken by humanistic psychologists.
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Biological approach


Specification content


The role of the central and autonomic nervous system in behaviour and the genetic basis of behaviour.


The biological approach looks to biology as a means of describing and explaining psychological functioning. It focuses on two internal components of human beings: their physiological make-up and genetic inheritance.


The basic assumptions/features of the biological approach are as follows:




•  Physiological processes affect behaviour, mood and cognition. Psychology should therefore investigate the nervous system (particularly the brain), brain chemicals and the endocrine system.


•  Genes affect behaviour and influence individual psychological differences between people. Evolutionary psychology considers genetic influences in common behaviours.


•  According to Darwin’s theory of evolution there is behavioural continuity between species. The study of animals can be of relevance in attempting to understand human behaviour.


•  The biological approach draws on concepts from the hard sciences and research tends to be highly scientific in nature. The most common methods include laboratory experiments and observations, including the use of objective brain recording and scanning techniques.
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Examiner tip


You need to be able to demonstrate your knowledge and understanding of how scientists investigate the biological basis of behaviour.
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Role of the central and autonomic nervous system in behaviour



Central nervous system (CNS)


The central nervous system (brain and spinal cord) plays an essential role in co-ordinating behaviour. Psychologists are mainly concerned with the activities of the higher centres of the brain which control complex voluntary behaviour. It is here that processes such as thinking, remembering, problem solving and language occur. Brain chemicals such as dopamine pass information between nerve cells and are thus also implicated in behaviour.
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Examiner tip


Think of a topic you have studied that considers biological explanations of behaviour such as autism or anxiety disorders. Make notes on how you might use the evidence on brain activity in a discussion on the role of the CNS in behaviour.
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Autonomic nervous system (ANS)


The CNS is connected to the rest of the body by the peripheral nervous system (PNS). One aspect of the PNS is the autonomic nervous system (ANS), which controls the self-regulating activities of internal organs and glands, e.g. heartbeat. The ANS is sub-divided into two parts: the sympathetic and parasympathetic systems. The sympathetic system serves an arousing function and mobilises the body for action in times of stress or threat. The parasympathetic system serves to restore or conserve energy resources after the threat has passed. The sympathetic division is involved in emotions such as fear and anger.
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Knowledge check 2


Identify three physiological changes that occur when the sympathetic nervous system prepares the body for action in times of threat.
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The ANS also governs the endocrine system, which has a more long-term effect on behaviour through the release of hormones, e.g. testosterone is linked with increased levels of aggression.
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Examiner tip


Do not include aspects of physiological psychology such as the central and peripheral nervous systems in answer to questions on the genetic basis of behaviour.





[image: ]





Genetic basis of behaviour


The basic units of heredity are called genes. Genes function in pairs and the recombination of genes from parents to offspring provides the basis for genetic variability. There is evidence from twin (monozygotic (MZ) and dizygotic (DZ)) adoption and family studies to suggest that genes are implicated in certain behaviours such as autism and schizophrenia. However, genes only determine the potential for a characteristic (genotype). The observable characteristics of an individual (phenotype) depend on the interaction of genetic and environmental factors.
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Knowledge check 3


Distinguish between monozygotic and dizygotic twins.
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Strengths of the biological approach




•  It gives an appreciation of the role of physiology and genes in behaviour, cognition and mood. It shows how human behaviour might be constrained by its evolutionary past. Research provides insights into biochemical and genetic influences on mental and emotional disorders.


•  Valuable evidence has accumulated about the biological basis of behaviour. This has resulted in useful practical applications, e.g. drugs for mental disorders.


•  This approach is particularly scientific. Its subject matter is materialistic and its methods are objective.


•  It provides strong counter-arguments to the nurture side of the ‘nature–nurture’ debate.





Limitations of the biological approach




•  The physiological system is complex and therefore the biological approach is not sufficiently advanced to offer complete explanations of behaviour.


•  There are endless environmental influences so it is difficult to predict behaviour and explain it in purely biological terms (biological reductionism). Influences interact so it is difficult to draw specific conclusions about one factor, e.g. genetic links with schizophrenia, without taking into account other factors such as social, cultural and family influences.


•  The approach seems to suggest that mind and brain are the same but has not explained how these interact. The mind/consciousness is difficult to study objectively.


•  Biological causes of behaviour result in the problem of determinism, absolving people from responsibility in their behaviour.
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Examiner tips


Twin studies are an example of how psychologists investigate the genetic basis of behaviour. When giving an explanation be clear who is being compared. For example, is the comparison between monozygotic twins reared together with dizygotic twins reared together, or monozygotic twins reared together with monozygotic twins reared apart etc?


When evaluating the biological approach, do not fall into the trap of producing a list of points. This will not result in much credit. Whatever the point, make sure that you can elaborate and back it up; and try to link into other approaches, topic areas, research findings and debates.





[image: ]





Application of the biological approach (examples)






	Topic area

	Application






	
Gender development

	
Testosterone is a possible biological cause of gender differences.
It is associated with increased aggression.
Evolutionary psychology: aggressiveness in males is an adaptive behaviour for hunting/competition.






	
Memory

	The hippocampus (part of the limbic system in the forebrain) plays an important role in memory. Damage to this area results in an inability to form new memories.






	Schizophrenia and mood disorders

	Role of chemicals (e.g. dopamine and serotonin); genes; brain abnormalities (e.g. enlarged ventricles — schizophrenia). Use of anti-psychotic drugs to treat schizophrenia.






	
Stress

	Close interaction between behaviour and physiological changes; the role of the autonomic nervous system.






	
Autism

	
Genetic explanations, abnormalities in the frontal lobes (planning and control), limbic system (emotional regulation), brain stem and cerebellum (motor coordination).
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Knowledge check 4


With reference to evolutionary psychology, what is meant by an ‘adaptive behaviour’?
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Examiner tip


Notice that, if asked about the applications of an approach, you can include practical applications, for example: Drugs are used to treat schizophrenia and depression.
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Summary


After studying this topic, you should be able to:




•  describe the assumptions (features) of the biological approach


•  understand that the biological approach is concerned with both how our genetic inheritance and physiology (the structure, function and processes of the nervous system) affect how we think, feel and behave


•  describe the role of the central nervous system and autonomic nervous system in behaviour


•  outline and discuss examples of the genetic basis of behaviour


•  explain how scientists investigate the biological basis of behaviour


•  evaluate the biological approach, providing supporting evidence for your argument


•  discuss applications of the biological approach
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Behaviourist approach


Specification content


Key concepts including stimulus, response and reinforcement. Types of reinforcement. Classical and operant conditioning as applied to human behaviour.
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Examiner tip


When explaining the learning of behaviour, avoid using words such as ‘thinks’, ‘knows’ ‘remembers’. These are mental processes that cannot be observed. Instead of writing ‘the animal thinks that he will receive food if he presses the lever’, write ‘the animal associates lever pressing with food’.
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The behaviourist approach focuses on overt and measurable behaviour. It takes an extreme nurture approach and looks to theories of learning to explain psychological functioning. It focuses on two theories of learning: classical and operant conditioning.


The basic assumptions/features of the behaviourist approach are as follows:




•  Psychology should adopt an objective and scientific approach.


•  Observable behaviour only should be studied, not minds. Mental processes are impossible to observe, cannot be part of the scientific subject matter of psychology and are not required to explain behaviour.


•  Most behaviour is learned from the environment after birth (the child at birth is like a tabula rasa or blank slate). Psychology should therefore investigate the laws of learning.


•  Learning can be understood in terms of conditioning principles and involves an association between a stimulus and a response. Even complex behaviour can be reduced to simple stimulus–response (S–R) associations.


•  The laws of learning are universal and apply to both animals and humans.
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Examiner tip


Remember! No conscious or mental activity is involved in conditioning.
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Knowledge check 5


How did behaviourists operationalise the ‘strengthening of a response’?
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Key concepts


Stimulus Anything, internal or external, that brings about a response.


Response Any reaction in the presence of a stimulus.


Reinforcement The process by which a response is strengthened.
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Types of reinforcement



Positive — response is followed by something pleasant.


Negative — response is followed by the removal of something unpleasant.
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Examiner tip


To remember the terms, think of ‘unconditioned as ‘natural’ or ‘unlearned’, and ‘conditioned’ as acquired because of certain ‘conditions’. It is natural to salivate in the presence of food but not when you hear a bell. This response occurs because of certain conditions: when the bell rings, food follows. The bell ringing becomes associated with food.
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Classical conditioning as applied to human behaviour


In classical conditioning (learning through association), a neutral stimulus becomes associated with a natural stimulus–response (reflex) connection and a new behaviour link may be formed. This was demonstrated by Pavlov when studying salivation in dogs. The whole process can be shown as follows:


Stages involved in Pavlovian conditioning






	Stage 1

	Food (UCS) elicits salivation (UCR)






	Stage 2

	Food (UCS) + bell (CS) elicits salivation (UCR)






	Stage 3

	Bell (CS) elicits salivation (CR)






	UCS = unconditioned stimulus; CS = conditioned stimulus;
UCR = unconditioned response; CR = conditioned response.
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Examiner tip


In the exam, make sure you use behaviourist terminology such as conditioned stimulus, unconditioned response, reinforcement. The use of psychological terminology is taken into account when marking your answer.
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Stimuli similar to the CS, e.g. a church bell or clinking keys could trigger the same conditioned response (generalisation). The effects of conditioning can extend into new learning situations.


The theory of classical conditioning has been applied to behaviour in two ways:


To explain behaviour


Classical conditioning can explain behaviour that is linked to emotions, e.g. the acquisition of phobias. A person may learn to fear a previously neutral stimulus, e.g. a spider, if it is connected to a frightening event. A scream produces fear so if someone screams in the presence of a spider, an association is quickly made between the two stimuli because of their temporal contiguity (occurrence at the same time).


Advertising campaigns often apply the principles of classical conditioning. Advertisers use pictures associated with strong emotional UCSs that elicit strong positive reactions, e.g. romantic meetings paired with alcohol.
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Knowledge check 6


In the example of advertising, identify the UCS and the CS.
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To treat behaviour


Classical conditioning techniques (behaviour therapy) have been used to treat phobias and addictions. In treating phobias, the aim of the treatment is to extinguish the link between the CS and the CR. This can be done in three ways: systematic desensitisation, implosion and flooding.


In treating addictions, aversion therapy is used to create a phobia of the object of addiction. For example, in treating alcoholism this can be done by repeatedly giving a vomit-inducing drug with alcohol.



Operant conditioning as applied to human behaviour



In operant conditioning (learning through association between response and consequence) the person or organism ‘operates’ in its environment, resulting in consequences. Positive and negative reinforcement increase the probability of a behaviour being repeated, whereas punishment decreases this probability. If a child says ‘thank you’ in the presence of adults and is praised, then this behaviour is likely to occur again. Conversely if the child is caught swearing and punished, then this behaviour is less likely to occur again (at least in the presence of adults).
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Examiner tip


Be careful not to confuse negative reinforcement with punishment. The aim of negative reinforcement is to draw out the correct response. Punishment tries to suppress the wrong response. It may help to think as follows: punishment is like saying ‘stop it’; negative reinforcement is like saying ‘do it again’.
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Operant conditioning has also been applied to the treatment of behaviour (behaviour modification). Maladaptive (undesired) behaviour is seen simply as the consequence of faulty learning so can be treated through behaviour shaping.


Examples include social skills training, which involves teaching appropriate social skills by using rewards, and token economy systems used in institutions, whereby tokens are given as secondary reinforcement for good behaviour.
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Examiner tip


‘Reward’ has a very specific meaning and must not be used to mean reinforcement. Reinforcement strengthens a response and is sometimes the removal of something unpleasant, such as pain (negative reinforcement) and not the giving of something pleasant. A reward may not always strengthen a response: for example, praise could be embarrassing.
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Application of the behaviourist approach (examples)






	Topic area

	Application






	
Anxiety disorders

	Phobias are learned through classical conditioning and maintained through negative reinforcement. Operant conditioning explains how compulsive acts are learned through reinforcement by fear reduction.
Treatment, e.g. systematic desensitisation and flooding.






	
Autism

	Treatment, e.g. behaviour modification and aversion therapy.






	
Schizophrenia and mood disorders

	Behavioural treatment for schizophrenia involving tokens as secondary reinforcers.
Behavioural explanations of depression consider the role of reinforcement and punishment.






	
Stress management

	Behavioural approaches to stress management include biofeedback and systematic desensitisation.






	
Substance abuse

	
Aversion therapy is used in the treatment of substance abuse.
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Knowledge check 7


Identify two key features of behaviour shaping.
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Examiner tip


Take care to elaborate when you evaluate. For example, if you make the point that many forms of learning cannot be satisfactorily explained by classical and operant conditioning, tell the examiner why conditioning fails to explain the behaviour. Do not simply provide a list of examples of behaviour.
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Strengths of the behaviourist approach




•  Behaviourism is very scientific. Theories are testable and supported by rigorous experimental research. Behaviourism has left a lasting legacy; its scientific approach influencing all areas of psychology.


•  Behaviourist explanations can be applied to the real world to explain everyday behaviour such as gambling and has produced many practical applications.


•  It provides strong counter-arguments to the nature side of the ‘nature–nurture’ debate.





Limitations of the behaviourist approach




•  Behaviourism ignores important mental processes involved in learning and innate predispositions to produce certain responses.


•  Many forms of learning cannot be satisfactorily explained by classical and operant conditioning, e.g. insight learning or observational learning.


•  There are philosophical concerns: behaviourism is mechanistic, deterministic and thus unable to explain the human capacity for free will. It is also reductionist (reducing complex human behaviour to a few simple principles of learning).


•  Much data has been obtained from species such as rats, dogs and pigeons but the relevance of these findings to human behaviour is dubious.
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Knowledge check 8


What is meant by ‘secondary reinforcement’?
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Summary


After studying this topic, you should be able to:




•  describe the assumptions (features) of the behaviourist approach


•  understand that the behaviourist approach is concerned only with observable behaviour


•  know and use key behaviourist terminology


•  describe the acquisition of behaviour through both classical and operant conditioning


•  explain how behaviourists investigate the acquisition of behaviour


•  evaluate the behaviourist approach, providing supporting evidence for your argument


•  discuss applications of the behaviourist approach
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Social learning theory


Specification content


The role of mediational processes in learning, motivation and performance of behaviour. Observational learning and the role of vicarious reinforcement.
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Knowledge check 9


Distinguish between direct reinforcement and indirect (vicarious) reinforcement.
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Social learning theory forms a bridge between traditional behaviourism and the cognitive approach. The behaviourist approach explains all behaviour by stimulus, response and reinforcement, whereas social learning theory also considers social and cognitive processes in learning. It is concerned with human rather than animal behaviour and proposes that learning can occur simply by observing others. Social learning theory sees people as active manipulators of their own environment rather than passive receivers of experiences.
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Examiner tip


It is important to understand that, according to social learning theory (SLT), while reinforcement may be important for the performance of learned behaviour, it is not essential to learning itself. Learning can happen without reinforcement. This is a crucial distinction between SLT and the behaviourist approach.
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The basic assumptions or features of social learning theory are as follows:




•  Learning occurs through the observation of role models.


•  Observational learning can take place without any reinforcement — simply observing the model is sufficient for learning to occur.


•  Reinforcement is important for the performance or imitation (modelling) of the learned behaviour. Reinforcement may be direct or indirect (vicarious reinforcement).


•  Observational learning involves cognitive processes such as memory. These processes occur between stimulus and response and are known as mediational processes.


•  Much human behaviour is learned in interpersonal situations.





Cognitive factors that determine whether imitation takes place are:




•  Attention. Models that are not relevant to the observer attract little attention. The most influential models are those who are similar, liked, admired and respected, have a high status and also ones who are seen to be reinforced.


•  Retention. Information acquired from observing the model is stored in memory. These memories, including whether they were reinforced or punished, influence future behaviour.


•  Judgement. Appraisal of one’s own capacity for motor reproduction of the observed behaviour.


•  Motivation. Reinforcement (direct and vicarious), punishment, expectations of success or failure and confidence in one’s own ability all determine whether a behaviour is to be performed.
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Examiner tip


It is good practice to reflect on the conclusion of studies. In an extended writing question, you need only present an overview of the study followed by ‘this study shows that…’ and the conclusion. Such information can be considered ‘use of relevant information’ — an AO2 skill.
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Study


Bandura et al. (1963) studied the role of imitation in learning aggressive behaviour. They used two groups of children. The experimental group saw an adult in a room full of toys being violent to an inflatable Bobo doll, while the control group saw the adult playing non-violently. Each child was then left alone in the room with the toys and observed on film. Without any direct encouragement, the experimental group performed significantly more aggressive acts on the doll than the control group. They also used many of the same movements they had just seen.
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Knowledge check 10


What term is given to the punishment that is received indirectly, when observing another person being punished for behaving in a certain way?
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Evaluation




•  The researchers did not measure long-term effects and the study has been criticised for being artificial. However, the findings are consistent with other experimental studies which have demonstrated that children are more likely to hurt other children after viewing violent behaviour. The study reveals that observation, cognitive factors and imitation are important in learning. Direct personal experience and reinforcement are not required for learning to occur, though Bandura agreed with the behaviourist view that if new behaviour is to persist then some form of reinforcement is necessary.


•  In another study, Bandura (1963) showed that seeing someone being punished for aggressive behaviour stopped children from imitating that behaviour. However, the children had in fact still learned the behaviour because when they were later asked to reproduce it and were rewarded for each aggressive act, they showed high levels of imitative aggression.


•  The learning had remained latent. Reinforcement is a source of motivation and therefore may be needed for performance.
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