



[image: image]






Understand Applied Psychology




Teach®
Yourself


Understand Applied Psychology


Nicky Hayes




For UK order enquiries: please contact Bookpoint Ltd, 130 Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4SB. Telephone: +44 (0) 1235 827720. Fax: +44 (0) 1235 400454. Lines are open 09.00–17.00, Monday to Saturday, with a 24-hour message answering service. Details about our titles and how to order are available at www.teachyourself.com


For USA order enquiries: please contact McGraw-Hill Customer Services, PO Box 545, Blacklick, OH 43004-0545, USA. Telephone: 1-800-722-4726. Fax: 1-614-755-5645.


For Canada order enquiries: please contact McGraw-Hill Ryerson Ltd, 300 Water St, Whitby, Ontario L1N 9B6, Canada. Telephone: 905 430 5000. Fax: 905 430 5020.


Long renowned as the authoritative source for self-guided learning – with more than 50 million copies sold worldwide – the Teach Yourself series includes over 500 titles in the fields of languages, crafts, hobbies, business, computing and education.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data: a catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.


Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: on file.


First published in UK 2001 by Hodder Education, part of Hachette UK, 338 Euston Road, London NW1 3BH.


First published in US 2001 by The McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc.


This edition published 2010.


Previously published as Teach Yourself Applied Psychology


The Teach Yourself name is a registered trade mark of Hodder Headline.


Copyright © 2001, 2003, 2010 Nicky Hayes


In UK: All rights reserved. Apart from any permitted use under UK copyright law, no part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information, storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher or under licence from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited. Further details of such licences (for reprographic reproduction) may be obtained from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited, of Saffron House, 6–10 Kirby Street, London EC1N 8TS.


In US: All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the United States Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.


Typeset by MPS Limited, A Macmillan Company.


Printed in Great Britain for Hodder Education, an Hachette UK Company, 338 Euston Road, London NW1 3BH, by CPI Cox & Wyman, Reading, Berkshire RG1 8EX.


The publisher has used its best endeavours to ensure that the URLs for external websites referred to in this book are correct and active at the time of going to press. However, the publisher and the author have no responsibility for the websites and can make no guarantee that a site will remain live or that the content will remain relevant, decent or appropriate.


Hachette UK’s policy is to use papers that are natural, renewable and recyclable products and made from wood grown in sustainable forests. The logging and manufacturing processes are expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.





	Impression number


	10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1






	Year


	2014 2013 2012 2011 2010











Meet the author


Welcome to Understand Applied Psychology!


As you’ll know if you’ve read my sister book Understand Psychology, psychology, in general, is about ordinary people – how we think, act and make sense of our worlds. But psychology is also a profession, and professional psychologists use their knowledge in many different areas of everyday living. In this book, I have been exploring some of the many ways that psychologists contribute to our daily lives. Sometimes, this is about the work of highly trained professional psychologists. Educational, clinical and forensic psychologists, along with some others, are people who have undergone rigorous specialized training and work in clearly defined areas. But many other psychologists have applied psychological knowledge in different fields. Sometimes, they have been academic psychologists whose specialized knowledge has meant that they could contribute to a particular aspect of social practice. Sometimes they have been more general psychologists who have acted as consultants in particular areas.


Whatever their origins, I have always been fascinated by the sheer range of applications of psychology – and this book is only the tip of the iceberg. We are finding new ways to use psychological knowledge every day. And it is directly helpful, because just about everything we do has to do with other people in some way, and understanding other people better helps us to co-operate and interact in more positive ways. Not only that, but a lot of the insights which psychology has to offer just aren’t obvious. Or, more importantly, they only become obvious once someone has pointed them out. Did you realize, for example, just how much a positive frame of mind can help people to deal with stress? Or how important belief is in recovering from strokes?


A better knowledge of psychology can help us to tackle any number of everyday problems. Even if it doesn’t give us the answers, it can help us to go about asking the questions better, or dealing with the unknown so that it doesn’t stress us as much. This book is only a sample of how psychological knowledge can help in this way, and I’m sure as you read it you’ll think of other possibilities. I hope so, anyway, and I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I have enjoyed collecting all this information and bringing it together.


Happy reading!


 


Nicky Hayes, 2010





1: Only got a minute?



Psychology is about people – how our minds work, how we interact with other people, and how we cope with the challenges of day-to-day living.


People are ‘natural’ psychologists, in that we learn about other people almost from infancy. But people are complex, so psychology is complex too. There aren’t any simple answers to understanding people, but a knowledge of psychological processes and mechanisms can give us a lot of insight.


Applied psychology is concerned with using the insights of psychology to understand different aspects of what human beings do. Psychology covers a great many different areas of human activity, and has a broad range of applications in everyday life. For example, insights from applied cognitive psychology can be used to improve memory, and applied bio-psychology helps people to deal with the effects of brain injuries or surgery. Clinical psychologists treat those whose life-problems have resulted in mental illness and forensic psychologists work with police and the judiciary to deal with psychological aspects of crime or criminal investigations.


These are just a few examples of how applied psychology is used to deal with everyday problems, often in quite unexpected ways.





5: Only got five minutes?



Historically, psychology has been applied almost since psychology first began.


As there are many areas of psychology, so there are many areas of applied psychology. Insights from applied cognitive psychology were used to improve the design of aircraft cockpits and radar installations during WWII, and have been applied in many other contexts, including improving memory. Social psychology has been applied in social skills training, and also in understanding and changing social prejudice. Applied bio-psychology tells us about the relationship between the body and the mind. Studies of people who have had surgery or injury to the brain allow bio-psychologists to understand more about its functioning, while our knowledge of emotion and anxiety enables development of better coping mechanisms. Developmental psychology is concerned with how people grow and develop throughout the lifespan.


Clinical, counselling and health psychologists all work mainly in the health system. Clinical psychologists work with other mental health personnel to help those whose life-problems has resulted in mental illness. Counselling psychologists work closely with other health professionals, and are generally concerned with assisting ordinary people to cope with their life-problems, rather than dealing with people who are mentally ill. Health psychologists aim to enhance aspects of health care, such as doctor-patient communication or health promotion schemes.


Some applied psychologists work in the judicial system. Forensic psychologists work with police, the courts, and the judiciary to deal with psychological aspects of crime or criminal investigations. Educational psychologists work with the courts to provide professional assessments, and also with schools to address special needs, underachievement, or school programmes like tackling bullying. Psychologists who specialize in the applied psychology of teaching and learning apply psychology to the learning and assessment process.


Occupational psychologists are particularly concerned with the individual at work, with considerable expertise in evaluation and assessment in different aspects of working life. Organizational psychologists work at the level of the organisation as a whole dealing with organizational change, teamworking or innovations, and organizational cultures. Engineering and design psychologists may specialize in ergonomics – that is, efficiency and effectiveness of design, or with the human–machine interface. Some applied psychologists have looked at how psychological processes are involved in interactive design. Space psychologists are mainly concerned with the social needs of astronauts, and coping with extended space missions.


Sport psychologists help athletes and ordinary competitors in maintaining motivation, in skill learning, and in achieving peak performance. Consumer psychologists are concerned with people’s buying habits, and the choices which they make. Because of their expertise in handling data, consumer psychologists are also often involved in developing tools for market researchers. Environmental psychologists are interested in how people interact with their environments. They look at how people maintain territories and define spaces, at important psychological mechanisms such as self-efficacy or manageable goals for successful green living, and at strategies for reducing urban stress. Political psychologists apply psychological insights to various aspects of the political processes, such as how information is used in wartime, or how knowledge of social identity processes can help mediation and political reconciliation.


Each form of applied psychology has different training requirements. Some have clear training structures, while others, such as space psychology, do not. But whatever the area, becoming a qualified psychologist involves a recognized first degree in psychology, a relevant postgraduate qualification, and some period of supervised practice. In the UK, this is all overseen by the British Psychological Society, and more information can be obtained from their website at www.bps.org.uk.





10: Only got ten minutes?



As there are many areas of psychology, so there are many areas of applied psychology.


Cognitive psychology is the study of how the mind processes information, including attention and memory. Insights from applied cognitive psychology range from improving the design of aircraft cockpits and radar installations during World War II, to exploring the sources of everyday errors, which in normal life may be unimportant but which can sometimes lead to large-scale disasters such as explosions or major transport accidents.


Social psychology has been applied in a variety of contexts, since so much of what people do is social in origin. One of its first uses is social skills training, which can help people to recover from the social isolation resulting from inappropriate non-verbal behaviour. Applied social psychologists have also helped us to understand the roots of social prejudice.


Applied bio-psychology tells us about the relationship between the body and the mind. Applied psychologists working in this area have considerable knowledge of clinical neuropsychology – which bits of the brain are involved in which aspects of human activity or cognition. As a result, they are able to offer useful advice on recovery from strokes or specific brain injuries, and the effects of injuries such as closed head injuries. Another application of bio-psychology is concerned with how our emotions affect us physically, and this has helped us to develop better techniques for managing stress or anxiety.


Developmental psychology is concerned with how people grow and develop throughout life, but most of its applications to date have been to do with bringing up children. Applied developmental psychologists have investigated aspects of attachment and deprivation, and how these impact on the child, and at how socialization processes work. They have also investigated the psychology of effective discipline, showing how punishment is rarely effective as a means of controlling behaviour, and how the judicious use of reward, and also of positive social expectations, can have more effect.


Clinical, counselling and health psychologists all work mainly in the health system. Clinical psychologists work with other mental health personnel to help those whose life-problems have resulted in mental illness. Counselling psychologists work closely with other health professionals, but they are generally concerned with assisting ordinary people to cope with their life-problems, rather than dealing with people who are mentally ill. Health psychologists aim to enhance aspects of health care, for example in establishing good communication between patients and professionals, such as doctor–patient communication.


Some applied psychologists work in the judicial system. Forensic psychologists are particularly concerned with applying psychology to crime and the problems occurring around criminal activity. Some forensic psychologists work in the judicial system, dealing with psychological matters arising in the work of the courts or acting as expert witnesses in particular cases, while others work directly with the police to help to investigate crime, and to identify criminals and culpability.


Educational psychologists work in the educational system. One of their important roles is in evaluating special educational needs of particular children, and they are skilled at diagnosing educational problems such as dyslexia. Another important part of their work is in developing evaluation programmes for local authorities which look at specific learning strategies or the implementation of new aspects of curriculum delivery.


Psychologists who specialize in the applied psychology of teaching and learning are more closely focused on the learning process. One aspect of this is looking at how students can be encouraged to manage their learning effectively, and at the psychological processes taking place during study and in the classroom which either enhance or interfere with effective learning.


Both occupational and organizational psychologists are concerned with the world of work. Occupational psychologists are particularly concerned with the individual at work, using their expertise in job or promotional selection, to provide vocational guidance and to deal with individual work-related problems. Organizational psychologists work at the level of the organization as a whole; they may be concerned with introducing new practices, such as team-working, to the organization, or they may analyse resistance to change from the workforce; and some specialize in organizational cultures.


Engineering and design psychologists deal with how human beings work with machinery or other complex systems; their concerns include looking at ergonomics, human–machine interaction and the psychological factors which are involved in interactive exhibits and other programmes.


Space psychology is relatively new and really developed as a result of the Soviet space programme, which involved psychologists right from the start. The Russian psychological support teams would take care of the psychological needs of cosmonauts, particularly those on long-term missions at space stations, and help them to cope with the various demands of the experience – including readapting to earth gravity and to the social aspects of their return to earth.


Sport psychology has been in existence for a hundred years or so, and is one of the oldest branches of applied psychology. Sport psychologists assist both professional athletes and ordinary competitors in improving their sport performance, including helping people to maintain their motivation, contributing to training practices, and enabling people to develop and use psychological techniques which can help them to achieve peak performance on the day of a competition.


Consumer psychologists are concerned with people’s buying habits, and the choices which they make. One important area is in the psychology of advertising, which draws on psychological knowledge to make sure that advertisements are distinctive and effective. Consumer psychologists also apply their psychological expertise to consumer decision making, looking at how mechanisms like anchoring and entrapment affect the decisions that people make.


Environmental psychologists are applied psychologists who are interested in how people interact with, and are influenced by, the settings in which they find themselves. They look at how people maintain territories, or define spaces as appropriate for certain uses, and apply this knowledge to help architects and others to design appropriate areas for human activity.


Political psychologists apply their psychological insights to various aspects of the political process, such as analysing the use of propaganda in wartime, aiding diplomats in mediating confrontations and bringing the various sides together to resolve conflicts, and helping to establish effective political reconciliation after open conflicts have ceased.


Each form of applied psychology has different training requirements. Established areas such as educational, clinical, occupational and forensic psychology have clear training structures, while others, such as space psychology, do not have explicit training systems. Whatever the area, though, becoming a qualified psychologist involves a recognized first degree in psychology, a relevant postgraduate qualification and some period of supervised practice. In the UK, this is overseen by the British Psychological Society, and more information about the work of professional psychologists and the training they are expected to complete can be obtained from their website at www.bps.org.uk.
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Applying psychology


In this chapter you will learn:




	the difference between applied and academic psychology


	about the historical beginnings of applied psychology


	to identify different areas and approaches of applied psychology.





Psychology is the study of people – how they think, what they experience, why they act as they do and what motivates them. It’s a fascinating subject, and a massive one.


We spend most of our conscious lives making sense of people, in one way or another. In fact, we begin from the moment we are tiny babies. Even the smallest infants arrive ‘pre-tuned’ to other people – ready to respond to human voices, faces and touch. A lot of our infancy and childhood is spent learning how to deal with social life, beginning with how to communicate effectively, and moving on to dealing with other family members, friends, school or work colleagues and eventually lovers and partners.


So we are all ‘natural’ psychologists in some ways, and lots of the time we are very good at it. But not always. People are enormously complicated, and even when we think we know someone really well they can still surprise us. We all have a lot of potential which doesn’t show on the surface. So don’t be fooled by anyone who tells you that people are easy to understand – they are not. There’s much more to everyone than meets the eye.


And that’s where psychology comes in. Psychologists look below the surface, to understand the underlying processes and mechanisms which produce human behaviour. They study how people interact, both in groups and in pairs, and what sorts of communication are likely to become effective. And they look at the different areas and functions of the human mind.


We looked at the main areas of psychology in the companion volume to this book: Understand Psychology. If you’ve read that, you’ll have a pretty fair idea of what those are, and some of the kinds of knowledge which psychologists have developed. Or you might have read some other psychology books, which have also given you some knowledge of the discipline. There’s quite a lot around. But you don’t need to have read Understand Psychology to understand this book. They go together and complement one another, but they don’t depend on each other.


Applying psychology


In this book, we are going to look at psychology from a slightly different angle – from the point of view of how psychology has been applied to some human questions and issues. Psychology has been used in many areas of life, ranging from how we bring up our children to how astronauts deal with weightlessness. Obviously, we won’t be able to look at all of them. But we can take a look at some of the main areas of applied psychology, and that should give us a better understanding of some of the ways that psychology can contribute to our everyday lives.





Insight


Trying to define where psychology has been applied is a bit like catching water in a net. People are always finding new ways to apply psychology, because who we are and how we think affects just about everything we do.





Different sections of this book will be dealing with different aspects of applied psychology. We’ll begin by looking at how knowledge obtained from traditional ‘pure’ psychological research has been applied. There have been quite a few spin-offs from academic research areas, so in the next four chapters we’ll look at some of the applications of knowledge from social psychology, cognitive psychology, bio-psychology and developmental psychology.


Then we’ll look at some of the areas which relate particularly to how psychologists work in the community as a whole. We’ll begin with clinical psychology, since that is one of the oldest and most well-established areas of applied psychology. Then we’ll go on to look at several other areas: health psychology, forensic psychology, educational psychology, and the applied psychology of teaching and learning.


The next group of chapters is concerned with how psychology has been applied to working life, or to particular vocations. They deal with occupational psychology, which has to do with working out the right types of work for different people; with organizational psychology, which is concerned with the human aspects of management; with engineering and design psychology, which is concerned with how people interact with objects and machines; and with space psychology, which as its name suggests is concerned with the psychological dimensions of space exploration.


This final group of chapters deals with some of the broader aspects of social living. We begin with sport psychology, an area of applied psychology which has existed for a long time and is becoming more and more important as our knowledge grows. The increasing professionalization of sport means that we could, of course, make a case for putting it with the previous set of chapters, but it can equally well link with the rest of the chapters in this set. We go on to look at consumer psychology, which includes the psychology of advertising and consumer behaviour – something that affects all of our lives. Then we look at environmental psychology, and how the environment we live in influences our experience, and then finally we will look at the increasingly important area of political psychology.


Naturally, that doesn’t cover all of the areas of applied psychology. Psychology has relevance anywhere human beings are active and that, almost by definition, covers just about all aspects of social life. But this book ought to give you an idea of the range and scope of applied psychology – and perhaps some ideas for other areas where psychology could usefully contribute to our everyday lives.


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.





Insight


Some (applied) psychologists have argued that actually, applied psychology came first and ‘pure’ psychology came later. Although academic psychology traces its academic roots in experimental philosophy, it has equally strong roots in clinical medicine and in the explanations of crowd psychology which were developed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to explain social riots.





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:





[image: Image]





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.)





Insight


The misuse of intelligence test results for ideological aims continued right through the twentieth century, and is sometimes used as the basis for racist propaganda even today. But it has no foundation in real science.





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. For the most part, that works very well. But there are still some tensions between the two.


PROBABILITY AND CERTAINTY


One of the most important tensions relates to the question of 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.





Insight


Applied psychology has sometimes been important for keeping psychology on the straight and narrow. Real-world researchers such as Lewin, Rogers and Bruner injected a note of realism into psychology when it might otherwise have become carried away by the formal reductionism of behaviourism or the intellectualized idealism of cognitivism.





RIFTS BETWEEN ACADEMIC AND APPLIED PSYCHOLOGY


For much of the twentieth century, applied psychology and academic psychology were quite separate. When the founder of behaviourist psychology, J.B. Watson, was asked to leave his university following the scandal of an affair with his secretary, he went into advertising, where he made a successful career applying the theory he had previously been developing. That was in the 1930s, and the general view within psychology was that his move into applied psychology was a complete break from academic work – the two had nothing to do with one another.


These rifts became wider and wider, particularly in the USA, until ultimately the US professional psychological association split into separate organizations. Other countries were a bit less extreme about it: what happened in the USA resulted in the deliberate forging of closer links between applied and academic psychology in the UK, so that the same thing wouldn’t happen there, as people recognized the risks and disadvantages of that sort of separation.


The debates which resulted from this rift also enabled psychologists to recognize that the contribution wasn’t just one way. Applied psychology feeds back into academic psychology, contributing insights and areas of exploration. The classic example here is sport psychology, which has always had a very productive two-way relationship between academic and applied research. It’s not the only such area, and the dialogue between academic and applied psychologists means that new areas are being developed and explored all the time. So in many ways academic and applied psychology are coming back together.





Insight


In many respects, the distinction between academic and applied psychology is an artificial one. Academics are expected to state practical applications and social uses for their research when they are applying for research funding, and without good answers they wouldn’t be likely to get it. And applied psychologists are expected to show how their findings might contribute to wider general knowledge as well as the specific situations they have been studying.





So as you read through this book, you’ll find some areas of applied psychology which are applications of theoretical knowledge that you might have come across in other reading. You’ll find some areas of psychological knowledge which have been developed just by the psychologists working in that particular area. And you’ll come across some areas of applied psychology which draw on knowledge obtained from research in other areas of applied psychology.


Wherever it comes from, though, it always has the same aim – to give us a better understanding of what is going on, so that we can help people to resolve problems, and use psychological knowledge to the benefit of society as a whole. That’s really what applied psychology is all about – but I’ll leave it to you to judge how effectively it has been able to achieve that goal!


 





10 THINGS TO REMEMBER




	
Everyone is a ‘natural’ psychologist, but people are more complex than we realize.





	
Psychology helps us to identify underlying processes and mechanisms of the mind.





	
Just about all areas of psychology have relevance for the real world in some way.





	
Even traditionally academic areas of psychology have their real-world applications.





	
Many areas of applied psychology have specific qualification pathways and training.





	
Some areas of applied psychology have developed in new contexts and don’t yet have recognized qualification pathways.





	
IQ testing was one of the earliest areas of applied psychology.





	
Academic psychologists do teaching and research; applied psychologists put psychological knowledge to work.





	
Academic and applied psychology have split in the USA, but not in most other parts of the world.





	There is a healthy two-way relationship between academic and applied psychology.











2


Applied cognitive psychology


In this chapter you will learn:




	to describe three important factors which can improve sustained attention


	to see how we can use psychological knowledge to improve our memories


	why using mental imagery can improve memory.





Cognitive psychologists study how the mind processes information: how we perceive the world, how we remember information, and how we think about and solve problems. Psychologists have been studying cognitive processes for over 140 years – ever since the beginning of psychology – and during that time they have learned a great deal. And applied cognitive psychology, as its name suggests, involves putting that knowledge to use.





Insight


Cognitive psychology is all about what the mind does – how we think, remember, analyse information, etc. So it could be argued that all cognitive psychology that connects with the real world is actually a form of applied psychology.





Although psychologists have studied some subjects, like memory, ever since the beginning of psychology, cognitive psychology as we know it actually only really developed after World War II. It began during the war itself, as psychologists were employed in military intelligence, and also worked in other military systems.


Psychologists were also involved in the code-breaking initiatives at Bletchley Park, which contributed so much to the eventual Allied victory. So we could say that applied cognitive psychology was really born during World War II.


One of the key psychologists involved in raising applied cognitive psychology to full maturity was Donald Broadbent, who applied a rigorous experimental approach to the study of complex problems. By doing this, he was able to study how the mind works in a precise, objective way: important in the post-war climate of scientific progress. Applied cognitive psychology grew rapidly, influencing developments from the design of aircraft cockpits to the introduction of postcodes and new coins. We don’t have space to look at all of these in this book, so in this chapter we’ll just look at three areas: attention, types of everyday error and their effects, and improving memory.





Insight


It is remarkable how much wars can drive the development of scientific knowledge. Chemistry, nutrition and metallurgy, as well as applied psychology, were all stimulated by World War II. And the period after the war, when so many demobbed servicemen went into universities to teach and study, is still regarded as the heyday of British universities.





Attention


Have you ever looked into an aircraft cockpit, or maybe seen one on TV? If you have, you may have noticed the sheer number of dials and indicators: anyone flying a plane has to deal with an enormous amount of information. They have to know what the internal systems of the plane are doing; how the controls are set and the capabilities of further adjustment that they offer; and about the external environment – wind speed, height above ground, and so on. All of these can be quite bewildering, but are vitally important. A mistake can be fatal, and in the case of early aircraft, often was.


So the first applied cognitive psychologists devoted a considerable amount of time to understanding attention – what catches our attention, how we choose what to notice from a large set of possibilities, and what factors can help us to keep our attention on something for long periods of time.


FOCUSING ATTENTION


Careful experimental research quickly established some fundamental principles about displays. One of them, for example, was that the most important information should be in the centre of the visual field, rather than towards the edges. Previously, indicator dials in aircraft had been placed rather haphazardly. But this meant that sometimes the most important indicators were right on the edge of the pilot’s vision, while the ones right in the middle of the dashboard were less important. When they reorganized the dials following the psychologists’ advice, it became apparent that the pilots were more comfortable with the arrangement and also made fewer errors.


There were other factors, such as the way that the size of letters or symbols should be larger when indicating more information, and colours should be deliberately used to help the important information to stand out. That’s one of the ideas which sounds obvious when you think about it, but actually isn’t obvious, because most people don’t think about such things. A look around any town centre will show you countless examples where ‘artistic’ design has overcome the requirements of communicating information, so that the important information has become hidden or is easily missed.





Insight


Food labelling is a classic example of bad informational design. What people mostly want to know when they are reading food labels is what is actually in the food. But the ingredients list is often so completely overshadowed by other stuff, like the various energy and fat symbols or allergy warnings, that it can be quite hard to find.





The assumption, of course, is that people will seek out the information they want. But in a world in which people are surrounded by messages of one sort or another, it isn’t practical to assume that they will always have the time and cognitive space to sift out the information they really need from the rest. If we want to communicate effectively, we have to take steps to attract attention towards the information that we want people to receive. Advertisers understand this very well, of course, but many public notices could do with applying this basic psychological knowledge more regularly. In situations where mistakes could have catastrophic consequences, it becomes even more important.


SELECTIVE ATTENTION


Selective attention is all about how we choose to pay attention to certain stimuli rather than others. An aircraft pilot, for example, receives auditory information through the headphones, as well as many different bits of visual information from the display. Often this is routine, but sometimes it contains crucial information which the pilot needs to pay particular attention to. So cognitive psychologists have spent a lot of time learning how people pick out relevant items of information from a lot of other stimuli.


There are other situations, too, where we need to pay particular attention to some stimuli and disregard others. If you are in a crowded pub or in a noisy shopping centre, you are often surrounded by the sounds of people talking. But you have no difficulty directing your attention so that you only hear the people you are listening to, and ignore all the rest. We do it so well, in fact, that it seems as though the people we are with are talking louder than other people – the sound of their voices seems to ‘stand out’ from the background of other voices. But if you were to make a tape recording of a conversation in the same situation, you would find that, actually, the background noise is so loud that it often drowns out the conversation itself.


This is known as the cocktail party phenomenon, because it was discovered in the 1950s when cocktail parties were very fashionable, but it happens in any situation where you have a lot of people talking to one another in the same place. Channelling our attention seems to exaggerate the strength of the signal. The visual cues – what we can see of the other person’s face and body – help too. That’s why it’s often difficult to have telephone conversations with people who are phoning from crowded places.





Insight


We can really notice how much we use selective attention when we are trying to concentrate on something but keep being interrupted by other people or distracted by stimuli like TV or street noise. Most of the time we filter such things out quite easily.





The cocktail party phenomenon attracted a lot of attention from applied cognitive psychologists, because it was felt that understanding how it worked could help to cut out a lot of accidents. Broadbent’s own model was somewhat simplistic – he believed that we attend mainly to the physical qualities of the message, such as which direction it is coming from, or what pitch and resonance the sound has, and filter out anything with the wrong physical qualities. As with most of our assumptions about human behaviour, though, researchers quickly found that it was more complicated than that, and later models of the filtering process were quite a lot more elaborate. That was partly because of another aspect of the cocktail party phenomenon. If you are in a crowded café or pub, as I said, you may be completely unaware of the conversations around you. But if someone nearby says your name, or the name of your football team, or something else which is particularly meaningful to you, then you hear it. Quite often, in fact, your attention is instantly diverted, and you begin to listen to that conversation instead of the one you are in.


Studying how we ‘switch channels’ like this led to a number of improvements in communication with people working in complex systems. Air traffic controllers, for example, always give the identifying call for the aircraft before they make announcements. They know that pilots monitor all of the messages, but are particularly ‘keyed in’ to the identifier for their own planes.


By giving the identifier first, they give the pilot time to ‘change channel’, as it were, which makes sure that they are fully focused on the information that they are about to receive. Research into selective attention has been applied in all sorts of ways, but mainly in the designing of systems which people can work with safely and effectively.


SUSTAINED ATTENTION


A third aspect of attention which applied cognitive psychologists investigated in some detail during and after World War II relates to sustained attention, or vigilance – how long we can keep on paying attention to things before we begin to make mistakes. In modern living, there are any number of complex systems which need constant watching, ranging from life-support systems in hospitals, to monitoring systems in nuclear power installations, to air traffic control systems, and even to the tracking and adjustment systems of astronomical telescopes.


Up until World War II, sustained attention wasn’t really a very important topic. If you were watching something, you usually had enough time to let your attention wander a bit and still not miss anything important. But as technology developed and became more complicated, an increasing number of systems required people to remain absolutely attentive for long periods of time. Piloting fast machines or maintaining early-warning systems required constant attention and mistakes could have really serious consequences. Radar screens, for example, had to be monitored around the clock, so people had to be able to watch them constantly, and raise an alert whenever they detected an unusual signal.


Not surprisingly, as radar operators studied the screens for hours on end, they showed what the researchers called a performance decrement – in other words, the quality of their observation fell, and they began to make more and more errors. Since an error could be fatal, it was important for the psychologists to discover how accurately people could observe a screen, for how long, and which factors would help them to be more accurate. That led to a lot of experimental research, looking at different factors, and isolating each one to find out how important it was.


When Mackworth brought together the findings from these studies of sustained attention, in the 1950s, he showed how there were three sets of factors in reducing performance decrement – in other words, which could improve performance. The first set was associated with the task itself: people detected signals better if the signals were reasonably bright, lasted for a second or so rather than just occurring as a rapid flash, and occurred closer to the centre of the screen rather than out at the edges.


The second set of factors related to the people themselves. Introverts – that is, people who are content with their own company and don’t particularly need others for stimulation – were found to be the best for sustained attention tasks. But even non-introverts could do better in certain situations. The researchers found that amphetamine drugs, for example, could improve performance, although later research showed that their unwanted side-effects make them unsuitable for use in this context. They also found that being told how well they were doing made a lot of difference to people. In fact, any kind of feedback (even if it wasn’t accurate) helped people to keep up a steady rate of accurate signal detection.





Insight


The use of amphetamines to maintain performance and attention was very common in the first half of the twentieth century. But imagine the fuss there would be nowadays if we found out that the pilot of a plane we were travelling on was taking amphetamines!





The third set of factors which could help people doing what amounted to long, boring tasks which required constant vigilance were linked with the actual situation. Some of these were social – perhaps not surprisingly, people tended to do better if their boss or someone who was higher up in the organization was in the room. But also, interestingly enough, they did better if there was a certain amount of noise and activity. Not too much – excessive noise could make it hard for them to concentrate – but background conversations, telephones and that sort of noise actually helped them to concentrate. Perfectly quiet, still rooms are all right for short-term attention, but not if you need to attend to something for hours on end.


These findings were initially made in a military context, but they apply much more broadly in modern life. As we have seen, there are many situations where people need to monitor machinery for hours on end – in automated production plants, in traffic control centres, and in hospitals, to name just a few. So an understanding of how to organize their work in a way which will help to reduce errors and make it easier for them to keep paying attention is useful knowledge, which can be applied in many different contexts.


Everyday errors


An increasingly automated society means that people nowadays often deal with very complex systems – sometimes even to the point where a single human being can be monitoring a whole section of a factory, or several sets of intensive care machinery in a hospital. Even at a more mundane level, driving a car involves the operation of several complex systems, all of which need to be dealt with correctly.


The problem, of course, is that we didn’t evolve with complex machinery. We evolved in a slower world, regulated by weather, terrain, and the occasional predator. We can cope with the complexity of the modern world because we can learn some things so well that they become automatized, and they don’t need our conscious attention. When we become skilled drivers, we don’t actually pay much attention to the actions we use when we are driving, although when we are first learning they are all-important to us. Learning skills is all about learning things so well that we do them more or less automatically.


But that has consequences too, and one of them is the fact that we can allow too much to slip into unconsciousness. Most regular car drivers have had the experience of taking a familiar route automatically, without really paying conscious attention to it. Either they don’t remember actually getting to where they are, or they have followed the automatic route (usually to home), when really they wanted to go somewhere quite different. Similarly, most of us have had the experience of going into a room and forgetting what we went in for. Both of these are common examples of absent-mindedness, and neither of them is all that important.





Insight


Many people believe that we get more absent-minded as we grow older. But research findings have shown that younger people make just as many absent-minded errors as older people, if not more. Older people notice them more, because they are worried that it is a sign of their memory failing with age.





But the same type of error, in a different circumstance, can become extremely serious. There was a case a few years ago of a bus driver who took a familiar route instead of the new one he was supposed to be taking – exactly the same everyday error as many people make. But in this case, he was driving a double-decker instead of the single-decker bus he normally drove. It wouldn’t fit under a low bridge, and the top deck was entirely destroyed. A simple slip of memory had dramatic consequences.


James Reason, an applied cognitive psychologist, looked at how human errors can produce massive effects. One of his first tasks was to identify the different types of error which people make. Some of his research was observational, some involved a method known as protocol analysis, in which people are asked to carry out a complex task while talking aloud about how they are doing it, and some were diary studies, in which people were asked to record all of the small errors or mistakes they made during a particular period of time.


The results of all this research allowed Reason to distinguish between three different types of error, which are listed in Table 2.1.





Table 2.1 Types of error






	Skill-based slips and lapses


	Errors which come about because a set of actions have become so well learned that they are automatized, and we perform them without conscious thought.







	Knowledge-based errors


	Errors which happen either because we don’t know enough, or because we know too much, and apply the wrong bit of knowledge to the situation.







	Rule-based errors


	Errors which come from trying to apply rules or sets of actions which we have used before in different circumstances.











 





Insight


Knowledge-based errors are surprisingly common, because of our natural tendency to assume that other people also know what we know. So it is often assumed that someone has had the relevant training or is in possession of the relevant information when really they are not.





A classic example of rule-based error occurred in 1986 with the disastrous decision to launch the Space Shuttle Challenger, even when the engineers warned against it. The decision was taken, against technical advice, because the management team concerned were applying rules which focused on building up public interest and attention. The fact that the Shuttle was about to carry the first civilian into space was an important part of that. Putting off the launch, they felt, would be bad PR, and might have adverse consequences on funding. As it happened, however, ignoring the engineers’ warnings was even worse. It meant that the Shuttle exploded, killing everyone on board. The rule of avoiding bad PR whenever possible isn’t a bad one, but in this case it was applied in exactly the wrong situation. And the negative consequences for the space programme as a whole, not to mention the families of those killed, were far more serious than a delayed launch would have been.
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