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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.
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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.
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Questions & Answers
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About this book



This book is a guide to the forensic option of Unit G543 of the OCR A2 specification. It is not a textbook, but it is an aid to help you through the course and with your revision. The emphasis is on informing you about exactly what you need to do and what you need to know to be successful in the examinations.


This guide has two sections:




•  Content Guidance. This takes you through the material that you need to cover for the examination. Fundamental to all psychology courses are the central approaches of psychology: cognitive psychology, developmental psychology, social psychology, physiological psychology and the psychology of individual differences. It also gives details of the methods used for forensic psychology, along with issues and perspectives that run through the course. Many marks can be gained from a simple evaluation strategy, so this section helps you to develop your own evaluative skills and therefore to get a better grade.


•  Questions & Answers. The answers provided here are not intended to be model answers, so don’t learn them and try to reproduce them in your own examination. The best thing to do is to look at the responses and the comments of the examiner, and then try to apply the best techniques to your own answers. You might find it useful to attempt your own answer to the specimen questions before you read the examiner’s comments.





The A2 specification


Skills from AS


The options in A2 psychology build on the work covered in the AS course.




•  The five core approaches of psychology (cognitive psychology, developmental psychology, social psychology, physiological psychology and the psychology of individual differences) are applied in a variety of real-world contexts.


•  The methods and techniques covered at AS (self-report, experiments, observations and correlation) are used.


•  The methodological issues (e.g. reliability and validity, sampling techniques, experimental design and data analysis techniques) appear.


•  Psychological issues, debates and perspectives raised at AS (e.g. ethics, ecological validity, quantitative and qualitative data and snapshot and longitudinal studies) apply.





New skills for A2


The A2 course introduces a number of new debates which are not covered at AS. These debates are:




•  determinism and free will


•  reductionism and holism


•  nature and nurture


•  ethnocentrism



•  psychology as a science


•  individual and situational explanations


•  the usefulness of psychological research





Each of these debates is covered in more detail in the Content Guidance section of this guide.


Forensic psychology


Forensic psychology is an area of study that brings together aspects of the workings of the criminal justice system. Psychologists have a concept called ‘belief in a just world’ or the ‘just world hypothesis’. According to this, people get the outcome in life that they deserve. If people are good, they are rewarded with a safe and happy life; if they are bad, then bad consequences follow. It is important that the public believes that the criminal justice system is fair and just and hence will punish the right people. When a case comes to court, right should be seen to prevail so that we can all live in a just society.


Forensic psychology is often seen as the collection, interpretation and presentation of psychological evidence to inform a trial process. However, it goes beyond this into the penal system where many forensic psychologists work, assessing and treating prisoners. Forensic interpretation of evidence is scientific and factual and can be presented under cross-examination in a courtroom. The field of forensic psychology is relatively modern but is fast growing, as more university departments are working with police forces to provide useful information — for example, the best way to interview a suspect and how this might be different from interviewing a witness.


One of the most useful areas of research is into the causes of criminal behaviour. This has to be open to change and adaptation as new types of crime — such as the wave of knife attacks, riots and looting in our big cities in August 2011 — increase. This research can:




•  study the behaviours that make a criminal unique (ideographic approach)


•  study group behaviours and draw general rules (nomothetic approach)





The ideographic approach tends to see criminals as responsible for their own actions, whereas the nomothetic approach sees the roots of criminal behaviour as being common to criminal acts and, therefore, possibly under the control of society to intervene and take action.


Unit G543: Forensic psychology is divided into four sections that are intended to follow the progression of a criminal through the system. Candidates should:




•  be able to describe and evaluate the topic areas in the light of psychological theories, studies and evidence


•  always seek to apply psychological methods, perspectives and issues


•  actively seek to apply theory and evidence to the improvement of real-life events and situations


•  explore social, moral, cultural and spiritual issues where applicable


•  consider ways in which the core areas of psychology can inform our understanding of forensic psychology





The specification content consists of four topic areas:




•  Turning to crime


•  Making a case


•  Reaching a verdict


•  After a guilty verdict





The section ‘Turning to crime’ introduces some of the influences psychologists use to explain criminal behaviour. You should be able to describe:




•  the typical background of someone who turns to crime


•  how criminals think


•  biological influences





The section ‘Making a case’ is about how psychology can inform the investigative process. You should be able to describe:




•  how witnesses are interviewed to obtain accurate statements


•  how suspects are interviewed to find out if they are telling the truth


•  how profilers operate





The section called ‘Reaching a verdict’ is about how psychological research can inform behaviour in the courtroom. You should be able to describe:




•  how a jury is persuaded to a verdict


•  what makes a witness appealing


•  what happens when a jury makes a decision





The section called ‘After a guilty verdict’ is about how psychological research has informed the workings of the penal system. You should be able to describe:




•  what happens in prison


•  what alternatives there are to prison


•  how prisoners could be treated





For all four sections, you should be able to evaluate:




•  the issues that work well to evaluate the section


•  the methods used by the researchers


•  the approaches that explain the behaviours








Content Guidance


Background


Approaches in psychology


The social approach


The social approach to explaining human behaviour looks for answers in the social networks of people and the environment in which they grow up and live. This approach sees people as being formed through social influences such as parenting, schools and peers and whether their environment has been privileged or poor. A child who grows up in a stable home with happy parents and no financial worries is seen as being likely to be more stable than a child who grows up in an unstable, fraught family that is striving to find enough money to live, with tension and stress all around. If the growing child experiences contacts with a group whose social norms are antisocial, then that child will be influenced accordingly. According to Kohlberg (1978), the first 7 years of a child’s life are critical for the development of a strong moral code and if this is built into a child before the age of 7, then that child is more likely to resist pressure to turn to crime. Even if tempted to commit a delinquent act, such a child will not stay on the wrong side of the law.


Social identity theory is an important concept in the social approach. This theory suggests that part of an individual’s identity results from feedback from those with whom they identify.


The cognitive approach


In this approach, the computer is used as an analogy for the brain. The processes of language, perception, memory and thinking are thought of as similar to software (e.g. Windows or Mac) that is programmed to work on the hard disk of a computer (with limited memory processing capacity). In the case of the brain, the ‘hard disk’ is the neural and synaptic network. What is extraordinary about the brain is that it does not have a fixed or rigid wiring system — the synapses allow a vast number and variety of connections to be made across the cerebral cortex. This means that thinking is not constrained and every experience of every day is different. It would seem that the brain has unlimited capacity and can memorise all the behaviours that get us through an average day.


According to this approach, healthy individuals have been ‘wired’ correctly. Their thought processes are logical and are used to control behaviour, plan actions and negotiate interactions with other people, without becoming upset or over-reacting if the situation is aggressive. ‘Abnormal’ individuals are seen as being wired incorrectly, so they see the world through a distorted perspective. This means that they may not act appropriately in certain situations. They may be impulsive and take risks and may not read other people’s intentions or feelings correctly and so may appear hostile and uncaring.


The cognitive approach (a) explains criminal behaviour as illogical and the result of faulty thinking created over time as a child is growing up, influenced by parents and peers. Unlike the physiological approach, this approach (b) claims that these faulty cognitions can be changed or reversed by free will. In theory, therefore, criminal thinking can be changed for the better.


[image: ]






Knowledge check 1


Give two assumptions of the cognitive explanation of crime.
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The physiological approach


The physiological approach sees behaviour as being determined by genetic, physiological and neurological factors. The functioning of the brain and central nervous system is seen as crucial. Abnormal behaviour is explained by a poorly functioning nervous system and normal behaviour by a healthy nervous system. The methods used in physiological research are mainly experimental. Before the advent of scanning technology, much research was carried out on animals. In the past, abnormal behaviours were treated medically or surgically; in the future, genetic engineering might be used in treatment.


When applied to crime, the physiological approach looks for differences between criminals and non-criminals in their genes, hormone levels and pathology (brain function). Differences have been found in all these aspects — for example, the XYY syndrome (Price, 1967), steroid abuse (‘roid rage’), tumours (Charles Whitman case), brain damage and under- or over-arousal of the nervous system, such as in attention deficit disorder. However, not all criminals show such differences, so this approach does not explain criminal behaviour satisfactorily.


The physiological approach is determinist because it suggests that criminal behaviour is determined by one’s biological state. It is also reductionist, because it seeks simple explanations in the biological processes of the body.


The developmental approach


The advantage of this approach is that behaviours are seen in context and, by the use of longitudinal research methods, can be seen developing. Most of the research looks at children and adolescents, although Farrington is currently following his sample into middle age and into the second generation. Freud and Kohlberg also used developmental research to explain their ideas.
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Examiner tip


Be able to explain how these three researchers — Farrington, Freud and Kohlberg — use a developmental approach.
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Perspectives in psychology


There are a number of perspectives in psychology. The psychodynamic and behaviourist perspectives were introduced at AS. Others may appear at A2, depending on which options are chosen.


The psychodynamic perspective


Freud (1936) sees the individual as being in conflict with the three parts of personality — the id, the ego and the superego. This battle rages in the unconscious mind (if such a mind exists). A psychologically healthy individual is seen as being in balance, with these opposing forces under control. A psychologically unhealthy individual is seen as having neuroses due to unresolved conflicts from the developmental stages (oral, anal, phallic, latency and genital) in childhood. These stages reflect different pleasure centres being satisfied during development.


Alongside this development, identification occurs. This is the way a child takes on the characteristics of being male or female by identifying with the male or female parent. Through identification, a child also learns values and develops a conscience. This happens during the phallic stage. A child begins to become aware of pleasant sexual feelings associated with the opposite-sex parent. A boy begins to have strong feelings towards his mother. This arouses jealousy in both the boy and his father because they are rivals for the mother’s attention. This is called the Oedipal conflict. At the same time, the boy is afraid of his much stronger father and needs to deflect his anger, so he starts to imitate him and they begin to share interests. This identification is a way of resolving the conflict. Freud sees the father as the repository of the conscience and the mother as the ego ideal, so he predicts that, once this process is complete, boys will have a stronger sense of right and wrong.


Freud based his work on case studies. He treated people with a ‘talking cure’, using free association and dream interpretation. He is often criticised for his ideas having no scientific basis, but they led to the development of a branch of therapy called psychoanalysis.


As far as criminals are concerned, we could speculate that a faulty superego might be to blame for their behaviour. This could mean a lack of remorse because the conscience has not developed properly, perhaps because identification with the father figure did not happen at the right time. An alternative view is that some people become addicted to guilt, followed by the pleasure of repentance and obsessively commit crimes for the release that punishment brings.


In the case of suicidal prisoners, Freud (1936) would probably say that the positive life instincts, eros and libido (sexual energy), were out of balance, with thanatos (aggression) being dominant. Thanatos is a destructive force that can drive us towards depression and even death.


Further aspects of Freud’s theory have been applied to cases of sexual abuse because many of his patients claimed to have been abused as children. Freud called this ‘seduction theory’. Today, it would be criticised because Freud himself acknowledged that he often made suggestions about abuse to his patients during therapy. This may mean that these memories were false or ‘recovered memories’.
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Examiner tip


It is essential to be able to quickly summarise an approach or a perspective. You should practise writing 50-word summaries of each one.
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The behavioural perspective


From the 1950s onwards, behaviourism dominated psychology for many years. The focus was on observable behaviour, with mental processes being ignored. The belief is that ultimately all thought becomes observable and measurable action. Behaviourism is credited with taking psychology in a more rigorous direction away from its philosophical, less scientific roots. It is criticised for the heavy use of animals (e.g. dogs, cats and rats) and for ignoring biological and mental processes.


The central idea is that behaviour is the result of an interaction between a stimulus and a response. If behaviour is reinforced or rewarded, it will be repeated; if it is reinforced negatively, it will diminish. The application of this perspective to changing bad behaviour in schools and prisons has been effective. It seems that, despite the original research being animal oriented, some human behaviour is susceptible to reinforcement.



Issues in psychology


The issues of ethics, ecological validity, longitudinal and snapshot, and qualitative and quantitative data were covered at AS. A number of new issues are introduced at A2.


Free will and determinism


Free will is an important issue in forensic psychology because the justice system assumes that a person committing an offence does it under his or her own volition and is therefore to blame. The purpose of a trial is to establish this guilt.


On rare occasions, a person may plead not guilty by reason of insanity or being of unsound mind. This suggests that free will was missing, so the guilt is seen as unclear. In such cases, the offender’s behaviour may be determined by an illness such as schizophrenia, excessive alcohol or drug consumption or extreme stress or pressure. When conducting interviews, the police have to be aware of the suspect’s mental state and abide by the Police and Criminal Evidence (PACE) Act guidelines.


Reductionism and holism


Reductionist approaches try to analyse behaviour by breaking it down into simple forms that often have a biological basis. This enables the behaviour to be analysed accurately, which might lead to a treatment — for example, for aggression. The problem arises if researchers fail to see their research in a wider context; conclusions reached in a laboratory may not transfer to life on the street. Simplifying things is an excellent way of understanding them, but people are complicated and do not behave in a vacuum. A number of variables interact to cause a particular behaviour.
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Knowledge check 2


What is meant by mens rea and actus reus? Give an example of when a person might be found not guilty because of ‘unsound mind’.
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Examiner tip


Be able to make both positive and negative points about issues. Top-band answers demonstrate both sides of an argument.
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Nature and nurture


This debate is about how much people are products of their inherited characteristics or of their environment. In the past, psychologists have sided one way or the other; today, research suggests a more interactionist approach. In the case of crime, the nature approach would see some people as being born bad, criminal or evil. Therefore, not much can be done about these people other than locking them up and throwing away the key. The nurture approach is more positive. In seeing the environment as the cause of bad behaviour, we can act to change it and so reduce crime.
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