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Introduction


Why do people do what they do, and why don’t they do the same things that I do? How can they do things that I would never do, or would never want to do? Why do they think the way they do, and why don’t they seem to think the same way that I do? How can people believe in things that I don’t believe in? Do people feel the same things that I’m feeling?


If these are the kind of questions that interest you, then you have chosen the right subject – psychology. What psychology actually is, however, is not commonly understood. Here is a psychology teacher’s story:


When I meet new people, one of the questions they ask is, ‘What do you do?’ I hate this question, so I try to avoid telling them, and go for half the story: ‘I’m a teacher,’ I say. Then, of course, their next question is, ‘What do you teach?’ Well, I can hold them off with the facetious answer, ‘Students’, but that’s a bit rude, so I have to admit it. ‘Psychology,’ I say eventually. This is then, as often as not, followed by them saying, ‘Ooh! I’ll have to be careful what I say now, won’t I? You’re going to be reading my mind,’ or they say, ‘You’re going to be analysing me now, aren’t you?’


Typically they might ask me something along the lines of: ‘I had this dream about being chased by a giant snail round a 400 m running track and it was wearing a baseball cap and calling out my name. What does it mean, then?’ or ‘I must introduce you to my brother, Rick. We think he’s bipolar. Maybe you could confirm it for us?’


Psychologists don’t tell you what your dreams mean. Psychologists don’t diagnose mental disorders: that’s the job of psychiatrists – medical doctors who have specialist psychiatric training. They don’t offer you therapy or counselling: that’s the job of psychotherapists, not psychologists. Psychologists don’t read your mind. No one can do that.


What psychologists actually do is systematically investigate human behaviour and experience, with the aim of trying to explain, understand, predict or manage behaviour. It is to be hoped that what they discover helps us to live better, happier lives and make a positive contribution to human welfare. Psychologists, then, are best thought of as researchers or scientists, and never as therapists, doctors, gurus or magicians.


Psychology is considered to have begun in the 1870s in Leipzig, in modern Germany, when Wilhelm Wundt and his colleagues opened their ‘psychology laboratory’. Their method of studying psychology was to take an introspective approach – asking themselves such questions as: What do I feel? Why do I feel like this? How do I behave? How does my memory work?


However, this was rejected as a way of studying behaviour on the grounds that it was too subjective, and despite Wundt and his colleagues focusing on collecting data about behaviour, their attempts to understand psychology were always going to be limited by the fact that they were just a handful of people and their interpretations of their own behaviour were always going to be biased.


Modern psychology, on the other hand, tries to follow an objective scientific methodology in investigating human behaviour. This means that theories are generated, which are then tested by gathering empirical evidence. To be taken seriously as an academic discipline, psychology has, for the most part, taken a scientific approach to studying behaviour. The aim of science is to determine causality by carrying out controlled experiments to test hypotheses. The findings from experiments provide proof for or against a theory. The findings need to stand up on replication; that is, if you do the study again you must get similar results. These features of science are important in psychological investigations and you will learn a great deal about how data are gathered and analysed as you progress through this book or through your programme of study. In fact, if you are following the OCR examination for either A Level or AS Level, you will do a whole exam paper on research methods (Unit 1).


In general terms, psychologists have investigated aspects of human behaviour in five broad areas. These are:





1.  The social area, which investigates how the social context, including the presence and behaviour of other people, impacts on how people behave.



2.  The cognitive area, which investigates how we think, perceive, pay attention, problem-solve and remember.



3.  The developmental area, which investigates how our thinking changes as we mature and grow older, the development of personality and how we learn.



4.  The biological area, which investigates the relationship between biology and behaviour – both how biology, especially neurobiology (the biology of the brain), affects behaviour, but also how behaviour affects biology.



5.  The individual differences area, which investigates the differences between people, such as abnormality and mental disorders.





This sounds fairly clear-cut, but the areas are not always as distinct from each other as they might seem and, when carrying out their work within a particular area, psychologists may come at the same questions from different perspectives (e.g. behaviourist, psychodynamic, evolutionary or humanist perspectives). This all reflects the challenges of the subject as people are complicated and understanding human behaviour is difficult: unlike in Chemistry, where chemicals don’t know they are being studied and don’t have the ability to deliberately alter their properties, when people are being studied by psychologists they are likely to be trying to work out the purpose of the investigation and trying to present themselves in the most ‘socially desirable’ way. This is why psychologists use a range of different methods when studying human behaviour and come at it from so many different angles – they need to use all the tools that they possibly can! You will get a stronger sense of all this as you go along, but it will be helpful to keep the five areas in mind as they do provide a useful structure to locate research within.


The aim of the OCR A Level, and therefore of this book, is to give you a grounding in these different areas of psychology. In order to do this, you will need to look at 20 pieces of psychological research (see Table 1).
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Very important note


If you are studying the AS Level course then you will only need to look at ten of these core studies – namely, the ones relating to the following key themes:





•  Responses to people in authority (i.e. Milgram, and Bocchiaro et al.)



•  Memory (i.e. Loftus and Palmer, and Grant et al.)



•  External influences on children’s behaviour (i.e. Bandura et al. and Chaney et al.)



•  Regions of the brain (i.e. Sperry, and Casey et al.)



•  Understanding disorders (i.e. Freud, and Baron-Cohen et al.)
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Table 1 Classic and contemporary studies grouped around a series of key themes
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By looking at two studies in relation to each key theme, hopefully it will become clear that there are many ways in which the same broad topics can be approached. This should also bring out the dynamic nature of psychology as researchers continue trying to achieve a deeper, more settled understanding of human behaviour.


It will be important for you to think critically about the research you encounter. For example, you might ask yourself whether the sample it is based on genuinely reflects the wider population as a whole. You might also wonder whether findings from controlled laboratory experiments are ever likely to reflect how people behave in more fluid, real-life settings. Crucially, you might also want to reflect on how the participants in the study were treated: if you wouldn’t have been happy being a participant in a particular study, then is it acceptable that other people were treated in the way that they were? The study of psychology will nurture your skills of critical thinking.


Much of the psychological terminology that you will have to get to grips with will be in relation to research methodology and some of the wider debates in psychology. To help you with this, the next section of this chapter provides a brief introduction to some of the key concepts you will need to know about. Your understanding of these should then deepen as you progress through the book.


Coming back to the points raised at the start of this introduction, we have told you that as psychologists we cannot read your mind. However, we can infer what is going on in your mind from your behaviour. That is, if you are reading this book, then either you must be interested in finding out about psychology or you have already started to study psychology for AS or A Level.


And if you want a bit of magic, then we can definitely predict the future for you: you are going to love psychology. Why? Psychology is fascinating because it is all about people, and what could be more fascinating than us?


Key concepts in psychology


One of the big challenges of studying any subject for the first time is getting to grips with all the technical terms that are used in that subject. Psychology is no different, although you may find some of the concepts familiar from your previous studies in science. You will learn much more about all of this as you go along, but the following should help to introduce you to some of the key concepts you will be encountering.


Psychologists investigate their subject matter in many different ways. For instance, they often carry out experiments, and these can take the form of laboratory-based experiments, field-based experiments, or quasi experiments. All can be expected to have different conditions (e.g. an experimental condition and a control condition) which differ in that the experimental condition is changed in some way that the researchers believe could have a difference on results. The thing that is changed is called an independent variable, and to measure the effect that this has had the researchers build into their study a dependent variable. Researchers also need to impose controls on their investigation to ensure that the only thing that is different between their experimental and control conditions is the one thing they want to be different – namely, their independent variable – and that no extraneous variable could be affecting their dependent variable and, therefore, their results.


Laboratory experiments differ from field experiments in terms of where they are set (in laboratory experiments, participants typically come along to a controlled setting, often in a university; in field experiments, the researchers go along to the natural environment of the people whose behaviour they are studying). Quasi-experiments differ from the other two in that their independent variable is naturally occurring, rather than deliberately created by the researcher. Examples of a naturally occurring independent variable could be time of day (morning versus afternoon) or whether the participants have a particular disorder or not (e.g. people with autism compared to people without autism).


Whichever type of experiment a researcher carries out, they also have to think about the type of design it should have. These could follow an independent measures design, repeated measures design or matched participants design. The basic differences are as follows. In an independent measures design, the sample are divided into two groups – one that will go into the experimental condition and another that will go into the control condition (i.e. participants will experience one condition only). In a repeated measures design, participants will take part in both the control condition and the experimental condition, although the order in which this is done may be counterbalanced to ensure that half do the control condition first, while the other half do the experimental condition first. A matched participants is like an independent measures design except that before the participants are allocated to their condition (control condition or experimental condition) they are assessed on some relevant characteristic (e.g. their highest level of education) so that the researchers can make sure that both conditions contain similar sorts of people.
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	Links to methodological issues






	



•  Check your understanding of experiments as a research method by seeing if you can say what is meant by the following:







    •  Independent variable


    •  Dependent variable


    •  Controls


    •  Laboratory experiment


    •  Field experiment


    •  Quasi experiment


    •  Independent measures design


    •  Repeated measures design


    •  Matched participants design






	


•  Check your understanding 
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Experiments aren’t the only research method used by psychologists. For instance, they also carry out case studies (in which they examine a small number of people in depth, with these people often being unusual in some way), correlation studies (where they see if two different things are related – e.g. temperature and the likelihood of people rioting), or content analysis (where they analyse various kinds of text – e.g. looking at images used in magazines targeted at boys or girls).


In terms of how they collect their data (whether in the context of an experiment or any other research method), two frequently used methods are self-report and observation. These can also be research methods in their own right. In self-report, participants supply data about themselves in response to questions asked by the researchers. Questions could be asked in the context of a questionnaire or an interview. In observation, what researchers do is observe how people behave and keep a record of this. Both methods have their strengths and weaknesses and there are (as you will see later on) many different aspects to both ways of collecting data, but one to be aware of right from the start is whether the data collected are quantitative or qualitative. This is important: quantitative data takes the form of numbers (e.g. the number of people doing a particular behaviour), whereas qualitative data takes the form of words (e.g. quotes of things that people say).


All research in psychology requires participants – these are the people whose behaviour is studied. Ideally, researchers should identify a target population of the sort of people they want to find out more about (e.g. children aged 7–11) before obtaining a representative sample of these people. There are various ways in which psychologists may obtain their samples. For example, they may just use those people who are most readily available to them (e.g. their students) in what is known as an opportunity sample. Alternatively, they may advertise for volunteers to take part in their research – this is known as a self-selected sample. Another method they may use is to collect together the names of all the people in their target population and then select a sample of them in a totally random way (e.g. taking out names from a hat) – this is known as a random sample. Equally, they may ask the participants that they’ve got to suggest other people who meet their requirements – this is known as snowball sampling. If their sample genuinely is representative of their target population, then it should be possible to generalise from how the sample has behaved to how the people in the target population would behave.


On occasions, psychologists may decide that the appropriate participants for their research are not people but animals. This may be for a number of reasons, such as the faster breeding cycle of many animals or because animals are unlikely to try working out what the researchers are studying about them. You will see some interesting examples of animal research during the course (e.g. Blakemore and Cooper’s study of the impact of the visual environment on cats in Unit 2; Zajonc’s study of the effects of an audience on cockroaches in the sport option within Unit 3), but they will clearly raise issues of the extent to which it is possible to generalise from animal behaviour to human behaviour.
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	Links to methodological issues






	



•  Check your understanding of non-experimental research methods and different aspects of data collection by seeing if you can say what is meant by the following:







    •  Case studies


    •  Correlation studies


    •  Content analysis


    •  Self-report


    •  Observation


    •  Quantitative data


    •  Qualitative data


    •  Snowball sampling






	


•  Check your understanding 
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Whether research is conducted on humans or animals, a vital consideration at all times is the way in which those being studied are treated. This is known as ethics, and the British Psychological Society (BPS) lay down clear guidelines that need to be adhered to. In broad terms, the ethical guidelines require that human participants in psychological research should give informed consent to take part, not be deceived, be given the chance to withdraw from the study, be protected from harm, be debriefed at the end, and have their results kept confidential. For animal participants, the requirements are that stress and suffering are avoided or minimised, other options apart from animal research are considered, and as few animals as possible are used in the research.


Another consideration for researchers is the time period over which to collect their data. In most cases, data are collected from participants in one go (e.g. participants come along to a laboratory, take part in an experiment, and are then thanked and waved goodbye). This is known as a snapshot study. Alternatively, researchers may follow the progress of the same people over a lengthy period of time, revisiting the same participants many times to see what, if anything, has changed. This is known as a longitudinal study. If researchers want to see how people change over time, but they don’t want to carry out a longitudinal study, then they may carry out a cross-sectional study in which they look at different people of different ages. This is a particular form of snapshot study that gains some of the benefits of a longitudinal study without taking up so much time, and you will see an example of this in Unit 2 when you look at the work by Lee et al. in which they studied samples of children aged 7, 9 and 11. The above is not intended to provide you with a comprehensive knowledge of research methods but it should, hopefully, give you a sense of some of the key concepts that you’ll be encountering.
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	Links to methodological issues






	



•  Check your understanding of things to consider in relation to the people (or non-human animals) being studied in research by seeing if you can say what is meant by the following:







    •  Target population


    •  Sample


    •  Opportunity sample


    •  Self-selected sample


    •  Random sample


    •  Six ethical guidelines for human participants


    •  Three ethical guidelines for animal participants






	


•  Check your understanding 
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	Links to methodological issues






	



•  Check your understanding of the difference between snapshot and longitudinal studies by seeing if you can say what is meant by the following:







    •  Snapshot study


    •  Longitudinal study


    •  Cross-sectional study






	


•  Check your understanding 
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Methodological issues


As you may already have sensed, there are issues with much of the above. For instance, field experiments may be more true-to-life (or ecologically valid) than laboratory experiments, but will it be possible to impose adequate controls on them? Likewise, administering questionnaires may be a good way for researchers to collect data quickly from a large sample of people, but aren’t the people filling them in likely to lie and give answers that present them in a good light (i.e. give socially desirable responses)? Similarly, when they’re obtaining their sample, if researchers just use the people that are available to them (e.g. students), won’t they all share certain characteristics and therefore be limited in their generalisability?


Questions like this can be seen as methodological issues, and in Section A of the exam for Unit 2 you can be expected to be asked questions that test your ability to see some of the problems of this kind that the core studies encounter (see Table 2).


Table 2 Methodological issues




[image: ]






[image: ]






	
[image: ] Stop and ask yourself …


	Links to methodological issues






	



•  Check your understanding of methodological issues by seeing if you can say what is meant by the following:







    •  Validity


    •  Demand characteristics


    •  Socially desirable responses


    •  Ecological validity


    •  Reliability


    •  Ethnocentrism


    •  Cross-cultural research






	


•  Check your understanding 
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Debates


Something else to keep in mind as you look at psychological research will be some of the wider debates that go on within the subject (see Table 3). The various core studies can be seen as contributing evidence towards different sides of these debates, and it will be important for you to reflect on which debates they contribute to, and how. This is something that you can expect to be asked about in Section B of the Unit 2 exam and, to give you some ideas, we have included a few reflections of our own within this book. However, please bear in mind that just because we haven’t commented on a particular study in relation to a particular debate doesn’t mean that it has nothing to say in relation to this debate. Please feel free to challenge what we have written and to generate ideas of your own.


Table 3 Subjects for debate
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	Links to methodological issues






	



•  Check your understanding of debates in psychology by seeing if you can say what is meant by the following:







    •  The nature/nurture debate


    •  The free will/determinism debate


    •  The difference between reductionism and holism


    •  The difference between individual and situational explanations of behaviour


    •  Why there is a debate about whether research in psychology needs to be useful


    •  The debate about adhering to ethical guidelines


    •  The debate about conducting socially sensitive research


    •  Features of research that make it ‘scientific’






	


•  Check your understanding 
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The core studies


As we have already mentioned, if you are following the A Level course there are 20 core studies that you will need to be familiar with, and if you are following the AS Level course there are ten core studies with which you will need to be familiar. In relation to each core study, you need to be able to tell the story of it, which means being able to say:





•  Why it was carried out (i.e. its aims and background)



•  How it was carried out (i.e. its procedure, including design and the use of any materials/apparatus)



•  On whom it was carried out and how they were obtained (i.e. its sample and sampling method)



•  What it found out (i.e. its results)



•  What we have learned from the study (i.e. its conclusions).





You need to know these details for when you are asked questions (in Section A of the Unit 2 exam) about a particular core study on its own. However, you should also expect to be asked questions in the same section about how the two core studies within a pair can be compared.





•  If asked to say how the classic and contemporary studies that are paired together are similar to or different from each other, you may find it easiest to refer to methodological issues (e.g. they are similar in terms of the research method they use, the samples they base their research upon, or aspects of their procedures) but, equally, you could make reference to debates (e.g. they are similar in terms of the position they adopt within a particular debate).



•  If asked to discuss the extent to which the contemporary study changes our understanding of the key theme, you may feel that it changes it quite a lot, or you may feel that it barely changes our understanding at all (e.g. it only extends it, but doesn’t fundamentally alter it). The main thing will be your ability to justify the comments you make by reference to the studies concerned.



•  If asked to discuss the extent to which the contemporary study changes our understanding of individual, social and cultural diversity, you may find it helpful to look at such aspects of the studies as where they were carried out (e.g. if they were done in the same culture) or who they were carried out on (e.g. if they were done on people of roughly the same age, gender or occupation). If both the classic and contemporary studies were carried out on people with the same personalities or with the same psychological disorders then it could be argued that the contemporary study may not change our understanding of individual diversity. If both the classic and contemporary studies were carried out on people of the same age, gender or occupation (e.g. students) then it could be argued that the contemporary study may not change our understanding of social diversity. If both the classic and contemporary studies were carried out on people from the same cultural group then it could be argued that the contemporary study may not change our understanding of cultural diversity.





It is also worth being aware that in Section C of the Unit 2 exam you will be tested on your ability to apply the core studies to ‘real-world’ issues. This might mean using them to help achieve an understanding of why people behave the way they do in real-life situations, or maybe using them to make suggestions about how problems in real-life situations could be overcome. There will be more guidance on this later on in this textbook (see Chapter 6), but hopefully as you go through the course, you will start to notice connections between what you do in the classroom and what you see (or read about) in the world around you.


Areas


As you have already seen, research in psychology is done in different areas – the social area, the cognitive area, the developmental area, the biological area, and the individual differences area. All have different strengths and drawbacks (some of which are outlined at the start of each chapter), and you will need to know about these for Section B of the Unit 2 exam.


You will also need to be aware of ways in which the various areas of psychology are similar to or different from each other. As you become familiar with them, reflect on such considerations as the following:





•  The sorts of research method that they tend to favour



•  Whether there are any common characteristics shared by the samples of participants that they typically use in their research



•  The extent to which they use technical equipment



•  The types of data that they typically collect



•  The assumptions that they make about why we behave the way we do.





Perspectives


As we have noted, psychologists work within different areas (e.g. the social area or the developmental area) and seek answers to questions within these areas. However, in doing this, they may approach these questions from different perspectives. A perspective can be defined as a set of ideas that have been developed at a theoretical level, and psychologists use these ideas to try and explain human behaviour.


Over the years, a number of different perspectives have been developed in psychology, such as:





•  The psychodynamic perspective



•  The behaviourist perspective



•  The humanist perspective



•  The evolutionary perspective.





In this course, we need to focus on the first two of these perspectives, although you may find it interesting to investigate the other two perspectives through further reading. As with the five areas, you can expect to be asked questions about the two perspectives in Sections B and C of the Unit 2 exam.


The behaviourist perspective


This perspective was launched by John Watson in 1913 when he published his classic article ‘Psychology as the behaviourist views it’. To understand the position that Watson adopted, one needs to bear in mind the context in which Watson was writing. At that time, psychology was still a very young academic discipline – the world’s first laboratory set up expressly for the study of human behaviour had only been opened in 1879 (by Wilhelm Wundt in Leipzig, Germany) – and the way in which psychology was done was through introspection, which meant the examination of one’s own mental state, albeit in as calm and methodical a way as possible. For Watson, this was insufficiently rigorous, and he was clear in arguing not only that introspection should be rejected as a method but that terms like ‘mental state’, ‘mind’ and ‘emotion’ should be abandoned on the grounds that they have no explanatory value.


The defining features of behaviourism are as follows:





•  Psychology should be seen as a science and should be studied in a scientific manner.



•  The only subject matter for psychology should be behaviours which can be observed and measured, rather than internal events, like thinking and emotion.



•  The major influence on human behaviour is learning from the environment.



•  There is little difference between the learning that takes place in humans and that in other animals, therefore research can be carried out on animals as well as on humans.





The focus of behaviourism was placed firmly on an attempt to understand the processes by which learning takes place. Believing that humans are born tabula rasa (i.e. as blank slates) and that everything is learned after birth, behaviourists have proposed three processes by which learning takes place:





1.  Classical conditioning (i.e. learning through association)



2.  Operant conditioning (i.e. learning as the result of rewards and punishments)



3.  Social learning theory (i.e. learning through observing and imitating the behaviour of others).
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Pavlov’s dogs: an example of classical conditioning. The dogs associated the sound of a bell with food


Table 4 Strengths and weaknesses of the behaviourist perspective
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You will encounter some of these processes in the core studies you will look at: for example, Bandura et al.’s research into transmission of aggression (the bobo doll study) will illustrate social learning theory, while Chaney et al.’s study with the Funhaler will illustrate operant conditioning.


The psychodynamic perspective


The psychodynamic perspective originated with the work of Sigmund Freud and focuses on the role of the unconscious mind and our past experiences as the cause of our current behaviours. Freud believed that the mind operates on three levels: the conscious, the preconscious and the unconscious. An iceberg analogy is commonly used to distinguish between each of the ‘levels’ of consciousness in the mind:





•  Our conscious mind is what we are currently thinking about.



•  Our preconscious mind can be accessed with relative ease by retrieving stored memories.



•  Our unconscious mind, however, is hidden from our awareness and Freud suggests that it is very hard, if not impossible, to access it directly.
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Freud’s ‘iceberg’ analogy of the conscious, preconscious and subconscious


Freud claimed that the content of our unconscious mind is revealed in our dreams and also through ‘slips of the tongue’ – hence why it is so important to analyse these. Other techniques to try and access the content of the unconscious mind include free association (in which patients are encouraged to lie down comfortably on a couch and speak aloud any thoughts that come into their head) and projective tests, in which patients are presented with ambiguous stimuli (e.g. inkblots in the Rorschach test) and asked to say what they see in them; their comments are seen as a reflection (projection) of their unconscious conflicts.


In conjunction with the above, Freud claimed that we have no control over our unconscious and therefore have no free will. Behaviour is motivated from the unconscious by two instinctual drives: Eros (the life instinct) and Thanatos (the death instinct). He also believed that the personality has three parts which reside in the unconscious called the id, the ego and the superego. The id and superego can create conflict for the ego if the desires of the id (to spend unconscious energy) are disapproved of by the moral conscience, the superego. Failure of the ego to resolve this conflict (for example, by using defence mechanisms such as repression, displacement or denial) can lead to ‘ego anxiety’ which is, according to the ‘psychodynamic perspective’, the cause of mental health problems.


You will encounter psychodynamic ideas in a number of the core studies. For example, Freud’s case study of Little Hans will illustrate his theory of psychosexual development, while Kohlberg will make explicit reference to Freud’s theory of moral development when discussing the background to his own work. On top of this, the study by Hancock et al. into the language used by psychopaths will arguably invoke a number of different psychodynamic concepts, such as the unconscious, drives and ego defence mechanisms, as well as citing research that made explicit reference to psychodynamic concepts and techniques.


Table 5 Strengths and weaknesses of the psychodynamic perspective
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	Links to methodological issues






	



•  Check your understanding of the two perspectives by seeing if you can do the following:







    •  Outline what is meant by the behaviourist perspective, as well as two strengths and two weaknesses of it.


    •  Outline what is meant by the psychodynamic perspective, as well as two strengths and two weaknesses of it.






	


•  Check your understanding 
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The specification requires that you are familiar with the defining principles and concepts of these two perspectives, as well as with research that illustrates them and the strengths and weaknesses of them. On top of this, you will need to be aware of ways in which the two perspectives can be applied and the ways in which they are similar to or different from each other.


In terms of applications of the two perspectives, the key consideration to reflect on will be the sorts of people who could potentially make use of research from within the different perspectives. Examples might include the following:





•  Parents



•  Teachers



•  Managers (e.g. of businesses, prisons, schools or colleges)



•  People involved in marketing consumer products



•  Those delivering psychological treatments to people with disorders (e.g. phobias).
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Research on psychological perspectives can be used by people who deliver psychological treatments to help patients with phobias


When considering who could apply research from within these perspectives and how they could apply this research, you should also consider whether there are any factors that might make applying the research difficult. Time and cost are always relevant factors to consider, as well as the amount of training that a practitioner might require, but see if you can come up with other limitations too.


In terms of ways in which the two perspectives are similar to or different from each other, as you become familiar with those studies that draw on these perspectives, you should reflect on the same sort of considerations as apply to the five different areas of psychology. These are:





•  The sorts of research method that they tend to favour



•  Whether there are any common characteristics shared by the samples of participants that they typically use in their research



•  The extent to which they use technical equipment



•  The types of data that they typically collect



•  The assumptions that they make about why we behave the way we do.





Let’s get on with it!


This section of the book has contained many different concepts and you may be feeling as if your head is going to burst with all the new ideas. Instead of trying to hang on to all of this right away, the best thing to do at this point will be to start looking at research. Treat this chapter as a reference point to come back to when you encounter new terminology and to suggest ideas about how else the various core studies could have been carried out.


For now, though, let’s turn to some actual research, and where better to start than with Stanley Milgam’s classic study of obedience? Welcome to one of the most controversial studies in the history of the subject.




Part 1


Psychological themes through core studies




Chapter 1


The social area


In 1985, Gordon W. Allport put forward the classic definition of social psychology as ‘an attempt to understand and explain how the thoughts, feelings and behaviour of individuals are influenced by the actual, imagined or implied presence of others.’ This idea – that, to understand human behaviour, we need to understand the social context in which it occurs – lies at the heart of the social area of psychology and it helps to set the parameters for the research concerns of social psychologists.


However, the broad nature of Allport’s definition masks the way in which social psychologists work, as what they do is to focus on one particular social process at a time and then try to achieve an in-depth understanding of it (Table 1.1). The particular social processes they examine are often triggered by recent real-world events (such as the studies we will be looking at by Milgram on obedience and Piliavin et al. on helping behaviour) but, equally, can be of relatively ‘timeless’ concern (such as trying to understand the relationship between attitudes and behaviour, or the reasons why we find some people more attractive than others).


Table 1.1 Strengths and weaknesses of the social area
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In terms of how social psychologists conduct their research, a wide range of methods are used. That said, field experiments – in which an independent variable is manipulated to see its effect on behaviour in a real-life setting – have been used more often in social psychology than perhaps in other areas of the subject. We will see examples of this in the studies by Piliavin et al. and also by Levine et al. Other commonly used methods include surveys, as a means by which to find out people’s attitudes towards something, and – because social psychologists are as systematic and scientific in how they approach their research as psychologists working in other areas of the subject – laboratory experiments.


The particular social studies we will be examining are outlined in Table 1.2.


Table 1.2 Classic and contemporary studies discussed in this chapter
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Responses to people in authority


The relationships we have with other people can be characterised as being either horizontal (e.g. the relationship of equals that we have with our friends) or vertical (e.g. the relationships we have with our teachers or our employers in which they may give us commands about how to behave). Within a vertical relationship, the person who issues commands is in a position of authority, while the person who receives their commands can be described as subordinate to them.


Some positions of authority may be deliberately sought out (e.g. if someone actively seeks to be appointed as a manager at work, or to be elected as a politician), whereas others may just emerge (e.g. if you become a parent, you are an authority figure in the eyes of your child whether you like it or not). People will often find themselves in positions of authority in some areas of their lives (e.g. as a parent, or as the coach of their child’s football team), while in other areas of their lives they will be in more subordinate positions, having to respond to those in positions of authority over them (e.g. their boss at work).


When, as subordinates, we agree with the commands issued by people in positions of authority, there are few problems. However, what if we disagree with something that a person in a position of authority instructs us to do? This is when problems can arise.


There are many ways in which we can respond to the requests made by people in positions of authority – in particular, we can do what they ask of us (known as compliance, or obedience), or we can refuse to follow the instructions we have been given (i.e. be disobedient). Of course, there is much more to it than this (e.g. on the outside we could be obedient but inside we could be simmering with resentment; we could be obedient to the major request that has been made of us, but then try to compensate for this by disobeying more minor requests) but, in terms of how we behave in response to a specific request made of us by a person in a position of authority, it may well come down to having to be either obedient or disobedient.


To what extent are people obedient? What would it take for someone to be disobedient? Are some people more likely to be disobedient than others? If so, what are the characteristics of those people who are most likely to disobey the orders placed on them? These are all interesting questions worthy of investigation, but what it is crucial to note is that they are of much more than mere academic interest.


In 1933, the Nazis set up their first concentration camp at Dachau, outside Munich in southern Germany. Many more followed as the Nazis imprisoned people viewed as socially or politically undesirable and used them as slave labour. Later on, death camps were set up with the specific aim of systematically killing those groups of people of which Adolf Hitler did not approve. It was at these death camps, built mainly on occupied land in Poland, that ‘the final solution’ to what Hitler saw as ‘the Jewish problem’ was to be enacted. However, for this to happen, Hitler needed the people working in the death camps to obey orders to kill people en masse. It is to try and understand how this and other atrocities could have happened that it is so important for psychologists to investigate how people respond to those in positions of authority.


Milgram (1963)


Between 1933 and 1945, millions of innocent people were systematically slaughtered on command in Nazi Germany. For Milgram, it is a social fact that the individual who is commanded by a legitimate authority ordinarily obeys. He sought to devise a technique for studying obedience in which participants would be ordered to administer to a victim what they believed to be electric shocks; this was done in the context of a ‘learning experiment’ apparently set up to study the effects of punishment on memory. Milgram was interested in discovering the point at which participants would refuse to go on. He also envisaged a series of follow-up experiments in which aspects of the procedure (e.g. the gender of participants; the location in which the experiment was conducted) would be systematically varied to discover those factors that alter the degree of obedience to the experimental commands.


Participants


The participants were 40 males between the ages of 20 and 50, drawn from New Haven and the surrounding communities. They were obtained through a newspaper advertisement (Figure 1.1) and direct mailing. They believed that they were taking part in a study of memory and learning.


Table 1.3 shows the distribution of age and occupational types in the experiment.




[image: ]




Figure 1.1 Milgram’s advertisement, taken from Obedience to Authority


Participants were paid $4.50 for their participation in the experiment. They were told that the payment was made simply for coming to the laboratory and was theirs to keep no matter what happened after they arrived.


Table 1.3 Distribution of age and occupational types of Milgram’s participants
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	Links to methodological issues






	


•  Why do you suppose Milgram advertised for the particular sorts of people that he did (i.e. men from New Haven aged 20–50 in a specific range of jobs)?




	


•  Sample









	


•  Why do you suppose he settled on a sample of 40 participants (rather than have more than this, or fewer than this)?




	 






	


•  What was Milgram’s sampling method? Why do you suppose Milgram chose to obtain his sample in the way that he did (i.e. through a process of would-be participants responding to an advertisement)?




	


•  Sampling method
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Personnel and locale


The experiment was conducted on the grounds of Yale University. The role of experimenter was played by a 31-year-old high school teacher of biology; he wore a grey lab-coat and remained somewhat stern throughout the experiment. The victim was played by a 47-year-old accountant whom most observers found mild-mannered and likeable.


Procedure


Each run of the experiment involved one naive participant and the victim. The experimenter explained to them that the purpose of the experiment was to find out about the effect of punishment on learning. The naive participant and the victim then drew slips of paper from a hat to determine who would be the learner in the experiment. The draw was rigged so that the naive participant was always the teacher.


The teacher and learner were then taken to an adjacent room and the learner was strapped into an ‘electric chair’ apparatus. An electrode (which participants were told was connected to an electric shock generator in the adjoining room) was attached to the learner’s wrist, and electrode paste was applied ‘to avoid blisters and burns’. In response to a question by the learner, the experimenter declared, ‘Although the shocks can be extremely painful, they cause no permanent tissue damage.’


Learning task. The lesson administered by the teacher comprised a word-pair task in which the teacher read a series of word pairs to the learner and then read the first word of the pair along with four terms. The learner was to indicate which of the four terms had originally been paired with the first word. He communicated his answer by pressing one of four switches in front of him, which in turn lit up one of four numbered quadrants in an answer-box located on top of the electric shock generator.


Shock generator. The electric shock generator (Figure 1.2) was constructed with care to look as authentic as possible. The instrument panel consisted of 30 switches set in a horizontal line. Each switch was clearly labelled with a voltage designation ranging from 15 volts up to 450 volts. There was a 15-volt increment from one switch to the next going from left to right. Verbal designations were also assigned to each group of four switches as follows (going from left to right): Slight Shock, Moderate Shock, Strong Shock, Very Strong Shock, Intense Shock, Extreme Intensity Shock, Danger: Severe Shock. (Two switches after this last designation were simply marked XXX).


Sample shock. Before beginning his run as a teacher, each naive participant would be given a sample shock. This was always administered to the wrist of the teacher and it was always 45 volts, applied by pressing the third switch of the generator. The aim of this part of the procedure was to convince the participant of the authenticity of the generator. The electric shock came from a 45-volt battery wired into the generator.
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Figure 1.2 Milgram’s shock generator


Shock instructions. The teacher was instructed to administer a shock to the learner each time he gave a wrong response. Crucially, he was told to ‘move one level higher on the shock generator each time the learner flashes a wrong answer’, and to announce the voltage level before administering the shock. (This was to remind the teacher of the increasing intensity of the shocks he was giving).


Feedback from the victim. The learner gave a predetermined set of responses to the word-pair test, based on a schedule of three wrong answers to one correct answer. When the 300-volt shock was administered, the learner kicked the wall. After that, he gave no answer to the next word-pair. At this point, the experimenter instructed the teacher to wait 5–10 seconds before treating the absence of a response as a wrong answer. After the 315-volt shock was administered, the victim kicked the wall again. After that, there was no further feedback from the victim – neither answers to the word-pair exercises nor any further kicking the wall.


Experimenter feedback. If the participant indicated his unwillingness to go on, the experimenter responded with a series of standardised ‘prods’, made in the following sequence:




Prod 1. ‘Please continue’, or ‘Please go on.’


Prod 2: ‘The experiment requires that you continue.’


Prod 3: ‘It is absolutely essential that you continue.’


Prod 4: ‘You have no other choice, you must go on.’





If the participant asked if the learner was liable to suffer permanent physical injury, the experimenter said, ‘Although the shocks may be painful, there is no permanent tissue damage, so please go on.’ If the participant said that the learner did not want to go on, the experimenter replied, ‘Whether the learner likes it or not, you must go on until he has learned all the word pairs correctly. So please go on.’ (Both of these special prods were then followed by prods 2, 3 and 4, if necessary.)


Dependent measures. A participant who broke off at any point prior to administering the thirtieth shock level (i.e. 450 volts) was deemed to be a ‘defiant’ participant. An ‘obedient’ participant was one who complied with experimental commands fully and proceeded to administer all shock levels commanded.


Interview and dehoax. Following the experiment, participants were interviewed. After this, a friendly reconciliation was arranged between the participant and the victim and an effort was made to reduce any tensions that arose as a result of the experiment to try and ensure that the participant would leave the laboratory in a state of well-being.
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	Links to methodological issues






	


•  In what ways was Milgram’s procedure different from the experience of working in a Nazi death camp?




	


•  Ecological validity
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Predicted results


Fourteen final-year psychology students at Yale University were provided with a detailed description of the experimental situation and asked to predict how they would expect ‘100 Americans of diverse occupations, and ranging in age from 20 to 50 years’ to behave. All predicted that only an insignificant minority would go through to the end of the shock series. (The estimates ranged from 0 to 3 per cent, with a mean estimate of 1.2 per cent.) Milgram also posed this question to colleagues and the general feeling was that few, if any, participants would go beyond the Very Strong Shock designation.
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•  Describe Milgram’s procedure to ten people and ask them what percentage of people they think would go all the way to the end of the shock series and give 450-volt electric shocks to another person.



•  Ask them what they themselves would do if they found themselves taking part in this experiment.
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Actual results


The obtained distribution of scores deviated radically from the predictions, with no participants breaking off before the 300-volt shock level, and 26 obeying the orders of the experimenter to continue giving shocks up to the 450-volt maximum (Table 1.4).


During the experiment, participants typically showed signs of extreme tension. Participants were observed to sweat, tremble, stutter, bite their lips, groan and dig their fingernails into their flesh. Fourteen of the participants showed signs of nervous laughter and smiling, while three experienced full-blown, uncontrollable seizures.


Comments made by defiant participants at the point at which they broke off suggested high levels of agitation and even anger:


I think he’s trying to communicate, he’s knocking. … Well it’s not fair to shock the guy … these are terrific volts. I don’t think this is very humane. … Oh, I can’t go on with this; no, this isn’t right. It’s a hell of an experiment. The guy is suffering in there. No, I don’t want to go on. This is crazy. [Subject refused to administer more shocks.]


Conclusions


The conclusions reached by Milgram relate to the situation he created and its effects on his participants. First, he concluded that this is a situation that produces extremely strong tendencies to obey. Second, he concluded that the situation generates extraordinary tension and emotional strain.
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	Links to methodological issues






	


•  How could Milgram’s study be criticised in relation to the ethical guidelines? How could Milgram’s study be defended in relation to the ethical guidelines?




	


•  Ethics









	


•  Other than in terms of obedience to authority, what other reasons might have caused 65 per cent of Milgram’s participants to administer the highest level of electric shock?




	


•  Validity









	


•  What was the quantitative data that Milgram collected? What was the qualitative data that Milgram collected? How/why does Milgram’s study benefit from the collection of both types of data?




	


•  Qualitative/quantitative data
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Table 1.4 Distribution of break-off points
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Discussion


Milgram suggests nine features of the experiment that may explain the high levels of obedience observed in this situation:





1.  The experiment was sponsored by, and took place on the grounds of, Yale University, which is an institution of unimpeachable reputation.



2.  The experiment was, on the face of it, designed to attain a worthy purpose – namely, advancement of knowledge about learning and memory.



3.  The participant believed the victim to have voluntarily submitted himself to the authority system of the experimenter.



4.  The participant had also volunteered to take part in the experiment, and he felt under an obligation to help the experimenter.



5.  Being paid to come to the laboratory strengthened the participant’s sense of obligation to the experimenter.



6.  From the point of view of the participant, it was purely by chance that he was the teacher and the other man was the learner; they both ran the same risk of being assigned the role of learner and so the learner couldn’t complain about this.



7.  There was a lack of clarity about what a psychologist could expect of a participant and when he could be over-stepping acceptable limits.



8.  The par ticipants had been assured that the shocks administered to the learner were ‘painful but not dangerous’.



9.  As long as the learner continued to provide answers on the signal box (which he did up to the 300-volt level), it could be construed that he was willing to ‘play the game’.





Milgram suggests four features of the experiment that may explain the tension experienced by the participants:





1.  The participant was placed in a position in which he had to respond to competing demands from two people – the experimenter and the victim – whose demands couldn’t both be met.



2.  The demands of the experimenter (for abstract scientific knowledge) and the victim (for relief from physical suffering) were very different.



3.  The experiment gave the participant little time for reflection.



4.  The experiment involved participants experiencing conflict between the disposition not to harm other people and the tendency to obey those perceived to be legitimate authorities.





Evaluation of the study by Milgram


Links to methodological issues


Research method





•  Milgram’s study can in many ways be described as an experiment as it had a dependent variable (participants were counted as either obedient or disobedient, with them being separated into these two groups in accordance with whether they administered electric shocks all the way up to the 450 volt maximum, or not) and controls (e.g. the same shock generator machine was used each time; the same people played the roles of ‘experimenter’ and ‘learner’; the feedback that the ‘teacher’ got from the ‘learner’ during the course of the study was the same each time, etc.).



•  However, it is worth noting that, in itself, his original study did not have an independent variable. He would carry out a series of variations on his original study (e.g. doing it in an office in downtown Bridgeport, rather than at Yale University; doing it with a sample of women, instead of men) and, arguably, his original study became in effect a baseline ‘control condition’ that he was then able to compare the other versions of his study against (with the alteration he made each time acting as an independent variable in relation to the original study), but it remains the case that there was no independent variable within the first study itself.



•  While Milgram’s study arguably does not meet the criteria for it to be counted as an experiment, nonetheless its highly standardised procedure made it replicable which, as we’ll see, aided its reliability.





Data





•  The main quantitative data generated by Milgram’s study comprised the percentages of participants who were prepared to administer electric shocks to the ‘learner’ up to 300 volts (100 per cent) and all the way up to 450 volts (65 per cent).



•  This quantitative data proved immensely valuable as it meant that he would have something (the percentage of participants prepared to administer electric shocks to the ‘learner’ all the way up to the 450 volt maximum) that could be compared from one variation of his study to another and from one replication of his study in one country to another replication of it in another country.



•  The qualitative data consisted of his descriptions of how those in the role of ‘teacher’ behaved as they progressed up the electric shock generator (e.g. sweating and trembling) and also the quotes of what they said as they did this.



•  His study benefited hugely from the collection of both types of data as, without the qualitative data, we wouldn’t know anything about the feelings of the participants as they administered the electric shocks. What the qualitative data reveals is that they may have done what they were told to do by the ‘experimenter’, but they seemed to do so without pleasure and in the context of great emotional discomfort.





Ethics





•  Milgram’s study was carried out before ethical guidelines were put in place. However, this has not stopped his study from being criticised in terms of how his participants were treated. Participants consented to take part but, as they were deceived about the true purpose of the study (i.e. to investigate obedience, rather than ‘memory and learning’), it was not informed consent that they gave. They could clearly withdraw from the study – and 35 per cent of them did – but everything they heard from the ‘experimenter’ was discouraging them from doing this. No names of individual participants were reported in the original research paper but, when Milgram refers (page 375) to ‘a 46-year-old encyclopedia salesman’ being ‘seriously embarrassed’ by the ‘violently convulsive’ seizure that he experienced, it might have been possible for him to be identified – after all, how many people of this description would there be in the New Haven area? Most importantly, there is a strong case for arguing that participants were harmed by their involvement in this study: with fourteen showing ‘definite signs of nervous laughter’ (page 375) and three experiencing ‘full-blown, uncontrollable seizures’ (page 375), they were obviously experiencing very high levels of stress.



•  In Milgram’s defence, it could clearly be argued that, when he began his series of studies, he couldn’t have known just how much anxiety his participants would experience. Furthermore, his participants were given a debrief (‘dehoax’) before they left the laboratory. In his book Obedience to Authority, Milgram writes that each participant was also sent a five-page report ‘specifically designed to enhance the value of his experience’ (page 197), that those subjects felt to have suffered the most from participation were examined one year later by an impartial psychiatrist, and that (in response to a questionnaire) nearly 84 per cent of participants stated that they were glad to have taken part in the experiment.





Validity





•  On the face of it, Milgram’s study has high levels of face validity in that it would appear to be measuring what he wants to measure – namely, obedience. However, it is arguable that an explanation in terms of obedience alone is too simplistic and that the behaviour of his participants could also reflect their levels of empathy (with the ‘learner’) or their levels of moral courage. It is not obvious that obedience to authority is the only reason for why 65 per cent of his participants were prepared to give electric shocks up to the highest voltage available.



•  In terms of ecological validity, it is obviously not an everyday occurrence to be instructed to give someone a series of electric shocks because they give incorrect answers to questions, and in that sense Milgram’s study clearly lacks ecological validity. However, was the scenario that Milgram created similar to that faced by people working in the death camps in Nazi Germany? In many respects, it wasn’t – for example, in the death camps, people were generally killed in large numbers all at once through use of gas, rather than individually using electricity, and Milgram’s participants would not have feared that any negative consequences would happen to them or their loved ones if they were disobedient. (Most importantly, of course, Milgram’s study was also unlike Nazi Germany in that no-one was actually killed in the course of his experiment.) That said, there were some similarities between the two situations, most notably the issuing of explicit instructions to do something that would (the people involved believed) cause suffering to another (innocent) person, the issuing of a payment to those carrying out these acts, the way in which the person/people being harmed were invisible to the person harming them, and the attempt to convince those doing the harm that their actions were serving some bigger, socially worthwhile purpose.





Reliability





•  The whole procedure was highly replicable, as was demonstrated by the fact that Milgram was able to replicate it with 40 different participants. This was made possible by the standardised procedure.



•  The way in which results were recorded (i.e. by seeing the highest voltage switch the ‘teacher’ pressed down before refusing to go on) would have led to anyone overseeing the procedure recording the same outcome (result) for each participant.



•  In terms of whether Milgram’s sample was large enough to suggest a consistent effect (and ‘iron out’ any anomalies), it is arguable that it was large enough to do this without being unmanageable in terms of the cost and effort involved to collect data from them.





Sample





•  It can be assumed that Milgram selected his participants (men, aged 20–50, largely from working class and lower middle class backgrounds) to reflect the sorts of people who would have worked in the death camps in Nazi Germany. He would have been aiming to ‘compare like with like’, enabling him to see whether obedience to even the most destructive of orders was universal. However, as Milgram’s participants were all from the same part of the same country and didn’t, in the original study, include any women, his findings about high levels of obedience might only be true of the sorts of people in his sample.



•  In his study, Milgram used a self-selected sampling method as his participants determined their own involvement in it by choosing to respond to his advertisement. It can be assumed that he used this particular sampling method as it was the best way for him to reach people from within his particular target population (of males aged 20–50 in everyday jobs).





Ethnocentrism





•  Milgram’s research can be seen as ethnocentric because it was only carried out in the one country (the USA), and it cannot be assumed that the levels of obedience seen among his American participants would reflect the levels of obedience seen among people in other cultures.



•  That said, it can be argued that Milgram’s study showed that obedience to authority is something that could be expected to be seen in different countries around the world as it was now seen in two countries – namely, Germany in the first instance, and now (within Milgram’s study) the USA.



•  Replications of Milgram’s study were carried out by other researchers in other countries in subsequent years, and in general what was found were similarly high levels of obedience in most countries (e.g. Italy, Jordan, the UK, and Spain). This would suggest that Milgram’s research findings ultimately were not true of Americans alone.





Links to debates


Individual and situational explanations debate





•  The descriptions of how participants behaved whilst administering electric shocks to the learner make it clear that they were extremely uncomfortable with what they were doing. The fact, therefore, that 65 per cent of participants were still prepared to administer electric shocks all the way up to the maximum of 450 volts shows the power of the situation to influence behaviour. However, the fact that 35 per cent of participants were somehow able to resist the pressure of the situation and walk away before administering the maximum shock of 450 volts provides evidence that people’s personalities can be an even greater influence on their behaviour than the situational pressures around them.



•  To try and find out which features of the situation had the greatest impact on the behaviour of the participants, Milgram carried out a series of variations on his original procedure, altering one aspect of the procedure at a time, such as conducting it at an office building in Bridgeport rather than at Yale University (47.5 per cent of participants went up to 450 volts), having the victim in the same room as the teacher (40 per cent went up to 450 volts), and having two experimenters give contradictory commands about whether the teacher should stop giving electric shocks or go on (0 per cent went up to 450 volts). These helped to isolate which features of the situation were having the greatest impact on leading to the obedient behaviour.



•  To try and find out whether there were any individual factors that those who were obedient or disobedient had in common, Milgram collected background information on participants. In his book Obedience to Authority (page 207), he reports the following:







    Republicans and Democrats were not significantly different in obedience levels; Catholics were more obedient than Jews or Protestants. The better educated were more defiant than the less well educated. Those in the moral professions of law, medicine, and teaching showed greater defiance than those in the more technical professions, such as engineering and physical science. The longer one’s military service, the more obedience – except that former officers were less obedient than those who served as enlisted men, regardless of length of service.




•  However, as Milgram makes clear in the same book (page 208), none of these findings were conclusive:







    My overall reaction was to wonder at how few correlates there were of obedience and disobedience and how weakly they are related to the observed behaviour. I am certain that there is a complex personality basis to obedience and disobedience. But I know we have not found it.






Free will/determinism debate





•  In many ways, the points made above for the debate about whether behaviour is best explained in terms of factors to do with the situation or factors to do with the individual can be applied to the free will/determinism debate. Thus, the 65 per cent of participants who administered electric shocks to the learner all the way up to the maximum 450 volts can be seen as having their behaviour determined by the situation in which they were. Against this, the 35 per cent of participants who walked away from the experiment before reaching the maximum shock of 450 volts can be seen as exercising free will and choosing how they act.





Usefulness of research





•  Milgram’s study, and the variations upon the original experiment, can be seen as extremely useful. For instance, it suggests to people in positions of authority that people in positions subordinate to them can generally be expected to be obedient. On top of this, the variations on Milgram’s original experiment suggest that levels of obedience might be enhanced by keeping anyone who might be harmed by the person’s obedient actions invisible to them and also by not having anyone else there giving contradictory orders. However, while Milgram’s study could be put to positive use by responsible authority figures (e.g. in school, business or military settings), it also has the potential to be abused by those who might seek to get people to obey them for malicious purposes. A further use of the study, therefore, is for all of us to guard against blind obedience and to make our own minds up about whether the orders we are being given are ones we feel comfortable obeying.





Ethical issues





•  Milgram’s study was, as we’ve already noted, carried out before the ethical guidelines were put in place. It can also be seen as an extremely valuable piece of research that helped to resolve the question about whether what happened in Nazi Germany could have happened elsewhere. This is such an important question that it is arguable that the value of the study outweighs any harm caused to its participants (i.e. ‘the end justifies the means’).



•  That said, would you have been happy taking part in his study? If not, presumably we can’t just accept the way in which the participants in his study were deceived and caused such anxiety.



•  You’ll need to decide for yourself whether this is a study that should have been carried out, or not.





Links to areas/perspectives





•  Milgram’s study falls within the social area because it is revealing the extent to which people’s behaviour can be influenced by other people around them: his participants did not want to administer high voltage electric shocks to the ‘learner’ but, in the face of the prods from the ‘experimenter’, they went against their desires and behaved in the way that was requested of them.



•  However, apart from the social area, Milgram’s study could arguably also be placed within the individual differences area because of his growing recognition that the same situation would not affect everyone in the same way and that the explanation for why some people would be obedient while others might be disobedient would require an understanding of factors to do with them as an individual (e.g. their political or religious beliefs, their level or type of education, or their level of military experience). However, this was not something that he was able to draw any conclusions about.





Links to the key theme





•  In relation to the key theme of responses to people in authority, Milgram’s study would appear to tell us that obedience to those in authority – even when they are asking us to cause harm to someone else – is much more common than we would like to believe.



•  However, there are many questions that arise from Milgram’s study, such as:







    •  Would people in other countries show the same levels of obedience to authority figures as Milgram saw among his participants in the USA?


    •  Would people still be as obedient to authority figures now as they were back in the early 1960s?


    •  Is there anything (e.g. in terms of personality) that sets people who are disobedient apart from people who are obedient?


    •  Does it make a difference that the person Milgram’s participants were being told to harm was someone they didn’t know? Would they have behaved differently if the person being harmed was a friend of theirs?


    •  Would people be more or less obedient if the scenario they were presented with involved just one request being made of them (as opposed to a series of up to 30 requests)?


    •  Would people behave differently if disobedience didn’t involve having to confront an authority figure directly?


    •  Would people be more likely to disobey if the idea that the research might not be ethically acceptable was raised during the course of the study?


    •  Would people be more likely to disobey if they were given time for reflection during the study (i.e. a sort of ‘cooling off’ period)?








•  It is because of questions like this that research into obedience did not end with Milgram and, indeed, research in this area still continues today, as we will see when we turn to a more contemporary study by Bocchiaro et al. from 2012.
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•  Use the internet to locate video footage of Milgram’s obedience experiment.



•  Find out more about the variations Milgram carried out on his original experiment (these are described in detail in his book Obedience to Authority).



•  Find out about the replications that were carried out of Milgram’s study in other countries by other researchers (e.g. in Spain, the UK, Germany, and Australia).
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1.  From Milgram’s study of obedience, describe why participants may have felt that they could not withdraw from this study.


[2 marks]



2.  From Milgram’s study of obedience:







     (a)  Describe the ‘shock generator’ apparatus used in this study.


[2 marks]


     (b)  Outline how the ‘shock generator’ apparatus was used to measure obedience.


[2 marks]








3.  With reference to Milgram’s study of obedience, outline two quantitative findings from this study.


[2 marks]



4.  Identify two of the suggestions made by Milgram for why participants (the teachers) obeyed.


[2 marks]
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Bocchiaro et al. (2012)


Is disobedience to unjust authority a precondition for social progress? This is the claim made in this paper, whose authors wanted to find out whether people who disobey or blow the whistle have different personal characteristics from those who obey. To investigate this, they devised a new research paradigm (method of testing participants) based around a form of softer, psychological aggression than the physical violence paradigm in Milgram’s research. The new paradigm involved participants facing a dilemma in which self-interest clashes with collective interest, and it gave them the chance to obey, disobey, or blow the whistle against authorities who were encouraging immoral behaviours. They believed this study to be the first to examine whistle-blowing within an experimental paradigm in a controlled laboratory setting.


Procedure


Participants for the study were recruited by flyers posted in the campus cafeteria at the VU University at Amsterdam. They received either €7 or course credit for taking part, and were informed before the procedure began about what their task was, the potential benefits/risks of participation, and that they had the right to withdraw at any time with no penalty. They were also assured of the confidentiality of the information collected, and they were given a (first) consent form to sign.


The main part of the study would then begin with a male Dutch experimenter greeting each participant as they arrived at the laboratory. Formally dressed and with a stern demeanour, he proceeded with a request for each participant to provide a few names of fellow students, and then presented the cover story:


Along with an Italian colleague I am investigating the effects of sensory deprivation on brain function. We recently conducted an experiment on six participants who spent some time completely isolated, in Rome, unable to see or hear anything. What happened was traumatic: all of those people panicked, their cognitive abilities were impaired temporarily, some experienced visual and auditory hallucinations. Two participants even asked us to stop because of their strong symptoms, but we didn’t because such a decision would have implied collecting invalid data. In post-experimental interviews the majority said it was a frightening experience.


Now, our aim is to replicate this study at the VU University on a sample of college students. There are currently no data on young people, but some scientists think that their brain is more sensitive to the negative effects of isolation. It is difficult to predict what will happen, and I am worried about that … but I want to go ahead with this experiment.


A University Research Committee is evaluating whether to approve our study. Of course, they have high standards and know about the great suffering caused by extended sensory deprivation, so … I don’t know … we will see what their decision is. In the meantime, the committee is collecting information … it seems they do not have clear ideas about what to do. That’s why they are also interested in the feedback from students like you who happen to know details regarding my experiment. You will find Research Committee forms in the next room.


Having said all that, what I need is for you to write a statement to convince the students you indicated earlier to participate in my sensory deprivation study. We will send them your testimonial through email. And if this is OK, I will contact you in the future for other promotions … so this means money for you.


As you can see, this is a preliminary stage of the experiment, but it is also important to show members of Research Committee that people do not judge negatively sensory deprivation. I’ll be back [the experimenter left the room and stayed out for 3 minutes in order to provide a time for reflection on the action-based decisions about to be made].


Let’s move into the next room, there is a computer for you to perform the task. Of course, you must be enthusiastic in writing the statement. To this aim, it is requested that you use at least two adjectives among ‘exciting’, ‘incredible’, ‘great’, and ‘superb’. Also, you cannot mention the negative effects of sensory deprivation [instructions were displayed on the computer screen as well]. Begin your task; I’ll be back [the experimenter stayed out of the room for a full 7 minutes].
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	Links to methodological issues






	


•  What sampling method did Bocchiaro et al. use?




	 






	


•  What are the benefits and drawbacks for them of using this particular sampling method in their study?




	


•  Sampling method
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In the second room, participants would find a mailbox and a Research Committee form saying the following:


The Free University aims to promote excellent and ethical research. All research should strive to minimise the risk to participants, so that they will not be exposed to any more risk than they would encounter in their usual lifestyle. More in detail:




    •  Participants should be protected from psychological harm (anxiety, stress, embarrassment, humiliation).


    •  Researchers should inform participants if they see signs of psychological problem of which these latter are unaware.





If you think that the research on sensory deprivation violates the above-mentioned basic ethical norms please report this to the Human Ethics Committee by checking the box below and putting this document in the mailbox. Thanks for your valuable cooperation.


After 7 minutes, the experimenter returned and invited the participant to follow him back into the first room. Two personality inventories (the HEXACO-PI-R test, and a measure of Social Value Orientation (SVO)) were then administered and the participant was probed for suspiciousness about the nature of the study. After this, participants were given a full debrief by the experimenter, who had been trained to use simple language and to proceed slowly as he disclosed the true nature of the study (purposes, variables, hypotheses). Care was taken to ensure that participants did not feel uncomfortable about their performance (of being obedient) and about the fact that they had been deceived. They were also asked not to discuss the study with colleagues and friends, to complete a (second) form giving consent for their data to be used, and were given an email address to contact in case they wanted to complain or ask further questions about the study.


Participants


The sample of participants who took part in this research comprised 149 undergraduate students from VU University in Amsterdam (Figure 1.3). Of these, 96 were women and 53 were men, with a mean age of 20.8 years. (There had originally been 160 participants, but 11 were removed because of their suspiciousness about the nature of the study.)
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Figure 1.3 VU University, Amsterdam
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	Links to methodological issues






	


•  Bocchiaro et al. faced (as they put it) the challenge of creating a research paradigm in which ‘the psychological and emotional well-being of the participants’ was protected while at the same time their participants were encouraged to engage in immoral behaviour and were extensively deceived. Do you think they succeeded in protecting their participants from harm? Do you think this study should have been given ethical approval?




	


•  Ethics









	


•  Bocchiaro et al. also wanted to create a paradigm that has ‘mundane realism’, but to what extent did they succeed? In what ways is/isn’t the scenario that they created ecologically valid?




	


•  Ecological validity
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	Links to methodological issues






	


•  In what ways is Bocchiaro et al.’s sample of participants good?




	


•  Sample/ethnocentrism









	


•  In what ways could their sample be improved?
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Measures


The researchers were interested in how participants would respond to the experimenter’s request to write the statement in support of the sensory deprivation study:





•  Those who complied with the request were considered ‘obedient’.



•  Those who refused were considered ‘disobedient’.



•  Those who reported the experimenter’s questionable conduct to the Research Committee by ticking the box on the form and placing it in the mailbox were considered ‘whistle-blowers’. (The whistle-blowers were divided further into two kinds: ‘open whistle-blowers’ were those who had refused to comply with the previous request to write the statement, while ‘anonymous whistle-blowers’ were those who had originally complied with it.)





The researchers were also interested in understanding whether those who disobey or blow the whistle have personal characteristics that differentiate them from those who obey. It was to investigate this that they administered two psychometric tests:





1.  Participants completed the Dutch version of HEXACO-PI-R, which is an instrument that measures the six major dimensions of personality (Honesty-Humility, Emotionality, Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Openness to Experience). For each personality trait, there are ten items, and in the self-report form used in this study respondents were asked to indicate how much they agreed with each statement – from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).



2.  To assess Social Value Orientation (SVO), participants also completed a nine-item Decomposed Games measure. Based on the choices the participants made for each item, they could be classified as having either (1) a pro-social orientation, (2) an individualistic orientation, or (3) a competitive orientation in terms of the patterns of outcomes they generally prefer for themselves and others.
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Use the internet to find out more about HEXACO-PI-R and also the Decomposed Game Measure of Social Value Orientation – you should be able to locate copies of the instruments used in the Bocchiaro et al. study so that you can fill them in for yourself.
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Predicted results


A separate sample of 138 students from VU University in Amsterdam were asked to imagine being in this research. They were provided with a detailed description of the experimental setting and then asked to say ‘What would you do?’ and ‘What the average student at your university would do?’ (Table 1.5).


Table 1.5 Percentage of participants describing themselves as obedient, disobedient or whistle-blower
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Actual results


Results from the laboratory study with the 149 participants shown in Table 1.6 revealed a very different picture.


Table 1.6 Actual results of participants who were obedient, disobedient or a whistle-blower
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*Of the whistle-blowers, 6.0% (n = 9) had written a message (i.e. were ‘anonymous whistle-blowers’), while 3.4% (n = 5) had refused to do so (i.e. were ‘open whistle-blowers’).


No statistically significant differences were found in any of the six personality factors measured by the HEXACO-PI-R. Similarly, no significant differences were found between the groups in terms of SVO, with there being too few participants with a ‘competitive’ orientation to permit statistical analysis and ‘pro-social’ and ‘individualistic’ participants not being unequally distributed among the three groups. Furthermore, no significant differences were found in any of the groups in relation to gender, religious affiliation, or religious involvement. The only significant difference that was found was in relation to faith, with results suggesting a trend towards whistle-blowers having more faith (defined as a confident belief in a transcendent reality) than obedient or disobedient participants.


Conclusions


The main conclusion that Bocchiaro et al. reach is that behaving in a moral manner is challenging for people, even when this reaction appears to observers (the people in their comparison group) as the simplest path to follow.


Discussion


The gap between the predicted results and the actual results reflected the general belief that most of us think we are special, above average, guided by moral principles with freedom to act rationally, personally immune to the influence of powerful situational forces; it also confirms the need for experimental research of this kind, rather than relying on research in which participants are given a hypothetical scenario and asked what they would do.


Qualitative data revealed how obedient participants justified their immoral behaviour by allocating personal responsibility to external forces (‘It was expected of me, that’s why I continued’; ‘I cooperated because the experimenter asked me to’), whereas defiant participants did not experience such an ‘agentic shift’, remaining fully responsible for their actions inside the laboratory (‘I don’t want to do unethical things, I would be very disappointed in myself’; ‘I disobeyed because I felt responsible towards friends’). Within the defiant group, it is suggested that the 21 participants who were disobedient might have stayed at this level (rather than becoming whistle-blowers) because they lacked the concept, or had a too-vague one, that in certain circumstances, such as the one that they were in, something more could be done.


With regard to why the psychometric tests did not detect differences in personality between the obedient, disobedient and whistle-blowing participants, the researchers suggest that this could be because the situational forces operating on the observed behaviour were so strong as to over-ride individual differences. If the sample had been larger (i.e. n > 250) and more refined instruments were used, then differences might have been detected.


What this study did suggest, however, was that participants who were defiant all seemed to proceed by making the same comparison between external demands and internalised moral standards. A disobedient participant stated, ‘I would be very mad and disappointed in myself if I would cooperate, because it [the experiment on sensory deprivation] is unethical and goes against my principles’. A whistle-blower said, ‘I did not want to have the harmful consequences weighing on my conscience, so felt obliged to do this’. For these people, the question was not whether to obey an authority or not but, instead, which authority to obey – the one making the unjust demand or the one that would disapprove of the resulting actions.


Evaluation of the study by Bocchiaro et al.


Links to methodological issues


Research method





•  Bocchiaro et al.’s study was similar to Milgram’s in that it had many features of an experiment (particularly a dependent variable and controls), but it lacked an independent variable.



•  Like Milgram’s study, then, it may arguably not meet the criteria for it to be counted as an experiment; however, its highly standardised procedure made it replicable across its 149 participants, aiding its reliability.



•  Furthermore, Bocchiaro et al. expressly suggest that what they hope they have designed is a new way of investigating obedience that other researchers will be able to use for themselves. If this study was replicated in another country or in the same country several years later, then either the place or time in which the study was carried out would become in effect an independent variable (with the original 2012 study by Bocchiaro et al. becoming the ‘baseline’ study against which to compare results from the others).





Data





•  Like in Milgram’s study of obedience, both quantitative and qualitative data were collected in the study by Bocchiaro et al.



•  The quantitative data comprised the numbers and percentages of participants who were obedient, disobedient or a whistle-blower. The data that the researchers obtained on each participant from the two psychometric tests they completed would also have been in quantitative form.



•  This quantitative data may prove particularly helpful (for purposes of comparison) if the study is replicated in other countries or with different groups of participants (e.g. non-students).



•  The qualitative data consisted of the comments made by participants during the debrief about why they behaved the way that they did.



•  These comments were helpful in making sense of why the participants had behaved in the ways that they did. Although Bocchiaro et al. attempted to group these comments together into categories (e.g. those comments in which the participant justified their behaviour by allocating personal responsibility to external forces), nonetheless it is one of the challenges of qualitative data that it needs to be organised like this after it has been collected.





Ethics





•  In many ways, this study remained within the ethical guidelines. For example, the confidentiality of their participants was respected, consent was sought from them twice (the second time to give permission for their data to be used), they could have withdrawn from the study, and they were given a debrief in which the researchers actively attempted to convey that how they behaved in the study was not something of which they should feel ashamed (e.g. if they had been obedient).



•  That said, the participants experienced a high level of deception, and the consent they gave at the start of the study clearly was not fully informed. On top of this, and in spite of the debrief, participants could have been left feeling embarrassed about how they behaved as the majority presumably learned something about themselves that they were unlikely to be proud of – namely, that under minimal pressure they would be prepared to write a statement in support of research that was known to cause distress to those involved and (perhaps worst of all) they were even prepared to volunteer their friends for this traumatic experiment!



•  On the positive side, for the minority who were disobedient or even prepared to ‘blow the whistle’ on what they were being asked to do, they could come away from the experiment with an enhanced sense of self-worth, having learned that if they were ever asked to do something unethical it was likely that they would have the courage to resist the pressure that would be placed upon them.





Validity





•  Were Bocchiaro et al. actually measuring obedience in this study? It is possible that some of the participants genuinely supported the idea of investigating the effects of sensory deprivation on brain function. If this was the case then what Bocchiaro et al. were measuring was levels of support for research of this kind – maybe their participants didn’t need to be made to obey as such. (Note: the fact that the experimenter left the participants alone while they wrote their statements means that we do not have any observation-based data about how the participants behaved while they wrote their statements and, in particular, whether they experienced distress as they did so.)



•  It is assumed that the study is showing that three-quarters of participants will be obedient even to the point of volunteering friends of theirs to take part in research that is known to be traumatic. However, do we know that the names they gave to the researchers were those of their friends? Is it too far-fetched to suppose that at least some of the participants gave the researchers the names of people they disliked and then wrote the statements to get an experiment going ahead that would lead these people to really suffer? If so, they may be measuring something much darker than simple obedience.



•  During the debrief that each participant received, Bocchiaro et al. asked them not to discuss the study with colleagues and friends. If there were participants who ignored this request then it may not be genuine obedience-related behaviour that Bocchiaro et al. were measuring among subsequent participants.



•  With regard to ecological validity, Bocchiaro et al. worked hard to try to create a scenario that could have seemed plausible to their student participants. However, does the study tell us about how people would behave in real-life whistle-blowing situations? As it is fair to assume that most whistle-blowers would speak out because of feelings of discomfort about what members of staff were being asked to do by an employer or about the kinds of practice being engaged in by an employer, the scenario created in this study can be defended as fairly ecologically valid. However, one thing that makes Bocchiaro’s scenario different from real-life whistle-blowing situations is the fact that most potential whistle-blowers would presumably be employed by the organisation that they speak out about, and the financial hardship and potential career difficulties that could follow from their actions must cause anguish that is unlike anything that could be created in artificial laboratory-style conditions.





Reliability





•  Many features of this study suggest research that is reliable. In the first place, all participants will have received the same cover story, suggesting a highly standardised and replicable procedure. On top of this, the study was carried out on a fairly large sample of participants, meaning that the results can be said to show a consistent trend.



•  In terms of the psychometric tests administered on the participants, the HEXACO-PI-R contained ten statements for each of the six dimensions of personality being measured. This would mean that across the ten statements a settled pattern could be expected to emerge that would over-ride any anomalous responses to individual statements. Similarly, the Social Value Orientation (SVO) measure confronts participants with nine choice situations and a participant is only classified as having a particular orientation (prosocial, individualistic or competitive) if they make six or more consistent choices. Needless to say, Bocchiaro et al.’s participants would all have experienced the same tests with the same statements in the HEXACO-PI-R test and the same choice situations in the SVO measure.





Sample





•  A sample size of 149 is quite large, enabling the researchers to establish consistent effect in their findings that aren’t affected by anomalous (or ‘fluke’) results.
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Debate

What it's all about

Nature/nurture

‘Whether the ways in which we behave are the result of our genetic inheritance (i.e. our ‘natures’) or
how we have been brought up (i.e. how we have been 'nurtured’).

Free will/determinism

‘Whether we have control over how we behave (such that it can be seen as freely chosen) or whether
how we behave is out of our control (ie. it is determined for us in some way — maybe by biological or
environmental factors).

Reductionism/holism

A debate about how best to understand human behaviour — either as arising from very basic causes

(e.g. hormones, or particular patterns of neural connections) such that the task of the psychologist is to
identify these causes through carefully controlled experiments in which variables are isolated and tested
one at a time (reductionism), or as the result of many different factors interacting with each other such
that models need to be developed to capture all of these different factors and how they interact (holism).

Individual/situational
explanations

Whether a particular behaviour is because of factors internal to an individual (particularly their
personality) or because of the circumstances (situation) in which they find themselves.

Usefulness of research

Psychological research can be seen as useful when it has practical applications that improve people’s
lives. However, there is a debate to be had about whether psychological research needs to be useful
in this practical sense or whether it is sufficient for it to be intrinsically useful (ie. to further our
understanding and therefore contribute to psychology as an academic discipline). The methodology
may increase or decrease usefulness.

Ethical considerations

It may seem uncontroversial that the ethical guidelines should be adhered to, but there is a debate to
be had about whether these guidelines can prevent really worthwhile research from taking place and
whether it is possible that the benefits of a study can outweigh problems with how the participants
are treated (i.e. whether the end justifies the means). Is it ever justifiable to conduct research that
breaches ethical guidelines?

Conducting socially
sensitive research

Research can be defined as socially sensitive if it has wider (negative) implications *... either directly
for the participants in the research or for the class of individuals represented by the research’ (Sieber
and Stanley, 1988). Examples might centre on whether parenting styles can play a role in children
developing eating disorders, or whether growing up with the internet has an unalterable effect on
children's brains. The debate is about whether psychologists should refrain from investigating topics
that are especially socially sensitive (because of the impact their findings could potentially have), or
whether doing so is the only way to challenge prejudices and arrive at the truth.

Psychology as a
science

Research can be seen as scientific if it is objective (i.e. the findings are a matter of fact, rather than
opinion), replicable (i. if the study is repeated, the same results are obtained), and falsifiable (i.e. in
principle, it would be possible to prove the findings wrong). However, quite aside from discussing whether
individual pieces of research meet these criteria or not, there is a broader debate to be had about whether
conducting controlled scientific research is the best way to achieve understanding of human behaviour.
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Methodological issue

What it's all about

Research method

Which research method has been used? All have strengths and weaknesses. For example, laboratory
experiments may lack ecological validity, while it may be difficult to impose controls on field
experiments. It may be difficult to generalise about case studies, while correlation studies cannot tell us
anything about cause-and-effect.

Data

Has a study collected quantitative data, qualitative data, or both? The main strength of
quantitative data is that data can be collected together into graphs and tables, allowing us to
see patterns in behaviour quite easily. The main strength of qualitative data s that it can add
‘richness, helping us to understand why people behave the way they do.

Ethical guidelines

Have the ethical guidelines been adhered to? Many of the classic (older) studies were carried

out before the introduction of formal ethical guidelines, so for this reason they may be open to
criticism. Even with contemporary (modern) research there may be issues as psychologists try to
balance the need to treat their participants with respect against the need to conduct research that
generates valid results (e.g. if participants are fully informed about the aims of the study, then will
they behave ‘naturally'?)

Validity

Validity relates to whether a study has measured what it is intending to measure. Features of the
research that may prevent this from happening could include the use of self-report as a way of
collecting data (as participants could lie in the responses they give), inadequate controls on an
experiment (meaning that extraneous variables could be the reason for the results, rather than
the independent variable), or the participants working out the aims of the study and adjusting
their behaviour accordingly (i.e. responding to the ‘demand characteristics' of the investigation).
A particular aspect of validity which should be borne in mind is ecological validity, which is the
extent to which a particular investigation resembles real life: as you'll see, laboratory experiments
often lack ecological validity, meaning that they may tell us very little about how people are likely
to behave in real-life settings.

Reliability

Reliability relates to consistency. For example, are the researchers collecting data in the same way

from all participants? Is their sample of participants large enough for them to be able to claim that
what they have seen is a consistent effect (as opposed to just a fluke, ‘one-off’ finding)? Have they
collected data in a number of different ways, such that results from the different measures can be

compared, to see if they are consistent with each other and 'telling the same story'?

Sample

Is their sample of participants one that can be generalised from? Factors that could limit their
ability to do this could relate to the sample being quite small in number and/or of the same

age, gender or cultural background. It is worth considering what the sampling method was in a
particular study, as this can often contribute to the extent to which a sample is generalisable.
For example, if a researcher is based in a university and they obtain their sample via opportunity
sampling, then their sample is likely to consist mainly or solely of students. How typical are such
people of the wider population?

Ethnocentrism

Ethnocentrism is about the extent to which findings apply to people from varying cultures. There

are over seven billion people on the planet and customs, values and norms vary between different
cultures, regions, towns or groups. Research is ‘sthnocentric’ if it claims to speak about ‘people in
general’ when there are good grounds for supposing that it only actually speaks about people from
the culture in which the research was conducted, as people from that culture may be different from
people elsewhere. In this case it is not possible to generalise from what is true about them to what

i true about ‘peaple in general Ethnocentrism can also mean seeing one's own group as better than
other groups, or only seeing the world from your own point of view, or the point of view of your group
or your culture. This often leads us to believe that our ethnic group, nation, religion, scout group or
football team is superior to all others (ethnocentric bias).

Itis important to note that research has to be done somewhere, and just because a study is carried out
inasingle culture, it doesn't automatically mean that it is ethnocentric. For example, the research may
be biological (in which case it is unlikely to be ethnocentric as beneath our surface differences we all
function in the same ways, meaning that it doesn't matter where a biological study is conducted), or
the sample of people may all live within the same culture but they come from a wide, multi-cultural
range of backgrounds. Alternatively, a researcher may decide to carry out cross-cultural research and
repeat their study in a range of different cultures around the world to confirm whether their findings
geninely are true of people across the world (ie. ‘people in general’) or were merely true of people
from the first culture in which the study was carried out.
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Strengths of the behaviourist perspective

Weaknesses of the behaviourist perspective

It highlights the role of nurture in learning, showing the
important influence environment has on our behaviour.

It ignores the influence of nature on behaviour, failing to take
account of the way in which genetics and biology can place
limits on what individuals can learn.

It can be extremely useful, having practical applications in a
range of different settings including clinical ones (e.g. it suggests
ways in which phobias can be unlearned as well as learned).

The lessons behaviourism teaches us can be difficult to apply
(e-g- how are we to control what our children are or are not
exposed to?) and/or are open to inappropriate use.

The focus on studying observable behaviour in controlled
laboratory experiments helps give psychology scientfic
credibility.

By favouring the laboratory experiment as a research
method, behaviourist research can lack ecological validity
and therefore fail to resemble behaviours that people might
perform in real life.
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Strengths of the psychodynamic perspective

Weaknesses of the psychodynamic perspective

It offers an explanation for why people develop mental
disorders and, by highlighting the importance of the
unconscious mind as an influence on our feelings and
behaviour, Freud was the first to stress how abnormal
behaviour could be caused by psychological factors.

It is unscientific in its analysis of human behaviour. In
particular, many of the concepts central to Freud's theories
can neither be verified (proved correct) nor falsified (proved
wrong) — they are not open to a process of scientific testing.

It suggests ways in which people with mental disorders
can be helped (treated) - namely, through Freud's 'talking
cure in which patients are given insight into the origins of
their disorder. Although most modern therapists do not use
Freudian principles, Freud's legacy is apparent in modern
forms of counselling.

The evidence for psychodynamic theory is taken from Freuds
case studies. The main problem here is that case studies are
based on studying one person in detail and the evidence
from such studies is highly subjective and can be affected

by researcher bias. This puts the validity of the findings into
question and makes generalisations to the wider population
difficult.

Freud's work made the case study method popular in
psychology. Case studies provide in - depth detail about

a person or client's experiences, both current and in the
past. The case study method remains popular in the area of
abnormal psychology.
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Area Key theme Classic study Contemporary study
Social Responses to people | Milgram (1963) Bocchiaro et al. (2012)
in authority Obedience Disobedience and whistle-blowing
Responses to people | Piliavin et al. (1969) Levine et al. (2001)
in need Subway Samaritan Cross-cultural altruism
Cogpitive Memory Loftus and Palmer (1974) Grant etal. (1998)
Eyewitness testimony Context-dependent memory
Attention Moray (1959) Simons and Chabris (1999)
Auditory attention Visual inattention
Developmental | External influences | Bandura et al. (1961) Chaney et al. (2004)
g;‘hj\‘,‘:g;er"'s Transmission of aggression Funhaler study
Moral development | Kohlberg (1968) Lee et al. (1997)
Stages of moral development | Evaluations of lying and truth-telling
Biological Regions of the brain | Sperry (1968) Casey etal. (2011)
Split-brain study Neural correlates of delay of
gratification
Brain plasticity Blakemore and Cooper (1970) | Maguire et al. (2000)
Impact of early visual experience | Taxi drivers
Individual Understanding Freud (1909) Baron-Cohen et al. (1997)
diffiranezs e Little Hans Autism in adults

Measuring differences

Gould (1982)
A nation of morons
Bias in IQ testing

Hancock etal. (2011)
Language of psychopaths
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‘Whatwould | ‘What the average
you do?' student at your
university would do?'
Obedient 3.6% 18.8%
Disobedient 31.9% 43.9%
Whistle-blower | 64.5% 37.3%
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Actualresults

Obedient

76.5% (n = 114)

Disobedient

14.1% (n = 21)

Whistle-blower

9.4% (n = 14)*
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